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Preface

This book started out in 1986 as part of a consultancy with the Australian National Parks
and Wildlife Service and the Gagudju Association to develop an orthography for Gun-
djeihmi and materials that could be used in Kakadu National Park to interpret various facets
of Aboriginal culture such as ethnobotanical knowledge, place names and oral traditions
around the rich galleries of ancient rock art found there. Although there was already
substantial material on a related dialect, Kunwinjku, through work by Arthur Capell, Lynette
Oates, Peter Carroll, Steve Etherington and others (see §1.6), Gun-djeihmi, like the other
dialects of Bininj Gun-wok, was virtually undescribed. 1 therefore began to prepare a
descriptive grammar of the Gun-djeihmi dialect.

Immediately I became interested in the theoretical problems posed by a polysynthetic
language where so much information was concentrated into long verbal words like
bayiwarlkgarrinj ‘he hid himself away with it’, bigomdjudmeng ‘it stuck in her throat’ or
barribebbeganagang ‘they each took some’ (these examples are taken from one of the first
texts 1 recorded, from Toby Gangele — see Text 1 in the Appendix). This ‘genius’ for
concentrating all the information on the head of the clause was the exact opposite of what I
was used to in Kayardild, the Queensland language I had worked on previously, where the
basic organising principle is to percolate down all possible morphosyntactic information to
dependents, leading to massive stacking up of case, tense and interclausal agreement on
nominals. In the late 1980s there was growing interest in such topics as noun incorporation,
adverbial quantification and the significance of bound pronominals for syntactic structure,
but I did not feel that existing sources on Kunwinjku, or other related languages for that
matter, provided adequate discussion of these issues, so in my elicitation work I began to get
detailed material on these topics (especially with two of my outstanding Gun-djeihmi
teachers, Toby Gangele and Eddie Hardy).

I began searching the descriptive traditions of other areas of the world for models of how
to organise the grammar of a polysynthetic grammar. This is a topic that has challenged
many of the great thinkers about linguistic structure, from Humboldt in his discussion of the
structure of classical Aztec and Sapir in his grammar of Southern Paiute, to, in more recent
times, work by Launey on Classical Aztec, Mithun on Seneca and Mohawk, Rice on Slave,
Sasse on Cayuga, Foley on Yimas, and in Australia especially McKay on Rembarrnga and
Heath on Nunggubuyu. But I still found that many of the questions I was interested in were
not dealt with at the level of detail needed to really understand how the language worked:
How do you say X in a polysynthetic language? Now that we have a list of all the dozens of
verbal morphemes, how do we put them together into a meaningful construction? For
example, how do the reflexive suffix, the benefactive prefix and noun incorporation all

XX
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interact inside a verbal word? How do you work out what scope a bound prefix like ‘all’ or
‘the wrong (one)’ will have if it can’t be placed next to the element it modifies? Does
pronominal reference work in the same way once pronominal elements become obligatory?
Does noun incorporation really have the same discourse function in object and intransitive
subject function? Do the radical differences in structure between polysynthetic and non-
polysynthetic languages mirror a difference in underlying semantic structure that requires us
to discard our Eurocentric biases before we can adequately capture how the language works
(as per the Boas-Sapir tradition)? Is it merely a surface phenomenon (as per Mark Baker’s
recent work), or are there differences of a more subtle nature?

Further, in the last few years, new work on construction grammar has emphasised the
need to characterise the meanings of linguistic gestalts, and I believe that this is an aspect of
polysynthetic languages that has been rather neglected, at the expense of concentrating on
spectacular arrays of individual morphemes. I therefore decided to write a detailed grammar
that would pay attention to the range of questions outlined above, though I am under no
illusion of having done justice to all these issues.

The second thing that struck me about Gun-djeihmi was the exceptionally rich
sociolinguistic matrix it was set in. To begin with, there are two special registers that index
kinship relations: a special register for use with respected relatives like one’s mother-in-law
(§1.5.1), and a complex system of ‘triangular kin terms’ that calculate the kinship relations of
a referent from the simultaneous perspectives of speaker and hearer (§1.5.2).

Equally complex is the pattern of inter-nested variation between dialects. From the start,
although my initial assignment was to work on the Gun-djeihmi dialect, many of the texts
and even sentence materials I gathered mixed features from other dialects, which was hardly
surprising given that many of my teachers had either started out speaking other dialects and
switched to Gun-djeihmi as their life circumstances changed — from Kunwinjku, Kuninjku,
Gun-dedjnjenghmi or Pine Creek Mayali — or else were spending a lot of time talking to
Kunwinjku speakers. As well, there was lots of talk about clan-specific variants; Nipper
Kapirigi, for example, began our first session by mentioning specific details of the Badmardi
clan lect. Articulated judgments of linguistic closeness often stressed links to neighbouring
languages as more important than those to neighbouring dialects — Gun-djeihmi speakers
would regularly state that their dialect was ‘like Jawoyn’ or ‘like Dangbon’ rather than ‘like
Kunwinjku’. And often, when I employed the standard elicitation technique of asking
whether particular made-up sentences were grammatical, Gun-djeihmi speakers would say
things like ‘that’s how Kunwinjku people talk’ or ‘sounds like Maningrida side’ rather than
simply ‘that’s incorrect’.

If only to make sense of such statements, identify intrusions from other dialects, and
transcribe multi-dialectal or multi-lingual conversations, I needed to find out about these
other dialects; so from 1989 I began to carry out fieldwork in other areas, particularly with
Kuninjku and Kune speakers in the small and very traditional outstations some hundred
kilometres to the east, south of Maningrida. Kuninjku and Kune exhibited all sorts of
interesting differences from both Gun-djeihmi and Kunwinjku, such as the disappearance of
gender agreement from Kune, the loss of the dual number in the divalent prefix paradigms,
and the use of the instrumental as an ergative, and I began to realise that the structural
heterogeneity of the dialect chain was much greater than suspected. From the point of view
of learning the language, working in these outstations had the further advantage that, since
these communities (unlike those in Kakadu) used hardly any English or Kriol, I was forced to
use the language in all interactions. Finally, in 1996, when working with Murray Garde in a
literacy workshop on Dalabon/Ngalkbun at Barunga, some of the Mayali speakers there
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invited us to visit the small community of Manyallaluk (formerly Eva Valley), and record
some language there. Manyallaluk Mayali again proved to have all sorts of grammatical
differences from all the other varieties, and as well to be an interesting case of a recent koine
(or dialect blend) formed earlier this century when speakers of various dialects moved south
to work in a small mining community.

By the mid 1990s, then, I decided to work together all these materials into a pan-dialectal
grammar, loosely guided by Weinreich’s notion of a ‘diasystem’, or deeper underlying system
in terms of which specific dialect variants can be understood.

From a theoretical point of view, this means abandoning the fiction that you are describing
a system inside any one speaker’s head: no-one is fully conversant with all the dialects
described here. On the other hand, speakers often phrase their judgments of correctness in
terms of different dialect norms (for example, if I ask a Kune speaker if you can say daluk
ngalmak? [woman FE-good] for ‘good woman’, I am told ‘that’s how people talk at
Oenpelli’). And they often play with dialect differences, for example by making characters
in texts speak other dialects than their own (see Text 6 for an example) or by accommodating
to certain dialect features of visitors in a playful way or, out of deference, starting off by
adopting salient features of a host’s dialect to show they acknowledge their ownership of
country they are visiting. One goal of this grammar, then, is to capture speakers’ models of
the wider system of codes in which they participate; it would be artificial to put this off until
later (say, until we have full grammars of each separate dialect), because the investigator
constantly encounters dialectally mixed data, and because so much speech behaviour makes
use of what are assumed to be mutually known differences in dialect systems.

I believe there are also real descriptive and explanatory advantages in taking a pan-
dialectal approach, of the type Weinreich recognised when developing his notion of
diasystem. In many cases, comparison across dialects reveals much about the language that
would remain puzzling if we just had information about the behaviour of one dialect. For
example, the way in which gender agreement does not match the set of noun classes very
neatly began as a puzzle when I was looking just at Gun-djeihmi, but once I looked at all
dialects it is clear that it is just one step in a process by which different dialects have, to
different degrees, simplified an original four-gender system (still found in Kunwinjku), while
all retaining an original system of four overt noun-class prefixes (see §5.5). Or, to take a
second example, comparing the structure of the divalent pronominal prefixes across dialects
reveals a clear typological patterning in where dual marking appears and where it is
neutralised (§10.2.2). And, from the viewpoint of grammaticalisation, cross-dialectal
comparisons allow one to pin-point rather clearly the way in which certain innovations (such
as the ‘part-class’ marked by the -no suffix in the eastern dialects) proceed by extending
constructions that are more limited in other dialects.

There is also a good practical reason for writing a pan-dialectal grammar: until now, most
published work has focussed on the Kunwinjku dialect, but as Bininj Gun-wok represents one
of the few Australian languages with a growing number of speakers there is a need for an
informed description of the whole suite of varieties to meet various practical goals. The
needs of the other speech communities, in terms of planning orthography, developing
bilingual programs, assessing the skills needed by interpreters dealing with speakers of
various dialect backgrounds, getting information to language centres, evaluating the
feasibility of unified vs dialect-specific dictionary programs and so on, will all be better met
by a description that encompasses the whole dialect chain.

This is not to say that there are no major drawbacks of the approach I have taken here.
Firstly, it is difficult to organise material in those cases where the subsystems are not parallel,
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as in the case of the tense/aspect/mood suffixes (§9.3) or the kinship system (§1.4.1). An
ideal investigator needs to be on the alert for such systemic differences, and not presume too
much parallelism when dealing with unfamiliar dialects; I have no doubt that subsequent
detailed work on particular dialects will show me to have sometimes failed on this point.
Second, constraints on time and opportunity have meant that it has not always been possible
to get comparably detailed data on all topics, so that different dialects will assume centre
stage according to the problem being discussed. Again, I hope that this grammar will
encourage further work to bring our knowledge of all dialects to a level where truly
systematic comparison is possible. Thirdly, the existence of three different orthographies
(§1.2.6) and the switches between them according to the variety in focus will undoubtedly
make the reader’s task harder in some places than it would have been in a grammar based on
one variety.

In dealing with these three types of shortcoming, I have used different approaches in
different places, according to what I have judged the most illuminating strategy. Sometimes
I compare particular subsystems one dialect at a time (pronominal prefixes), sometimes I
give a more detailed exposition of one dialect’s system with notes on how others differ (e.g.
demonstratives), while at other times I begin with a discussion of the most complex system
(e.g. the Kunwinjku noun class and gender system) followed by a discussion of how the
others can be derived from this via various simplifications or transformations.

A final shortcoming is my omission of any discussion of intonation from this grammar.
Originally I planned a chapter on this topic, but realised that it was too complex a topic to do
justice to so briefly. Instead, a separate book on this topic is-envisaged, with my colleagues
Judith Bishop and Janet Fletcher, growing out of our recent work (see Bishop 1997a,b, 2002;
Bishop & Fletcher forthcoming; Fletcher & Evans 2000).

The language described in this book is in the fortunate and unusual position, for an
Australian language at least, of not being under immediate threat of extinction. This makes
it possible for me to dedicate it equally to the many great bininj who taught me and who have
now left us, and to the generations to come: ngurri-bulerri ngurri-gerrnge, ngurri-wernh-
wokdi gun-wok.
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Abbreviations

* 1. Unacceptable example du dual
2. Reconstructed form DUB dubitative
° number neutralised DV deverbal
2 zero morpheme ,_ EMPH emphatic
1 first person ERG ergative
2 second person EXC exclusive
3 third person EXT extended
12 first person inclusive FAC factitive
I noun class, typically masculine FE feminine gender agreement
| noun class, typically feminine fem feminine (pronoun)
11 noun class, typically vegetable FUT future
v noun class, typically neuter GEN genitive
a augmented GENTIL  gentilic
ABL ablative ' GIN generic incorporated nominal
ANA anaphoric (demonstrative) h higher object
ANA.IMM immediate anaphoric I0 indirect object
BEN benefactive applicative IMM immediate
BPIN body-part incorporated IMM.PREV just mentioned (demonstrative)
nominal IMP imperative
CAUS causal IN incorporated nominal
CENTRIP  centripetal INC inclusive
CHACLOC characteristic location INCEP inceptive
COM comitative applicative INCH inchoative
COMIT comitative (nominal suffix) INSEP inseparable
CONJ conjunction INSTR instrument
CTRFAC counterfactual intr. Intransitive
DEM demonstrative 10 indirect object
DET determiner IRR irrealis
DIREC direction ITER iterative
DIST distributive IVF incorporating verb form
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1 lower object!
LocC locative
m minimal (not usually marked
in glosses)
MA masculine gender agreement
masc masculine (pronoun)
NEG negative
NEU neuter
nm non-minimal
NP 1. non-past (in glosses)
2. noun phrase (in body text)
0 object
OBL oblique
P past
PERSIS persistive
PI past imperfective
pl plural
POSSD possessed noun
PP past perfective
PR present
PRIV privative
PROP proprietive
PRPTY property
PRT part suffix
PROHIB  prohibitive
PROX.SER proximal seriated
Q question marker
RR reflexive/reciprocal
REDUP reduplication
REL relativiser
REM remote (demonstrative)
RESP respect (in trirelational kin
terms)
S 1. subject (intransitive)
2. subject (in word order
discussions)

1 Note that although the number ‘1’ and the
letter ‘I’ are typographically similar, they occur
in different slots, since the latter always
directly follows the number ‘3’, while the
former never does.
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sg singular

sp. species

SUB subordinate marker
SUBJ subject (general)
TAM tense/aspect/mood

tr. transitive

ua unit augmented

\% verb

VBSR verbaliser

VE vegetable

VEG.LOC location (plant)

VIOL with violent intent
'YON yon, distal demonstrative
YON.ID distal identificational

in glosses, where one word
translates two in vernacular
v stem form (where a verb is
cited in non-past without any
pronominal prefixes)

Subject/object combinations like 3a/1du
mean ‘third augmented subject acting upon
first person dual object’, i.e. ‘they doing it
to us two’. Minimal number is not usually
marked on glosses, so that 3/1 is to be
interpreted as meaning ‘third minimal
subject acting upon first minimal object’,
i.e. ‘(s)he or it acting upon me’.

Boundaries

- morpheme boundary

lexicalised morpheme boundary,
e.g. in old compound; only
shown where relevant

= clitic boundary

element that is positionally bound
to the preceding word, e.g.
pronouns after verbs in some
cases

$ syllable boundary
[...] foot boundaries
%...% encloses underlying forms
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Abbreviations and conventions

Kinship abbreviations

N< € v 2o mTTouonow

brother
child
daughter
elder
father
husband
mother
son
wife
younger
sister

Concatenations of the above, such as

M Mayali (broad sense)
Mkr Makassarese
MM Manyallaluk Mayali

XY Example in which dialects X and
Y are code-mixed

MM or FZ, are interpreted as ‘mother’s
mother’, ‘father’s sister’, and so forth,
except that e and y modify the symbol
which follows, as in eB ‘elder brother’ and

$ avoidance register (in word list
only)

Sources

E&E Etherington and Etherington
(1994)

GID Garde (1997), Dictionary of
Kuninjku

KH Hale (1959) field notes -

Karrarrkid Jesus Nungka Karrarrkid

YZ ‘younger sister’.

Languages, dialects, registers

A All dialects

BGW  Bininj Gun-wok

D Dalabon

Dj Gun-djeihmi

Dnj Gun-dedjnjenghmi

E Kune (broad sense)

EDD Kune: Dulerayek

EN Kune: Narayek

I Kuninjku

kk. Kun-kurrng (avoidance register)

od. other dialects

ol ordinary or ‘outside’ language
(i.e. everyday register)

R Rembarrnga

w Kunwinjku

KS Nganjmira: Kunwinjku Spirit

MT Mayali Texts (Evans 1991)

OM Oenpelli monologue: Berndt
and Berndt (1951a)

OP Carroll (1995)

PC Carroll (1976)

T Text (Appendix 1)

Other conventions

Translations are normally shown in
single quotes, except that double quotes
are used for specifically Aboriginal
English terms.

Sometimes I use the initials of speakers
drawn from the set acknowledged on p.vii,
and my own initials (NE) in the case of
interviews in which I was a participant.

I use smaller fonts in paragraphs of a
more esoteric nature, for hard-core readers
only.
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1 The language and its speakers

1.1 Linguistic type

Phonologically, Bininj Gun-wok is typical of Australian languages in having paired stop
and nasal phonemes at each point of articulation (except the glottal), lacking fricatives,
having a relatively rich inventory of liquids (two rhotics and two laterals) and having a strict
one-consonant onset for syllables.! More specifically, it is typical of the languages of central
Arnhem Land and contrasts with most other Australian languages, in having a phonemic
glottal stop, two stop series (short and long), five vowels without a length contrast, relatively
complex consonant clusters in codas and no essential distinction between word and syllable
phonotactics.

Like most of the Gunwinyguan languages, it is richly polysynthetic. Verbs have a
morphological template with around twelve prefix slots showing subject and object
pronominal information (distinguishing three numbers for each — minimal, unit augmented
and augmented — though with some neutralisations), direction, aspect, various types of
adverbial and quantificational information, applicatives, ‘generic’ and ‘body part’
incorporated nominals and spatial prefixes;2 of these only the first, pronominal, slots are
obligatory. (Note that, unlike in many North Australian languages such as Maung and
Nunggubuyu, verbs do not exhibit gender agreement.) Then follows the verb root, an
optional suffix for reflexive/reciprocal and a final tense/aspect/mood inflection. Two
examples of sentences comprising a morphologically elaborate verb with little or no other

material are 1.1a and 1.2a.
1.1 a. Aban-yawoih-warrgah-marne-ganj-ginje-ng.
Dj 1/3pl-again-wrong-BEN-meat-cook-PP
‘I cooked the wrong meat for them again.’
b. Aban-yawoih-warrgah-marne-ginje-ng gun-ganj.
Dj 1/3pl-again-wrong-BEN-cook-PP IV-meat
‘=1.1a’

1 Though western dialects optionally drop some initial consonants in word-initial position.
2 Additional complexity comes from the fact that verb stems are often compounds, sometimes resulting
from old frozen incorporations: see §8.2.1.
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1.2 a. Al-djal-gudji ba-gurlah-mirnde-bimbu-ni.
Dj FE-just-one  3/3P-hide-many-paint-PI
‘Just she on her own painted lots of buffalo hides.’

b. Al-djal-gudji ba-mirnde-bimbu-ni gun-gurlah.
Dj FE-just-one  3/3P-many-paint-PI  IV-hide
‘=1.2a’

As these illustrate, noun incorporation is optional, involves dropping the noun class prefix
(here gun-) and there is basic synonymy between incorporated and unincorporated versions,
though incorporated objects tend to be given or situationally expected and incorporated
subjects of intransitive stance verbs tend to be new and given a presentative reading
(§10.4.3.3). A corollary of this basic synonymy is that noun incorporation does not affect
argument structure, but rather provides referential specification about the absolutive
argument of an already-created argument array.

Incorporated nominals, in fact, have three functions: to index generic-type nouns, asin 1.1
and 1.2 above, to localise the effects of the predicate on a body part of the absolutive
argument (1.3), or to supply a secondary predicate, again on the absolutive argument (1.4).

1.3 A-bid-garrme-ng daluk.
Dj 1/3-hand-touch-PP woman
‘I touched the woman on the hand.’

14 Ga-rrarrkid, galuk nga-rrarrgid-ma-ng.
Dj 3-alive FUT  1/3-alive-pick.up-NP
‘It’s alive, I’ll pick it up alive.’

Not all noun roots are incorporable and in fact the set of incorporable roots is essentially
the same as the set of roots participating in nominal compounding; I shall call these
‘compounding roots’. Compare 1.5 which illustrates the root dulk of gun-dulk ‘tree’
incorporating 1.5a and compounding with guyeng ‘long, tall’ (1.5b), with 1.6 which
illustrates the impossibility of the root dubang of an-dubang ‘ironwood tree’ either
incorporating 1.6a or compounding 1.6b; instead, they may be doubled by a semantically
related root (here dulk ‘tree’) which is either incorporated 1.6¢ or compounded 1.6d. See
§8.1.3.3 for a list of compounding roots.

1.5 a. Barri-dulk-djobge-ng. b. an-dulk-guyeng

Dj 3a/3P-tree-cut-PP VE-tree-long
‘They cut down the tree.’ ‘tall tree’

1.6 a. *Barri-dubang-djobge-ng. b. *an-dubang-guyeng

Dj 3a/3P-ironwood-cut-PP VE-ironwood-long
‘They cut the ironwood tree.’ ‘tall ironwood tree’

¢. Barri-dulk-djobge-ng an-dubang. d. an-dulk-guyeng an-dubang

3a/3P-tree-cut-PP ItI-ironwood VE-tree-long I1I-ironwood
‘“They cut the ironwood tree.’ ‘tall ironwood tree’

There are several reasons for seeing incorporated nouns as (part of) the argument
expression, rather than as simply altering the meaning of the verb so that it has a narrower
meaning than it otherwise would. Firstly, they are linked to a specific argument position,
which can be altered by argument-changing morphemes such as the comitative applicative
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(§10.1). Secondly, they may be referential. Thirdly, pairs like 1.1a,b and 1.2a,b are
effectively synonymous and nominal incorporation does not affect the argument structure of
the verb (e.g. transitivity and choice of pronominal prefixes is left intact). And fourthly, it is
very much a lexically accidental fact whether a given noun root can be incorporated; for
example, v, ganj ‘meat’ is incorporable, but Vme ‘vegetable food’ is not and furthermore the
same facts about incorporability hold regardless of the incorporating verb. For all these
reasons I treat certain types of incorporated nominals as (part of the expression of)
arguments throughout this grammar. Note, however, that there are also many formally
similar combinations, which involve compounding rather than incorporation and where the
nominal root does not function as an argument, but is simply a morphological formative in
the verb stem. Tests for distinguishing compounding from incorporation will be discussed in
§8.1.3.

Turning now to grammatical relations, it is impossible to identify these on the basis of
anything but verbal morphology. There are no productive voice alternations, biclausal
causatives, complementation constructions, obligatory case marking on core NPs, or
constraints on NP order or deletion that can be used to identify subjects, objects or indirect
objects. The grammatical relations ‘subject’, ‘object’ and ‘indirect object’, as well as derived
object- and indirect object-like arguments (formed by the comitative and benefactive
applicatives) are defined solely on the basis of registration by pronominal prefix, control of
reflexive/reciprocal formation and selection of noun incorporation (§10.1.2).

Three argument-changing affixes alter the argument structure of the basic root:
a comitative prefix yi- (cf. golung ‘go down’, yigolung ‘goes down with, takes down’),
a benefactive prefix marne- (cf. ginje ‘cooks’, marneginje ‘cooks for’) and a reflexive/
reciprocal suffix -rr(en)* (cf. djobge ‘cuts’, djobgerren ‘cut self, cut each other’). Various
logical combinations of these affixes are possible (e.g. marneginjerren ‘cook for each other’,
marneyigolung ‘take down for’) though the reflexive interpretation of -rr(en) is only
available when this is the first step in semantic composition, so that marnedjobgerren, for
example, can mean ‘cut oneself for’ but not ‘cut for oneself’. There are also a number of
other senses available for these affixes, for example causation for marne- and collective
action for -rren and these also interact in complex ways with the order of argument
composition and with the expression of the object argument. See §10.3 for details.

The verbal affix positions are the only obligatory places where arguments must be
represented. Overt external nominals (including free pronouns) representing subjects and
objects are not obligatory, though not infrequent, especially when used to supply contrastive
information (1.7), to give fuller information about the entity in question (1.6¢, 1.8, 1.9) or to
make up for neutralisations in the pronominal prefix system (1.10; see §10.2.3). Sometimes
other morphological material within the verb, such as the collective use of the reflexive-
reciprocal (1.11) or numero-spatial quantifiers like mirnde- ‘many’ (1.2) also adds specificity
to the referring expression. As a result, referring expressions are constructed by unifying
material from a number of verbal affix positions with any external material (§6.1.3, §6.2).
In the following examples such material is shown in bold.

3 Though Kune and Manyallaluk Mayali have an optional ergative use of the instrumental — see §5.2.1.2.
4 s the reflexive/reciprocal morpheme, but verbs bearing it will (like other verbs) be cited in their non-
past form, which ends in -rren.
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1.7
Dj

1.8

1.9
Dj

1.10

1.11
Dj

Ngudda ngadburrung yi-ngeibu-n balanda raft, ngad ngarri-ngeibu-n
you brother 2/3-call-NP  balanda we 1a/3-call-NP

bininj, wularl.
Aborigine Waularl
“You, brother, call it ‘raft’ in balanda (language), we Aborigines call it wularl.’

An-biya garri-yerrng-ma-ng, bu  garri-worrhm-i, an-dehne
VE-different 12a-wood-get-NP REL 12a-light-NP VE-this

an-geb-warre.
VE-flame-bad
‘We’ll get some different wood when we make the fire; this wood doesn’t give
a good flame.’

Ngakngak bogen ga-rrabu-gurrme.
grey.crowned.babbler two  3-egg-layNP
‘Grey-crowned babblers lay two eggs.’

Ben-na-ng berrewoneng.
3/3(u)a-see-PP  them.twoOBL
‘(S)he saw the two of them.’

Barri-dowe-rr-inj  rouk.
3aP-die-RR-PP all
‘They all died.”

One particular semantic problem that arises from the obligatoriness of subject and object
pronominal prefixes concerns referentiality. Since they are obligatory, third person
pronominal prefixes must still be used for non-referential arguments (1.12) and an important
role of external material is to specify referentiality, whether through the use of free pronouns
(1.13) or demonstratives (1.14).

112
Dj

1.13
Dj

1.14
D;j

Alege daluk  gaban-du-ng.
FE:DEM woman 3/3pl-scold-NP
a. ‘That woman is scolding them.’
b. ‘That woman scolds people.’

Alege daluk  gaban-du-ng bedda.
FE:DEM woman 3/3pl-scold-NP them
‘That woman is scolding them.’

Alege  daluk gaban-du-ng namekke bininj rouk.
FE:DEM woman 3/3pl-seek-NP MA:DEM person all
‘That woman is scolding those people.’

The modulation of referentiality by the external elements interacts with the interpretation
of some of the adverbial prefixes on the verb. Thus the prefix yawoih- indicates repetition
(§11.3.5.1) and can mean either ‘again’ or ‘another’ according to a range of factors, one of
which is the referring status of the object, or otherwise, as determined by the external
demonstrative.
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1.15a. Gunubewu nga-yawoih-ma-ng daluk, nga-yawurrinj.
Dj maybe 1/3-again-marry-NP woman [-young.man
‘I might marry another woman, I’m a young man.’ (my last wife died)

b. Gunubewu nga-yawoih-ma-ng alege daluk.
maybe 1/3-again-marry-NP FE-DEM  woman
‘[ might marry that woman again.’ (who I split up from)

Nominal morphology is more limited. Many case roles go unmarked. Subject and object
are noi overtly marked for case, except for optional ergative marking in some dialects.
Marking for such peripheral roles as location and goal is normal but not obligatory and there
is no case agreement across the words of a nominal group. There are, however, rich
possibilities of derivation and compounding.

The most important aspect of nominal morphology is the system of gender agreement,
marked on agreement targets by a series of (maximally) four prefixes (masculine, feminine,
vegetable and neuter). A formally identical set of prefixes (glossed I, II, IIT and 1V) is found
on most nouns, often in sets of related meanings (e.g. na-ngordo ‘male leper’, ngal-ngordo
‘female leper’, kun-ngordo ‘leprosy’; kun-mim ‘eye’, man-mim ‘fruit’). I shall refer to these
as noun class prefixes. Nouns may also be unprefixed (e.g. bininj ‘man; person; human’,
mim ‘breathing hole of animal that has buried itself underground’).

The default case (at least in Kunwinjku, the only dialect with four clear genders) is for
there to be congruence between gender and noun class prefixes, except that unprefixed (or

‘zero class’) nouns can have any gender:

1.16 a. na-mekbe na-kohbanj / na-mekbe bininj
w MA-DEM I-old.person MA-DEM man
‘That old man/that man’

b. ngal-mekbe ngal-kohbanj / ngal-mekbe daluk
FE-DEM I1-old.person FE-DEM woman
‘That old woman/that woman’

c. man-mekbe man-dubang / man-mekbe kamarn
VE-DEM II-ironwood  VE-DEM [yam.sp.]
‘That ironwood tree/that “cheeky yam™’

d. kun-mekbe kun-kanj / kun-mekbe balanda
NEU-DEM  IV-meat NEU-DEM  European
‘That meat/that English (language)’

However, there are many cases of non-congruence, for example man-mekbe kun-dalk
‘that grass’ (class IV, but vegetable gender) and na-mekbe man-djewk ‘that rain’ (class II1I, but
masculine gender); this complex topic is discussed in §5.5. The ubiquity of non-congruent
agreement, as well as the fact that logically they are two quite different categories (gender is
inflectional and obligatory, while noun class is derivational and optional in the sense that not
all nouns are prefixed), is the reason for treating these as two separate, though related,
systems. Outside Kunwinjku, the other dialects have all eroded the gender agreement system
to some extent, making differences in gender systems one of the areas in which the dialects
differ most markedly. The noun-class systems, on the other hand, exhibit much less

variation across dialects.
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As in many polysynthetic languages, there is practically no distinct non-finite
morphosyntax: to say ‘I saw him swimming’, for example, one says ‘I-him-saw he-swims’
and ‘T want to go’ is ‘[-want I-go’ (§14.1). And the fact that all non-verbal material is
optional anyway means that there it is meaningless to postulate coreferential NP-deletion in
certain types of subordinate clause. However, there are some more subtle constraints making
it possible to identify subordinate constructions (as opposed to distinct subordinate
morphosyntax), such as sequence-of-tense constraints; complements of perception clauses,
for example, must be in the non-past even when referring to past events. The possibilities of
incorporating one verb into another, as in 1.17, also makes it possible to express certain
complex events, expressible through subordinate clause syntax in other languages, as a single
verbal word:

1.17  Ga-[ganj-ngu-nihmi]-re.
Dj 3-meat-eat-IVF-goNP
{(S)he is going along eating meat.’

In any case, clause boundaries are rather difficult to establish owing to a number of
factors, especially the free word order, the non-obligatoriness of external nominals and the
fact that the lack of case-marking on most external nominals makes it hard to place them in
a particular clause on the basis that a particular verb has governed their case. In practice the
difficulty of establishing clause boundaries poses few problems for semantic interpretation:
the verb, whose own boundaries are quite clear, provides a précis of the clause, whose details
are then expanded in other material loosely adjoined before or after the verb.

1.2 The Bininj Gun-wok dialect chain
1.2.1 Traditional and present location of speakers

The language I will refer to as Bininj Gun-wok, but which has been most widely referred
to in the literature as Kunwinjku (Gunwinggu) or Mayali (see §1.2.3), claims perhaps two
thousand fluent speakers in the area roughly bounded by the Stuart Highway to the west, the
Arafura Sea to the north, the Goyder River to the east and the Roper River to the south: see
Map 1.

Perhaps half of these people speak it as their first language; at least over the last century,
it has been the major lingua franca of this area, used in one variety or another between
speakers of such different Aboriginal languages as Iwaidja, Maung, Jawoyn, Ndjébbana,
Rembarrnga and Dalabon when they come together for ceremonial and other gatherings. The
situation described by Capell still holds true today, except that some of the other languages he
mentions are actually giving way to Bininj Gun-wok:

[TThe language has become well-known among other tribes to which it is not vernacular,
so that it serves as a lingua franca for the whole western half of Arnhem Land and has
thus an importance greater than the actual number of its speakers would suggest. This is
the reason for its being chosen as a vehicle for Mission work. Not only the Church of
England Mission, but also the Methodist Mission at Goulburn Island is able to use this
language, for it is generally known to the Maung and Gunbalang tribes as well as their
own language and it can be used among the Gungorogone and other tribes about the
Liverpool River. (Capell n.d., cited in Oates 1964)
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To make this more concrete, since I began working in the area in 1985 I have encountered
second-language speakers of one or another variety over the whole area mentioned above: as
far west as Adelaide River (‘own’ language: Warray), as far north as Croker Island (‘own’
languages: Marrgu, Ilgar or Iwaidja), as far east as Maningrida and Gochan Jiny-jirra (‘own’
language: Burarra) and as far south as Bulman (‘own’ languages: Dalabon and Rembarrnga).
In the south and west Bininj Gun-wok is giving way to an English-based creole (usually spelt
Kriol), but in the north and east its status as a lingua franca remains firmly established.

It is likely that the use of Bininj Gun-wok as a lingua franca goes back for at least a
century. Kunwinjku was chosen as the medium of evangelism by early missionaries arriving
in the Oenpelli region in the 1930s precisely because it was already functioning as a lingua
franca in the area:

Nell Harris deduced that the best-known lingua franca was Gunwinggu (Kunwinjku).
With the help of Arthur Capell of the University of Sydney and several Aboriginal co-
translators, she translated the Gospel of Mark and the First Epistle of John during the
1930s. The Bible Society published them in 1942. (Harris 1990:839).

The widespread use of Gun-djeihmi in the Kakadu region suggests it was used as a lingua
franca by Aboriginal workers in the buffalo industry, but I lack historical evidence for this.
Berndt and Berndt (1970b) mention the widespread knowledge and use of Kunwinjku on
Goulburn Island alongside the indigenous language there, Maung. As a final example, Elwell
(1982) mentions the use of Kunwinjku (presumably in some eastern variety) as a lingua
franca between speakers of various other Aboriginal languages (e.g. Rembarrnga,
Kunbarlang) at Maningrida. Overall, then, the evidence points to various post-contact
factors strengthening a traditional use of Bininj Gun-wok as a lingua franca in the region.

Its rapid expansion over the past century has resulted in it being spoken in many
contemporary centres which lie outside the traditional clan territories with which one or
another of its dialects were associated. This applies to places such as Kunbarlanja (Oenpelli),
Croker and Goulburn Islands, many outstations in Kakadu, Pine Creek, Manyallaluk (Eva
Valley) and Barunga. New communalects have formed at such centres as Oenpelli and
Manyallaluk, incorporating some words from other Aboriginal languages into the dominant
Bininj Gun-wok dialects used there. In §1.2.3 I discuss the status of Manyallaluk Mayali as
a koineised modern variety, combining features of several dialects as well as influence from
neighbouring languages like Dalabon and Rembarrnga.

As a result of these developments, many individuals for whom Bininj Gun-wok is their
mother tongue, or at least the dominant Aboriginal language which they speak, belong to
clans that traditionally spoke another language, often now extinct. In the Kakadu area
Mayali is spoken by members of the Murumburr and Wirlirrgu clans, for which the
traditional language was Umbugarla or Ngumbur. In Oenpelli, Kunwinjku is spoken by
members of a variety of clans, for which the traditional languages included Mengerrdji, Erre,
Urningangk and Gaagudju. In such outstations as Ngankorlord and Korlobidahdah south of
Maningrida, Kune is spoken by members of the Kardbam and other clans, whose traditional
language was Dalabon. Many of my main informants belong to one or another of the

categories above.
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1.2.2 Contemporary dialect situation

The traditional sociolinguistic ideology over much of Australia and certainly throughout
Arnhem Land, took the patrilineal clan with its own clan territory as the basic
social/geographical category and associated each clan with a distinctive linguistic variety
(occasionally with two), so that one could talk about the Badmardi clan, for example, as a
Gun-djeihmi speaking clan. On this traditional model, there was a direct relationship
between ‘language’ and ‘country’ (see Merlan 1982b), with speakers from a particular clan
‘owning’ particular language varieties that belonged with their clan estates. Normatively they
would speak these varieties as well as ‘owning’ them, but accidents of life-history, as well as
the expansion of some languages and contraction or death of others, could lead to someone
not speaking the language they ‘own’ and not ‘owning’ the language they speak. At the same
time, the formation of new communalects in such places as Kunbarlanja (Oenpelli) and
Manyallaluk (Eva Valley) has created new linguistic varieties that do not have a traditional
affiliation with particular clan territories.

The contemporary dialect situation of Bininj Gun-wok results from the overlaying, upon a
dialect chain marked by gradual linguistic changes as one moves from clan to clan, of
communalects developed more recently in (relatively) larger communities developed as
missions (Oenpelli), government settlements (Maningrida), or smaller aggregations such as
buffalo camps (in what is now the Kakadu area) or small mining communities (e.g. Eva
Valley). The traditional picture, which can now be most clearly discerned only in the more:
traditional areas around the Liverpool River, would have been a classic example of a dialect
chain, in which changes in phonology, grammar and lexicon grade from one small speech
community to the next. But in the modern context speakers also recognise varieties spoken in
larger communities outside the area in which the local clans traditionally spoke a variety of
Bininj Gun-wok.

Depending on the level of social ‘grain’ that is contextually appropriate, recognition of
varieties may range from very detailed distinctions of what might be called ‘clan lects’, based
on just a couple of distinct lexical items that would be used in ritualised contexts such as first
arrival on someone else’s country, or addressing parts of a particular clan’s landscape (see
detailed discussion below), to high-level groupings that take in the whole dialect chain. In
this section we survey the dialectal variety found over this chain.

The ‘dialects’ I will be discussing fall between these extremes and refer to groupings of
lects within which (a) phonology, grammar and lexicon share significant clusterings of
properties and (b) these distinctions are recognised, at least by the relevant group and its
neighbours, by the use of distinct lect names. For convenience I concentrate below on six
‘dialects’ — Kunwinjku, Kuninjku, Gun-djeihmi, Manyallaluk Mayali, Gundedjnjenghmi and
two varieties of Kune most commonly known as Kune Dulerayek and Kune Narayek. It
should not be assumed, however, that these groupings have particularly definitive status; for
most of them further subdivisions are possible down to the level of clan lects, while groupings
of two or more of them, in opposition to one or more other lects, are also common; the two
Kune varieties will serve to illustrate these points. At the same time, so many speakers mix
features of more than one dialect in their speech (for examples see Texts 8 and 9) that
homogenising statements about the structure of a given lect do not always correspond to the
practice of speakers, although there is typically much more consensus on what speakers of a
given lect ‘should’ say. For example, a speaker of Gun-djeihmi may start off by pointing out
that in this dialect wow rather than yoh is the word for ‘yes’ (a statement with which any
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Gun-djeihmi speaker would agree), but then blithely use only yoh through a whole
conversation.

This section is structured as follows: §1.2.3 considers the complex problem of lect
naming, including the vexed issue of naming the whole dialect chain; §1.2.4 briefly describes
the speech communities, locations and salient structural features of the dialects just
mentioned, concluding with a brief look at clan lects and second language varieties; §1.2.5
reexamines the data from the perspective of the dialect chain as a whole, focussing on a
dozen phonological, grammatical and lexical features and how these are distributed over the
dialect space; §1.2.6 examines the ramifications of these sociolinguistic distinctions for

orthography.

1.2.3 Naming of varieties

Within the study area, indigenous language names hardly ever coincide with the sort of
absolute, user-neutral labels that linguists, administrators and others like to have when
referring to language varieties. This is a common situation in Australia (see particularly
Walsh (1997) on lect naming in the Fitzmaurice River area and Miller (1972) on similar
problems in the Western Desert) but one at odds with the naming practices one is forced to
use in producing maps of language locations, for example. Incidentally, this contrasts with
the labels for patri-clans (kun-mokurrkurr or kun-nguya) which are absolute, in the sense of
having the same reference regardless of user or context. Clan names are usually kept distinct
from language names, although clan names prefixed with the Class IV marker kun- are
sometimes an alternative way of designating clan lects (§1.2.4.7).

Language names, then, should be regarded either as deictics (shifters) — whose reference
depends on who uses them and in what context — or as names for isogloss boundaries, such
as the use of kayakki and burrkyak to designate varieties using one or the other of these
words for ‘no’.

Let me illustrate this first with a local-level and then with a higher-level term.

The terms kun-rayek ‘hard (language)’ and kun-kerlk ‘soft (language)’ are widely used as
lect names in the eastern dialect area; the Class IV prefix kun- (spelt gun- in some
orthographies) is appropriate for languages, clans and countries, among other things. Yet the
reference of these terms depends on who uses them. Basically people regard their own
varieties as ‘hard’ or ‘strong’ and other varieties as ‘soft’ or ‘weak’; the roots will also
combine with different prefixes (predominantly masculine rna- or neuter kun-) or roots (e.g.
dule- ‘language’), depending on who is speaking. For example, Kune speakers at
Korlobidahdah refer to their own variety as Kune or Kune Narayek (hard/strong Kune) and
contrast this with Kune Nakerlk (soft Kune) spoken to the north-east around Bolkdjam and
Buluhkaduru. But the Kune speakers at Bolkdjam and Buluhkaduru characterise their own
variety of Kune as Dulerayek [language-hard], applying the term Dulekerlk to other varieties.
More generally, speakers of a range of eastern varieties use kun-kerlk to refer to western
varieties such as that spoken at Kunbarlanja. In this case I will take advantage of the fact
that the Bolkdjam and Buluhkaduru speakers compound rayek with the root dule’ and refer

5 The use of the root dule to mean ‘language’ is an eastern peculiarity; in other dialects it is limited to the
meaning ‘song, ceremony’.
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to their dialect as Kune Dulerayek, as opposed to Kune Narayek, spoken by people around
Korlobidahdah and adopt these as ‘absolute’ names for these two dialects.

The term Mayali, which I have used in previous publications to refer to the whole dialect
chain, has a range of levels of use. This has been pointed out by a number of investigators;
Kesteven (1984:58-59), for example, observes that:

[Mayali] is used as a language label, although the exact reference it has depends on the
context: sometimes it refers to all ‘Kunwinjku’ dialects, sometimes it refers to
Kundjeyhmi speakers (usually by a speaker of ‘proper’ Kunwinjku) and sometimes to
those who speak the Beswick variety of Kunwinjku.

The original meaning of this root is ‘thought’, ‘mind’ or ‘idea’. An example of its use
meaning ‘mind’ is on page 35 of the Berndt’s (1951a) ‘Oenpelli Monologue’ (retranscribed
here into Kunwinjku orthography) kabenedjalhdjare bu mayali kadberre, dja kunwok
yarrka, kun-kurrng, dja kun-debi, kun-mud rowk kadberre kabenehbekkan rok kadberre.
The Berndts translate this as ‘they just want to find out our thoughts [i.e. kun-mayali (NE)]
and the different features of our language [i.e. kun-wok], our “cousin” language [kun-
kurrng], our relationship terms [kun-debi], our phratries [kun-mud] and so on.” Note that in
various Yolngu languages to the east the word mayali’ means ‘meaning, sense’, especially
‘inner meaning’. In Kuninjku the derived verb mayali-bayhke means ‘enlighten’. It is easy to
see how in contexts like ‘they understand our meaning’ or ‘they follow our meaning’ mayali
could be given the secondary interpretation ‘language’.

For many speakers, particularly those to the south and west, Mayali is an acceptable term
for the whole dialect chain. A typical statement (in this case made by an Oenpelli man)
is that made to Ken Hale in 1959 (Hale 1959:171) by Mr Frank Francis: ‘Gun-winjgu,
gun-dangyohmi, gun-dangburddjin.gaberrk, gun-djeihmi, gun-djawonj, gun-dangbon
(ngalkbon), gun-marung — all these learn Mayali’. This statement includes, as Mayali
speakers, both people whose native tongue is one or another variety in the dialect chain and
people who have learnt it in addition to another language appropriate to their ‘own’ language.
Some of these latter, such as Jawoyn and Gun-dangbon (Dalabon), are relatively closely
related languages belonging to the same Gunwinyguan family (§1.4). Others, such as Maung
(which is a member of the Iwaidjan group), are only distantly related, although extensive
contact has left them with many loanwords from the Kunwinjku dialect. This use of Mayali
to cover the whole dialect chain is found in many places (e.g. Garde (1996:90) reports
Kuninjku speakers as saying yoh, Mayali ngarriwokdi rowk ‘yes, we all speak Mayali’, even
though they refer to their own variety as Kuninjku).

A more restrictive use of the term ‘Mayali’ opposes it to Kunwinjku and the eastern
dialects. On this use of the term, speakers of certain dialects — including Gun-djeihmi, but
also other varieties spoken in communities in Manyallaluk, Pine Creek, Barunga etc. that
could not be identified as Gun-djeihmi — speak ‘Mayali’, which is categorised as
significantly different from Kunwinjku. Linguistically, this aligns with certain key
isoglosses, discussed in more detail in §1.2.4; note that the difference between g and & is
merely orthographic, a topic we return to below. On occasion I will refer to this grouping as
‘the Mayali dialects’.
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Table 1.1: Main isoglosses distinguishing Mayali from Kunwinjku (see also Table 1.3)

Linguistic category ‘Mayali’ form Kunwinjku form
Third person minimal, ba- o-
past pronominal prefix
Third person unit augmented gabani- kabene-
Third person augmented gabarri- kabirri-
Vegetable/Class I1I prefix (ng)an- man-
‘yes’ wow, woh yoh
‘no’ gayakki burrkyak

Contemporarily, this opposition coincides with a major cultural division between, on the
one hand, those residing in the Kakadu area and further south in places like Pine Creek and
Eva Valley and on the other hand those living at Kunbarlanja and the many outstations
scattered along the northern edge of the Arnhem Land escarpment almost to Maningrida.
Speakers of ‘Mayali’ in this second, more restrictive sense, contrast themselves socially with
Kunwinjku, who are sometimes characterised as ‘mission people’ or ‘Christian people’, in
opposition to the Mayali who stress their long involvement with the buffalo and mining
industries and the hard-working, hard-living lifestyle associated with it. Seen from the other
side, this association of the language label ‘Mayali’ with particular groups has led to
discomfort, by speakers resident at Kunbarlanja, with the use of the term ‘Mayali’ to denote
the whole dialect chain.

Even within the more narrowly circumscribed area delimited by the isoglosses mentioned
above, variations in the use of the term ‘Mayali’ occur. The late Nipper Kapirrigi, asked
about difference between Gun-djeihmi and Mayali, said ‘Gun-djeihmi — that’s the proper
Mayali now’. Interestingly, his traditional clan territory, the Badmardi lands around
Gorlonjdjorr (Deaf Adder Creek), is one of the few places where a variety of Mayali, in the
narrower sense, is both ‘owned’ and ‘spoken’ and it is significant that this variety can be
known either by a term prefixed by neuter gun-/kun- (i.e. Gun-djeihmi), or by the term
Mayali. Varieties of Mayali spoken further to the south (Pine Creek or Eva Valley), in the
territories of clans that traditionally spoke other langugages, do not have names using this
prefix, so that for them Mayali is the only available designator.

At this stage it is worth commenting briefly on the formation of other lect names. The
commonest method is to prefix kun-/gun- to a distinctive root. This may be based on:

(@) GEOGRAPHICAL TERMS The term Kunwinjku is based on the root winjku ‘freshwater’,
as in Kun-bo-winjku ‘freshwater country’ and evokes the opposition between dwellers in
‘saltwater’ clan countries to the north (e.g. Maung, Iwaidja) and the ‘freshwater’ or
inland-dwelling Kunwinjku.

(b) MANNER OF SPEAKING We have already discussed the widespread use of rayek ‘hard’
and kerlk ‘soft’, which may be either compounded with a root meaning ‘language’ (as in
the ED opposition dulerayek ‘hard language, Bolkdjam Kune’ vs dulekerlk ‘soft
language, prototypically Kunbarlanja Kunwinjku’), prefixed directly with kun- (kun-
rayek vs kun-kerlk), or prefixed with masculine na- and used to modify a language name

(e.g. Kune Narayek).
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(c) COMMONLY USED WORDS Sometimes the word is just used on its own with a pronoun,
e.g. where bedda burrkyak ‘they burrkyak’ or ngad kayakki ‘we kayakki’ are the words
for ‘no’ in the respective dialects. It is likely that kune is an example of this, based on a
distinctive demonstrative term. At other times it is compounded with other roots, as in
kun-dangyohmi, a term used for Kunbarlanja speakers and apparently based on dang
‘mouth’ (often used with the further sense ‘language’), yok ‘yes’ and mi, here functioning
as a delocutive; Manyallaluk Mayali speakers also use a related form as a verb (e.g.
gabarridangyohme ‘they (who) speak Kunwinjku’).

Likewise Gun-dedjnjenghmi is based on the stereotype that speakers of this variety
preface requests with the particle dedjnjengh (see 6.102).

As a further example, the dialect name Kurruh,® used by Kuninjku speakers for
Kune, is based on the interjection kurruh! (roughly ‘go on!’) in that dialect, as in Kurruh
kan-dadjung! ‘Hey! Give it to me!’; the corresponding delocutive verb is kurruhme (see
Garde 1996:89 for further details).

(d) A number remain unexplained, such as Gun-djeihmi (which looks like it’s based on a
delocutive verb djeihme ‘go djeih!’, but such a verb is currently unattested, though note
the interjection djehdje which can precede requests in Manyallaluk Mayali, along the
lines of the dedjnjengh example discussed in (c) above), Kun-dangburddjinkaberrk for
the Kunbarlanja variety and Buboyen and Berreboyen, used by Kune speakers to refer
respectively to their own ‘hard’ dialects and the ‘soft’ dialects to the west.

The widespread use of the Class IV prefix extends to named registers as well, such as
Kun-kurrng or Kun-balak ‘mother-in-law register’ (see §1.5.1) and Kun-debi ‘special
trirelational kin vocabulary’ (§1.5.2), as well as to clan lects such as Kun-walidjaw (see
below). Some names for neighbouring languages are also prefixed with kun-/gun-. Thus
Maung is known as Kun-marung by Kunwinjku speakers, Jawoyn as Gun-djawonj by Gun-
djeihmi speakers and Dalabon as Kun-dangbon by Kune speakers (note that in the last case
the Dalabon root dala- ‘mouth’ is replaced by the Kune root dang, also ‘mouth’, while bon is
the verb ‘go’ in that language). Such prefixation does not occur with all language names:
Iwaidja is always Yibadja, never Kun-yibadja and Amurdak is Ngamurdak, never Gun-
ngamurdak.

To close this section, let us return to the problem of how to designate the entire dialect
chain. The problem is that although various groups have ways of using a broad-reference
term to refer to the whole chain, these are based on the names for their own variety: Mayali
speakers at Pine Creek or Manyallaluk, for example, will happily use the term ‘Mayali’ to
denote the whole dialect chain (a usage employed by the present author in various
publications), while Kunwinjku speakers at Kunbarlanja will likewise happily use the term
‘Kunwinjku’ to denote the whole chain. Adopting either term as the term for the whole
dialect chain does not always find favour with speakers of the other dialects.

As a result, in this grammar I adopt a more recent suggestion, using the term Bininj Gun-
wok, literally ‘Bininj’s language’.” Bininj can refer, at various levels of generality, to (a)

6 This name has been written variously as Gurra (Kyle-Little 1957:214), Guru (Altman 1987:15) and Kuru
(Taylor 1987:70).

7 This formation follows the solution adopted in north-eastern Arnhem Land for a higher-order name to
cover such closely related varieties as Djambarrpuyngu, Gupapuyngu, Djapu; the term Yolngu Matha was
coined in the 1970s, comprising Yolngu (corresponding in its semantic range to Bininj) and Matha

‘language’.



The language and its speakers 13

people from the areas where Bininj Gun-wok is spoken, as opposed to other Aboriginal
people, (b) Aboriginal people, as opposed to others such as balanda (whites/Europeans), and
(c) humans as opposed to other beings such as mimih spirits; it is of course the first sense of
bininj that is intended here.

Because of the adoption of different orthographies by different speaker groups, it is not
possible to have a completely neutral spelling of the term, which will be Bininj Gun-wok in
the Gun-djeihmi orthography, Bininj Kun-wok in the Kunwinjku orthography and Bininy
Gun-wok in the Mayali orthography used in the Katherine region. I arbitrarily adopt the
spelling Bininj Gun-wok here.

1.2.4 Six dialects: a brief portrait

Kunwinjku, Gun-djeihmi and the two Kune varieties represent the extreme poles of
structural variation across the dialect chain. We therefore begin with these varieties, before
passing to Kuninjku, Gun-dedjnjenghmi and Manyallaluk Mayali. After that we briefly
consider the existence of more specific clan lects and comment briefly on some features of
second-language varieties.

1.2.4.1 Kunwinjku

This is the variety spoken in the largest population centre, Kunbarlanja (formerly
Oenpelli). This currently has a population of around 700, almost all of whom speak
Kunwinjku. Increasing knowledge of English has not stopped it from being the first language
of children, although there is concern in the community that mastery of special registers like
the avoidance register Kun-kurrng and the trirelational kinship system Kun-debi (§1.5) is
declining.

With a tradition of literacy and bible translation going back to the 1930s and grammars
produced since the 1960s (§1.6), Kunwinjku is the best-documented variety. Since 1992 an
excellent translation of parts of the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Ruth, Luke, John, Acts and
Ephesians) has also been available, leading to the elaboration of a new ecclesiastical register.
As a result of the relatively early availability of these materials Kunwinjku is often referred
to in the general typological literature, usually employing examples from Oates’ or Carroll’s
grammars (e.g. Mithun 1986).

In many grammatical domains Kunwinjku represents the most elaborated variety and the
convenient point of departure for contrastive study of dialect differences. In view of the fact
that the mission brought together speakers of so many languages, for whom Kunwinjku was
originally a second, third or later language, it is remarkable how little levelling of
grammatical categories appears to have taken place in Kunwinjku, when one compares it
with other dialects. In the system of transitive pronominal prefixes to the verb, for example
(§10.2), only this dialect maintains three values for number of both subject and object. And
only Kunwinjku retains four genders, the other dialects having reduced this number. On the
other hand, in the domain of case marking the southern and eastern dialects have a more
elaborated set of distinctions (for example a distinct marker for ‘time (when)’ and ergative
NP-marking, albeit optional). Here it is likely that the less overt marking of case relations
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found in Kunwinjku results from the influence of Iwaidjan languages (especially Iwaidja and
Maung) which lack case marking.

1.2.4.2 Gun-djeibmi

This variety is spoken by between 50 and 100 people predominantly living in the Kakadu
region in such communities as Patonga Airstrip, Nourlangie Camp (An-{arrh), Spring Peak
(Ngurrkdu) and Deaf Adder Gorge (Korlonjdjorr), as well as the township of Jabiru.
Although the language is still in regular daily use, there is a tendency for children to shift to
English at the expense of Gun-djeihmi.

Examples of Gun-djeihmi texts are Texts 1, 4, 8 and 9. Since this is the dialect I have
worked on longest, this grammar contains a great deal of Gun-djeihmi material throughout.

As far as one can reconstruct from the statements of older speakers, this variety was
originally spoken by several clans living around the north-western edge of the Arnhem Land
escarpment, such as the Badmardi and Mirarr clans and over the last century or so spread
westward onto the floodplains of the Alligator River, through its use as a lingua franca in the
buffalo camps, displacing the original languages of that region, such as Ngurmbur and
Umbugarla. Gun-djeihmi speakers are often said to be allied with the Jawoyn, the group to
their south-west and I have sometimes heard people from other areas equate Gun-djeihmi
with Jawoyn. In post-contact times both groups have been inyolved in mining and in the
buffalo industry and most recently in what are now adjoining National Parks. Although both
belong to the Gunwinyguan family, these languages are not closely related, although there
has been limited convergence in the gender system and in the phonology, as well as some
lexical borrowing.

With speakers of the neighbouring Kunwinjku dialect, on the other hand, there are often
tensions and rivalries, in part based on the very different post-contact histories of these two
populations that were mentioned above. These differences are one cause of the Gun-djeihmi
decision, in 1990, to adopt a different orthography for this dialect. It is also striking that
Gun-djeihmi and Kunwinjku display greater differences than any other pair of adjacent
dialects.

The main distinctive features of Gun-djeihmi (shared with Gundedjnjenghmi and other
Mayali dialects unless otherwise mentioned) are as follows.

PHONOLOGY The optional dropping of initial ng before non-back vowels in certain
environments (§2.4.2). Basically this is dropped more and more frequently as one moves
west, so that Kune and Kuninjku speakers always say ngadjadj for ‘uncle’, Kunwinjku
speakers prescriptively say ngadjadj but occasionally say adjadj (though they will typically
deny this if it is pointed out), while Gun-djeihmi speakers always say adjadj except in
ligature with preceding words. In Gun-djeihmi loss of initial ng affects all grammatical
prefixes and most, but not all, lexical items that begin with it in other dialects.

Loss of historical initial ng is a feature of the languages spoken across the floodplains to
the west of the Arnhem Land escarpment, from Warray and Kungarakany in the west
through Umbugarla, Amurdak and Gaagudju to Gun-djeihmi. Iwaidja and Maung have also
lost ng initially, but other segments as well and all at a greater time depth.

Initial # is also dropped in some demonstratives (§7.3.1) (e.g. namekke ~ amekke ‘that’).
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Another distinctive phonological feature of Gun-djeihmi is the optional lenition of g in the
intervocalic position resulting from certain nominal prefixes (e.g. gu-gukku ~ gu-wukku ‘in
the water’).

With Kunwinjku is shared the fact that some morphemes begin with an initial y
corresponding to r in Kune (cf. Dj, W kun-yid ‘fight’, E kun-rid; Dj, W na-yin ‘snake’, E na-
rin; Dj, W yawoyh- ‘again’, E rawoyh-).

MORPHOLOGY The two most salient differences are the form of the vegetable prefix and the
form of third person predicate prefixes. Both these differences set the Mayali dialects —
Gun-djeihmi, Gun-dedjnjenghmi and Manyallaluk Mayali — against the rest.

The vegetable prefix takes the form (ng)an- in Gun-djeihmi, as opposed to man- in
Kunwinjku, Kuninjku and Kune, so that ‘spear’ is (ngjan-gole in the former and man-kole in
the latter. Of the Mayali dialects, only in Gun-djeihmi is the (ng)an form found everywhere;
Gun-dedjnjenghmi and Manyallaluk Mayali use the man- form in some demonstratives and
the (ng)an- form elsewhere.8

The third person pronominal prefixes to the verb (§10.2) differ in a number of ways, the
two most important being consistent a vocalism in the first syllable of the Mayali forms and
a non-zero past minimal form (3P ba-, 3uaP bani-, 3aP barri-, against W, I ¢, bene- and birri-
and E ¢-, bini- and birri-). Apart from the third person past form, it seems likely that the
Mayali a-forms are original, with vowel-levelling (W, I) or vowel-harmony (E) introducing
changes in the other dialects; this is supported by the presence of archaic place names with
the a-forms in the eastern dialect area (e.g. barri-djowkkeng ‘they crossed’, a place name in
the Kuninjku-speaking area, which is identical to the Mayali form but would be expressed
birri-djowkkeng in Kuninjku).

THE PATTERN OF GENDER AGREEMENT Neuter agreement has been lost, accompanied by the
extension of vegetable agreement. The resultant three-class system bears some resemblances
to Jawoyn (Harvey 1998a).

THE PRONOMINAL PREFIX PARADIGM Within the divalent pronominal prefix paradigm,
there is neutralisation of the augmented vs unit-augmented contrast for subjects with non-
minimal objects (§10.2).

DISTINCTIVE FORMS FOR GRAMMATICAL ROOTS Gun-djeihmi has distinctive forms for
grammatical roots from some closed classes, in particular the modal particles (§9.3) and the

ignoratives (§7.2).

INTERJECTIONS The interjections woh ‘yes’ and gayakki ‘no’ distinguish it from Kunwinjku,
which has yoh and burrkyak respectively. Woh is shared with the other Mayali varieties and
gayakki with all varieties except Kunwinjku.

8  Within the Gunwinyguan family as a whole, (ng)an- is found in the western languages (Jawoyn and
Warray) as well as in Mayali, while ma(n)- or mu- is found in the eastern languages (e.g. Kunbarlang,
Ngandi, Ngalakan. Bininj Gun-wok, sitting in the centre geographically, is the only Gunwinyguan language
to have both forms, whether across or within dialects. Outside Gunwinyguan m-initial forms are much
-commoner, but nonetheless there are some languages (e.g. Maung) that possess both m- and ng-initial
forms (conditioned by the lexical root they attach to). This suggests that the alternation is a very old one,
reconstructable beyond Proto Gunwinyguan and still present in Proto Gunwinyguan, with most descendant
languages generalising one form or another in an areally patterned way.



16  Chapter 1

OTHER LEXICAL ITEMS from the approximately 20% of vocabulary not shared with
Kunwinjku. These may be different but etymologically related forms, as in Gun-djeihmi
gunak, Kunwinjku and Kune kun-rak ‘fire’, or completely unrelated, as in Mayali
nawandak, Kunwinjku kedjebe and Kuney bekka ‘filesnake’.

1.2.4.3 Kune Narayek and Kune Dulerayek

These closely related varieties are spoken at the eastern edge of the dialect chain by some
150 speakers in the Cadell River region south of Maningrida, centred around the outstations
of Korlobidahdah (Kune Narayek) and Bolkdjam and Buluhkaduru (Kune Dulerayek. Both
speech communities are traditionally bilingual — Kune Narayek speakers with Dalabon and
Kune Dulerayek speakers with Rembarrnga — though among younger speakers Kune is
gaining ground at the expense of these other languages. There is no published work on these
dialects, though Garde’s (1997) Kuninjku dictionary includes significant lexical data from
Kune. Sample texts at Appendix 1 represent both dialects: Kune Dulerayek in Text 5 and
Kune Narayek in Texts 7 and 8.

Prolonged bilingualism has led to significant influence from Dalabon and Rembarrnga.
Although these two languages also belong to the Gunwinyguan family, Dalabon is genetically
closer to Bininj Gun-wok, while Rembarrnga belongs to the eastern Gunwinyguan group
along with Ngalakan and Ngandi. However, there are significant areal similarities between
Rembarrnga and Dalabon, such as the use of instrumental -yih as an ergative marker, the
presence of a sixth vowel phoneme and the loss of noun class prefixes and associated
development of a suffix -no (D) or -na (R) on part nouns and adjectives, so that in some
domains the influence of these two distinct languages leads to similar outcomes. In the
lexical domain, however, there are significant differences (particularly in natural-species
terms), generally taking the form of Dalabon-influenced vocabulary in Kune Narayek and
Rembarrnga-influenced vocabulary in Kune Dulerayek.

In what follows, statements about ‘Kune’ apply equally to both varieties unless otherwise

specified.

PHONOLOGY Like Dalabon and Rembarrnga, Kune has a sixth high central vowel phoneme,
here represented as v, whose phonetic realisation ranges across [i], [¢] and [o]. Most Kune
words with this phoneme are probably loans from Dangbon or Rembarrnga (e.g. EN
kurrbvrlah ‘bush stone curlew’ (same in D) and man-bvrlahbvrlang ‘kurrajong sp. growing in
rock country’ (cf. D bvrlahbvrlang), ED ngawvrrh ‘casuarina equisetifolia’). There may also
be a very marginal lamino-dental phoneme (here written provisionally as dh) in a number of
place names (e.g. Dhungalibbi and Dhaymikalkdja).

Kune has high front vowels corresponding to mid front vowels in other dialects for a
number of lexemes: ngayi(h) ‘I’ answers Dj, W ngaye; and present tense nami ‘makes’®
corresponds to name in other dialects.

Kune also retains postvocalic 7 in a wider range of environments than other dialects, for
example after u and before velars (cf. E namurng ‘snake sp.’, warkwan ‘not know’, djarng

9 The form nami, which represents the past imperfective in other dialects, is absent in Kune as a result of
the lack of an imperfective series in eastern dialects (see 9.3.4).
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‘dreaming’ and burkmen ‘be dry’, which in other dialects would be namung, wakwan, djang
and bukmen respectively).

Along with Kuninjku it has initial » corresponding to some y-initial morphemes in other
dialects (e.g. rawoyh- ‘again’ as opposed to yawoyh- in Dj and W, or narin ‘snake’ against
nayin in Dj and w).

MORPHOLOGY There are a number of signficant morphological differences both in nominal
and verbal morphology.

Kure has lost the original four-gender system preserved in Kunwinjku, so that it can use
namak (the masculine prefixed form of ‘good’) with bininj ‘man (masc)’, daluk ‘woman
(fem)’, manme ‘vegetable food (veg)’ and kundjirla ‘axe (neut)’, whereas Kunwinjku would
exhibit gender agreement, giving namak, ngalmak, manmak and kunmak respectively (§5.5).

At the same time, Kune has extended the suffix -rno, which in western dialects is basically
a third person anaphoric possessive marker, to mark ‘part nouns’, dropping the class 11T or
class 1v prefix these take in other dialects (cf. W kun-keb ‘nose’, E kebno). In Kune the
possessor need no longer be third person, so that kebno ngarduk (etymologically ‘nose-
his/her/its my’) is acceptable for ‘my nose’; this is ungrammatical in other dialects (see
§5.5.2.5 for more details).

Nominal morphology found in Kune but lacking in Kunwinjku and Gun-djeihmi includes
the distinctive ‘time’ suffix -keno (§5.2.1.12) (also found in Kuninjku and MM) and the
directional prefix berre-, as in berre-kaddum ‘upwards’ (otherwise only found in MM).

Two case relations in which Kune parallels Dalabon and Rembarrnga and diverges from
the other dialects (except MM) are the marking of transitive subject and locative.

The suffix -yi(h) occurs in other dialects, but is restricted to instrumental or proprietive
function, while in Kune it also has an ergative use, optionally marking transitive subjects
(§5.2.1.2). Dalabon and Rembarrnga parallel Kune exactly in having a suffix -yih with
instrumental, proprietive and ergative function; in this case it is possible that this is an ‘areal
retention’ rather than an innovation.

Kune also follows the Dalabon and Rembarrnga pattern in making wider use of the suffix
-kah for marking locative roles, in circumstances where the preposition kore and/or the
locative prefix ku- would be used in other dialects. A Kune Narayek example is rolongadjek
kayo kururrk kurlbbinjhkah ‘the hooded parrot lives inside termite mounds’. The noun-class
prefix kun-, which would in other dialects be replaced by ku- in locative roles, may optionally
be retained, with location being shown by the suffix -kah (e.g. Kune kunronjkah ‘in the
water’ as an alternative to kuronj, which is an alternative in Kune but the only form usual in
Kuninjku). Note that a suffix -ka(h) is indeed found in other dialects, but is semantically
more specialised. In Gun-djeihmi, for example, it mainly marks goal, cause and direction
arguments (§5.2.1.4); again this suggests that Kune, Rembarrnga and Dalabon here have an
areal retention.

A number of pronominal verb prefixes have different forms in Kune (§10.2); most
importantly, the third person unit augmented base is bini against W bene and Dj bani and the
third person augmented object is bin against W ben and Dj ban. In addition, Kune object
pronominal prefixes do not distinguish a unit-augmented form. Kune Narayek lacks the
directional prefix m- ‘towards’ and both Kune subdialects lack the prefix bal- ‘away, along’
found in the western dialects (§11.2) (cf. Dj, W kanjok, yimray ngarrwokdi ‘brother-in-law,
come and we two will talk’ with ENN kanjok, yiray ngarrwokdi).
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Kune also lacks the ‘immediate’ use of the glottal prefix in verbs that is found in
Kunwinjku and Gun-djeihmi (§11.4.3). In this case its absence contrasts rather than
convergences with Dalabon, which normally terminates all pronominal prefixes with the
glottal stop (cf. W, Dj, which contrast nga-ngun ‘1 eat’ with nga-h-ngun ‘I am eating now’, D
ngah-ngun ‘I eat, am eating’ and ENN nga-ngun ‘I eat; I am eating’).

Many other features of verbal morphology distinguish Kune from the western dialects, but
are shared to an extent with Kuninjku: the comitative applicative is re(y)- rather than yi-
(810.3.2) and there is no past imperfective series (§9.3.4.1). A number of incorporated
nominal roots also differ in form: E kolk- ‘liquid’, bo- in the western dialects; ko- ‘flower’ (vs
nguy-); and mo ‘bone’ (vs murrng-). There is also a different pattern of iterative
reduplication: the iterative form of re ‘goes’ is rere in Kune as opposed to rengere in western
dialects (§9.4.2).

Kune has a distinctive verbal enclitic =bonh, whose function corresponds to the particle
wanjh (roughly ‘now’) in other dialects (as in Dj, W yire wanjh vs EN yire=bonh ‘you go
now; it’s time for you to go’. The form bon# is also found in Rembarrnga.

PRONOUNS Kune has the form ngungke ‘your’, as opposed to W, Dj nguddangki; in addition
T’ is ngayi(h) compared to W, Dj ngaye.

Kune Narayek has extended the form nuye, which means ‘his, its’ in other dialects in
contrast to (ngaleng) ngarre ‘hers’, to the point where it is a general third person possessive
marker, irrespective of gender. An example illustrating this is EN bininj nuye daluk nuye
‘husband and wife’ (lit. ‘his/her man, his/her wife’), in W and Dj bininj ngarre daluk nuye.
This neutralisation of gender in third person possessives may also reflect Dalabon influence,
since the third person possessive suffix -no in Dalabon does not specify gender: bi-no
kvrdvkvrd-no ‘husband and wife’.

INTERIECTIONS A number of interjections are characteristic of Kune. Most commonly
remarked upon is the use of bih, often added after requests and manj is used instead of the
common interjection mah ‘time to act’.

SEMANTIC AND LEXICAL DIFFERENCES Among the hundreds of these, particularly worth
noting are the distinctive verb lexemes dadjung for ‘give’ (elsewhere won), rakburren for
‘go, head off” (elsewhere re) and nabadjan for ‘big’ (which elsewhere is nakimuk; -badjan
has become semantically specialised in other dialects as a reference term for ‘mother’). Some
salient semantic differences are the use of kukno, literally ‘his/her body’, in the phrase kukno
doweng ‘died’; ngokkowino to mean ‘nighttime’ (ngokkowi means ‘afternoon’ in Dj and
‘dusk, evening’ in I); darrkidno to mean ‘body’ (in other dialects it means ‘alive’ but also
‘physically present’); mankole to mean ‘acacia conspersa’ (‘bamboo spear-shaft; bamboo’ in
other dialects) and djolengno to mean ‘cycad damper’ (in ED) — in other dialects the root
djoleng means, more generally, ‘ripe’ or ‘cooked’.

1.2.4.4 Kuninjku

This is spoken by two to three hundred speakers in the Mann and Liverpool Rivers areas,
most of whom live relatively traditional lives on small outstations (such as Marrkolidjban,
Mumeka and Yikarrakkal) 20-50 km inland in the area between Oenpelli and Maningrida.
Some older speakers say this used to be a Dalabon-speaking area, but unlike the situation
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with Kune Narayek, this is not a bilingual speech community, even among older speakers.
The form of the language name, Kuninjku rather than Kunwinjku, reflects a characteristic
elimination of w after prefixal nasals (§3.2.2). Until recently very little was known about this
dialect but this situation is beginning to be remedied through Garde’s detailed work (see
§1.6). A sample Kuninjku text is Text 6.

To a greater extent than anywhere else in the dialect chain, Kuninjku tend to be
monolinguals and there are large numbers of both the old and the young who know
practically no English, nor other Aboriginal languages; those between 15 and 45 know more
English and sometimes some Burarra. The high proportion of monolinguals is striking in an
area as traditionally multilingual as central Arnhem Land (see Elwell 1982) and is
presumably due to the combination of the fact that Kuninjku is so widely known that it can
be used with members of most other language groups in the area, plus the tendency of most
Kuninjku speakers to live traditional lives in their own country rather than moving to larger
settlements like Maningrida and Oenpelli, where they would have more contact with speakers
of other Aboriginal languages and of English. On the other hand, the very traditional setting
means that special registers are continuing to be passed on.

As befits its geographic position between Kunwinjku and Kune, Kuninjku is very much a
transitional dialect; what distinguishes it from these other dialects is more the mixture of
features from both, rather than traits not found elsewhere. Typical in this regard is the
system of divalent pronominal prefixes, which has the same semantic structure as the Kune
system (i.e. neutralising the augmented vs unit augmented contrast in both subject and
object), but the same forms as the Kunwinjku system (i.e. 3ua kabene- rather than kabini, as
in Kune and 3/3pl ben- rather than the bin- found in Kune). Another neutralisation shared
with Kune is the loss of distinct past imperfective forms (§9.3.4).

The extension of suffixation for possessed parts at the expense of Class III or IV prefixes,
so characteristic of Kune, is also found in Kuninjku, but coexists alongside the class-prefixed
forms, so that ‘eye’ can be either kun-mim or mimno and ‘seed’ either man-mim or mimno.
Unlike in Kune, the -no suffix has not been leached of its person value in Kuninjku, so that
while mimno can mean ‘his’her eye’, to say ‘my eye’ one has to say kunmim ngarduk in
Kuninjku whereas Kune speakers can say mimno ngarduk. Kuninjku has largely lost neuter
agreement, which is still retained to some extent in Kunwinjku, but unlike Kune still has
agreement for the other three genders, albeit not consistently observed.

One distinct form found only in Kuninjku is the ‘hither’ form of the third person minimal
past. The hither prefix -m-, one of only two codal prefixes to the verb, poses syllabification
problems when it follows the zero third person minimal prefix and Kunwinjku and Kuninjku
have adopted different solutions: Kunwinjku uses a special form ku- just here, giving kum-,
whereas Kuninjku extends the non-past prefix ka- into past use just in this environment,

giving kam- (§10.2.4).

1.2.4.5 Gundedjnjengbmi

This dialect, very similar to Gun-djeihmi, is spoken by a small number of speakers — at
most a dozen — with traditional clan territories south-east from Oenpelli (Djordi, Djorrolam
and Madjarlun clans) and often said to have traditional alliances to Dalabon people. It is not
known whether this dialect is being passed on to children. Joy Kinslow Harris (1969a)
includes some material from this dialect, transcribed as Gun-de?ynekmi, in her typological
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survey of Western Arnhem Land languages. Text 2 is a version of the emu story in this
dialect told by Jimmy Kalarriya, who was one of my two main sources for this dialect, the
other being Lofty Bardayal Nadjimerek. The paucity of speakers means that we have less
information for this dialect than for the others.

In most respects this dialect is identical to Gun-djeihmi, using ba- as the third person past
form, bani- and barri- for the respective unit augmented and augmented third person forms
and ngan- rather than man- for the vegetable class (except that some demonstratives use the
man- prefix in the vegetable class — §7.3.1).

The one distinctive morpheme so far discovered in this dialect is the first person inclusive
augmented prefix, which is yirri- as opposed to garri-/karri- in the other dialects (e.g.
yirriyoy ‘we (inclusive, augmented) slept’, which would be karriyoy in Kunwinjku).

1.2.4.6 Manyallaluk Mayali

I use this variety to illustrate more general properties of the Mayali used from Barunga to
Pine Creek; it is not yet clear how far the details are equivalent in all these areas. Perhaps a
hundred speakers use these varieties as a first or second language; children are mostly not
learning Mayali in these areas, where Kriol is expanding rapidly. As at Kunbarlanja, these
areas all lie outside the area in which Bininj Gun-wok was traditionally spoken.

In the case of Manyallaluk Mayali, which is spoken in Jawoyn country, the language
variety appears to be a koiné (or dialect blend), the development of which can be dated to the
period following the establishment of mining and market gardens in Eva Valley around
1916, where speakers of various dialects of Bininj Gun-wok, as well as Jawoyn, Rembarrnga
and Dalabon, found employment. A distinct community emerged, with its own language
variety based on Mayali as lingua franca, but incorporating local features from particular
dialects and other languages spoken in the area.

Structurally, this koiné clearly results from the blending of features of the westernmost
(Gun-djeihmi) and easternmost (Kune) dialects, with the incorporation of some words from
Rembarrnga, Dalabon and Jawoyn and some structural features of Dalabon. Note that this at
least sometimes reflects previous rather than present multilingualism; all the Dalabon
features given below, for example, occur in the speech of individuals (such as Mary-Anne
Kalamuka) who do not speak Dalabon. However, there has not yet been systematic research
relating variation in the use of the Manyallaluk Mayali koine to the other languages used by
members of the speech community.

Like Gun-djeihmi and Gun-dedjnjenghmi, Manyallaluk Mayali uses ba- for third person
minimal subjects in the past tense (e.g. bawam ‘(s)he went’ vs Kune/Kunwinku wam). It also
uses ngan- as the vegetable-class prefix (vs Kunwinjku and Kuney man-). The demonstrative
series, however, mixes both prefixes: manih ‘this’ but nganekge ‘like that’. Since this
mixture is also found in Gundedjnjenghmi it is unclear if this results from koineisation in situ
or was directly inherited from Gundedjnjenghmi. Also like Gun-djeihmi, initial ng can be
dropped in certain environments, though the prosodic conditions differ somewhat (§2.4.2).

Kune-like features, on the other hand, include:

 the lack of the ‘towards’ prefix m-, so that whereas Gun-djeihmi and Kunwinjku
oppose yimray! ‘come’ to yiray! ‘go!l’, Manyallaluk Mayali speakers (like Kune
speakers) use yiray! to mean both ‘come!” and ‘go!’,
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o the use of instrumental -yik as an ergative,

* the extension of -no to part nouns,

* a number of distinct lexical items not found in other dialects, such as wendi ‘be up
high’ (alongside barndi, the form found in other dialects) and dadjung ‘give’ (o.d.
won),

* no use of the immediate prefix A- in perception complements,

 forms of many incorporated nouns, such as kolh (alongside o.d. bo) for ‘water’ and ko
0.d. nguy) for ‘flower’.

Some features of Manyallaluk Mayali, however, must be attributed not to other dialects of
Bininj Gun-wok, but to other Gunwinyguan languages: Dalabon, Rembarrnga and Jawoyn in
order of importance.

Dalabon influence, already strong in Kune as we have seen, has induced even further
changes in Manyallaluk Mayali. Grammatically, two striking patterns are the high frequency
of the suffix sequences -no-gah [-3POSSD-LOC] and -no-yih [-3POSSD-INSTR] (e.g. galknogah
‘on the tree stump’) — both used in an identical way in Dalabon — and the pronoun plus
sequential contractions galng- < ga-weleng [3-then] and balng < ba-weleng [3P-then].
Dalabon has an identical form kalng < kah-yeleng-, but lacks a ba- prefix which would
generate the balng- form, so that it seems that galng- is a direct borrowing from Dalabon,
which has then been analogically generalised to the past form balng. Additional contracted
forms, again lacking in Dalabon, are bandileng- < bandi-weleng- [3a/3plP-then-] and
bandijaleng < bandi-jal-weleng- [3a/3plP-just-then-]’. There are a number of Dalabon
loanwords, such as korrehken (D korrhkvn) for ‘(long) before’, against gorrogo in other
dialects.

Perhaps most striking is the sociolinguistic difference from all other dialects in the
conditions on the use of the kunkurrng avoidance register (§15.2). In other dialects this is
used in the presence of one’s mother-in-law and other high-respect relatives, whereas in
neighbouring Dalabon there is a similar register, but the conditions on its use are different: it
is used to talk concerning such relatives, rather than to them. Now the avoidance variety of
Manyallaluk Mayali has the same vocabulary as the other dialects (as far as attested so far),
but it is used under Dalabon-style conditions; that is, the crucial contextual determinant of
when to use it is that one is talking about one’s na-/ngal-kurrng, rather than, as in the other
dialects, in his/her presence.

As far as is currently known, the influence of Rembarrnga and Jawoyn is confined to the
lexicon. ‘Dog’, for example (duruk in all other dialects), is djamo in Manyallaluk Mayali,
identical to the Rembarrnga form.10

An interesting lexical sharing with Jawoyn and Dalabon involves the calquing of a
particular idiom by which women refer to their birth place (where their afterbirth is buried)
by the expression ‘my digging stick’ and men by the expression ‘my woomera’. This is not
found in other dialects of Bininj Gun-wok, but is employed in Manyallaluk Mayali using the
expressions kundjadj ngarduk and borndok ngarduk respectively.

10 Harris (1969a) cites examples in which djamo is the Dedjnjengmi (De?ynekmi in her orthography) word
for ‘dog’. This needs checking with present-day speakers, since it suggests it may be a Dedjnjenghmi rather
than a R loan.
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Within the kinship system, an important difference between Manyallaluk Mayali and
other dialects is the semantics of its grandparent terms: it has generalised a single term
(gakgak) to cover all parallel grandparents and has extended another (mamamh) to all cross-
grandparents except father’s mother (§1.4.1.1). The resultant system is peculiar to
Manyallaluk Mayali and does not exactly match that found in any other dialect, nor in the

three other languages considered above.

1.2.4.7 Clan lects

The dialect differences described above do not exhaust the geographically conditioned
variation. At the limiting case, it seems likely that traditionally every clan had minor but
distinctive differences in language variety. These can no longer be identified with accuracy
in certain regions, such as Oenpelli and the Kakadu Region, where more homogenised koiné
forms have emerged over the last fifty years or so, combined with the fact that these varieties
are to a large extent spoken outside their traditional country. However, the evidence from
more traditional clans further east, particularly in the Kuninjku-speaking area, is almost
certainly characteristic of the whole region in precontact times, as it is in certain other parts
of Australia (e.g. eastern Arnhem Land and western Cape York — see Smith & Johnson
1986). All examples found so far have been confined to lexical differences. However, we
still know very little about these clan lects (Murray Garde is currently gathering further
material) so any statements must be provisional at this stage.

The ideology that every clan should have at least some identifiable differences in its
language variety is reflected in the occasional practice of referring to language varieties using
the clan root, as in ngad ngarri-djalama, kun-djalama ngarri-wokdi ‘we Djalama people,
we speak kun-djalama * (GID).

It is also linked with assertions that particular clans and words they use, are aligned with
the patrimoiety division into Yirridjdja and Duwa (§1.4.2.1). The existence of distinct
moiety lects is at its most formalised in eastern Arnhem Land, where the application of
regular phonological rules, including final-vowel deletion, gives Yirridjdja and Duwa dialects
quite different phonotactics (Morphy 1977; Wilkinson 1991). But the distinction has been
spreading westwards into the adjoining Gunwinyguan languages, so that both Rembarrnga
and Dalabon speakers say there are two varieties of their language, one corresponding to
each moiety, even though they can cite few actual differences.!! Some of the words showing
clan-based variation in the Kuninjku area are identified as being Duwa or Yirridjdja, as in
burda, said to be the Duwa lect name for man-djay ‘cane grass’; birdidjirr, said to be the
Duwa lect name for man-bolobbi and man-djandjadj, said to be the Yirridjdja name for
djendek or marrabbi (Sand Palm). It is often unclear what the nature of such claims is. Are
these words that can be used by any clan of the appropriate moiety, or are they <lan-specific,
inheriting moiety affiliations through the fact that each clan is either Duwa or Yirridjdja?

1T Thys George Left-Hand of Weemol told me that in Rembarrnga, Yirridjdja speakers would say
ngamangara for ‘I get’ while Duwa speakers would reduplicate this to ngamangamangara. Similarly,
Maggie Tukumba said that the Yirridjdja variety of Dalabon is described as Dalabonmuduk ‘slow
Dalabon’ and the Duwa variety as Dalabondjurrkdjurrk ‘quick Dalabon’. At present, though, I have no
evidence that normal, as opposed to self-conscious and stereotyped, speech differs along these lines.



The language and its speakers 23

In any case, at least in the Kuninjku-speaking area, there are groups of words said to be
specifically associated with the speech of individual clans — probably at most a dozen for
each clan. These always include a distinct man-prefixed word for ‘small amount of food’
and the clan lect can either be known by the corresponding kun- prefixed word, or by the clan
name, prefixed by kun- (see Table 1.2).

Table 1.2: Some clan lects and associated clans

Lect name Kundedjwarre | Kunwalidjaw | Kundjedjenbak
Associated clan(s) Kunkurulk Kunkulmarru | Kunkardbam
(Moiety) (Duwa) (Duwa) (?)

‘small amount of food’ | mandedjwarre | manwalidjaw | mandjedjenbak

This same root can also be combined, according to Mick Kubarkku, with verbs, for example,
instead of saying ngayo for ‘I sleep’ one can say ngadjedjenbak ngayo [I-djedjenbak I-sleep]
and instead of man-me kan-wo for ‘give me food’, kan-djedjenbak kan-wo [you/me-
djedjenbak you/me-give].

The lengthy nature of these locutions makes one suspect they were only employed on
relatively formalised occasions, but for the moment I have no more ethnolinguistic evidence
than that just given. One such formalised occasion when clan lects are appropriate is when
greeting deceased ancestors at particular clan sites, especially sacred places. An example of
such a greeting, using particular Kundedjwarre interjections (GID), is the following:

1.18  Kandi-bekkan bu  dabbarrabbolk Namarrkmokadardjarr Namayhkurdihwarr
2a/l-listenNP  SUB ancestors [interjection] [interjection]

Kundedjwarre-nin. Ngurri-kurrme-rr-imen kun-red and ngudberre
clan.lect.name-be  2a-put-RR-IMP IV-country yOuOBL

kun-red kondanj ngadberre kun-red and ngayi boss nga-yime
IV-country here 1aOBL IV-country I 1-doNP

ngayi kakkak nga-yime kun-red kondanj.

I MM 1-doNP  IV-country here

‘Ancestors! listen to me, I greet you with the words ‘Namarrkmokadardjarr
Namayhkurdihwarr’, you who were of the clan lect Kundedjwarre. Just stay
where you are here in your place, our place, it’s our country and now I’'m the
boss of this my Mother’s Mother’s country here.’

Other lexical items with distinct forms were ‘lie, sleep’, where normal kayo ‘(s)he sleeps’
is replaced in Kun-walidjaw by the form ngaworlehyo ‘drink’, ‘urinate’, which is dilebun in
most dialects but bayiddjirrekorrhme in Kundedjwarre and ‘woomera’, where normal

borndok is replaced in Kun-walidjaw by kardakku.
Many of the words said to belong to specific clan lects are in fact shared with other

languages or more distant dialects, for example:

* The word for the short-eared rock wallaby, known as badbong in most dialects, is
dorlhwarr in Kundedjwarre, which is also the form in Dalabon.
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* The word for ‘male agile rock wallaby’, warradjangkal in most dialects, is barlkkidj in
Kundedjwarre, which is also the form in Rembarrnga.

* The word for ‘red shouldered parrot’, werleyh in most dialects, is djadberlhberl in
Kunwalidjaw, which is also the form in Gun-djeihmi and Jawoyn.

This suggests that at least some of the clan lect differences are formed by taking over
alternative forms known from distant dialects or neighbouring languages and licensing them
as emblems of clan speech. Other forms, such as the ‘little bit of food” examples discussed
above, do not have outside cognates and appear to be specific coinages.

In the Kakadu region, the one definite example of clan differences in language varieties
comes from differences between the speech of the Badmardi men like Nipper Kapirigi and
George NaMingum on the one hand and of Mirarr Gun-djeihmi man Toby Gangele on the
other. The Badmardi clan lect, but not the Mirarr lect, retained retrofiex glides in some
words (cf. ‘ordinary’ gun-mim ‘eye’, pronounced gun-mirim by Kapirigi and NaMingum);
there were also some minor lexical differences. No living speakers maintain these clan lect
differences.

1.2.4.8 Second-language varieties

This is a neglected topic, but one of great interest for studies of language contact, because
of the likely role of second-language speakers in propagating the diffusion of language
change.

Here I confine myself to a few remarks on the phonological features of the variety of
Kunwinjku spoken by native speakers of such Iwaidjan languages as Iwaidja and Ilgar.
These differ from the Gunwinyguan languages in lacking a glottal stop long stops and mid
vowels and such L2 speakers normally simply omit the glottal stop, neutralise the long-short
distinction by using phonemes from a single stop series and replace mid vowels with high
vowels. For example, an Ilgar speaker who speaks fluent but heavily accented Kunwinjku
pronounces nawu kolomomo kubowinjku ‘that long-nosed crocodile (lives) in freshwater’ as
nawy kulumumu kubuwinjku; karrikayhmen ‘we cry out’ as karrikaymin; and birribonguni
‘they were drinking’ as birribunguni.

1.2.5 Some important isoglosses

To illustrate the many cross-cutting ways in which grammatical, phonological, lexical and
sociolinguistic features group dialects, let us consider a dozen or so from the thousands of
features which are not spread uniformly across the dialect chain. We find four basic patterns

of isoglosses:!2

(a) Maximising, with a large number of alternatives distinguishing the varieties.

12 1 stress that at this stage these patterns are formulated on a purely impressionistic basis and need to be
tested against a properly based dialectological study with a wider range of isoglosses and proper statistical
analysis of the data. Such a study would be likely to show up other patterns, such as an east-west
continuum in some phonological features (initial C-dropping and percentage of words that have lost
postvocalic r) and a north—south continuum in others (e.g. the frequency of case suffixation).
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() Kunwinjku-centred, in which Kunwinjku is set off from the other dialects in all
directions; within the grammar this often results from Kunwinjku maintaining contrasts
that have been neutralised in the other dialects.

(¢) The Mayali bundle, grouping Gun-djeihmi, Gundedjnjenghmi and Manyallaluk Mayali
against the rest, with some features shared by all these three and some found in a pure
form in Gun-djeihmi and in mixed form in the other two.

(d) The Kune bundle, either grouping the two Kune subdialects against the rest, or
focussed on Kune and found in more limited form in Kuninjku and Manyallaluk
Mayali.

Let us now consider some examples of each of these patterns.

MAXIMISING This pattern is particularly common in the lexicon. Large numbers of lexical
items serve as shibboleths and it is possible to justify virtually any division or alliance of lects
on the basis of one lexeme or another. The distribution of such shibboleths across the
vocabulary is non-random, with high vocabulary sharing for kin terms, human terms and
generics, for example and high differentiation among plant and animal (specific) terms, as
well as closed class lexemes like negative and apprehensive particles and demonstratives.
Even within a domain like birds there is a non-random distribution of variation, with
particularly high divergence for such large and commonly eaten birds as the magpie goose
and the emu. Isogloss 1 in Figure 1.1 compares the distribution of terms for ‘magpie goose’

(MM and Dnj forms not yet known).

Isogloss 1: Words for ‘magpie goose’ Isogloss 2: Third person minimal
past ‘hither’ forms

manimunak [DI[] bamurru m bam- m kam-
murnubbarr E ba- E kum- I:l
AN

==
\,-—E:D: ”{
Dj Dnj F Dj
H
= H
—E:NTT]
MM

Figure 1.1: Two maximising isoglosses
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Even larger sets of contrasting forms are found when one compares the prefix used for
third person minimal past verbs with a ‘towards’ meaning (as in ‘(s)he came’); here the
intersection of two differently patterned morpheme distributions (west to east loss of m,
Mayali ba- vs zero past in other dialects and different strategies in Kunwinjku and Kuninjku
for dealing with the impossibility of syllabifying the ‘towards’ prefix m after a zero prefix)
gives five different forms, as shown in isogloss 2.

KUNWINJKU-CENTRED There are many ways in which Kunwinjku is set off from all other
dialects. The example most cited by speakers is the word for ‘no’,13 which is burrkyak in
Kunwinjku but kayakki (or its orthographic variants gayakki or gayakgi) in all other dialects.
Speakers of other dialects sometimes say of Kunwinjku speakers, ‘they say burrkyak’ or ‘that
burrkyak mob’ and speakers of Gun-djeihmi at one end of the dialect chain and Kune at the
other say, of each other, that ‘they’re like us; we both say kayakki’. The evidence points to
burrkyak being a Kunwinjku innovation: its confinement to one dialect, the existence of a
cognate form to kayakki in the next closest language (Dalabon has kahke) and the etymology
of burrkyak as ‘lacking body’, which suggests a novel emphatic form.

Isogloss 3: The form for ‘no’

kayakki burrkyak [ ]

Figure 1.2: The ‘no’ isogloss

Turning to the grammar, it is striking that in the two most important morphological
subsystems showing substantial cross-dialectal variation, namely the gender and pronominal
prefix systems, there is a consistent pattern by which Kunwinjku has the full set of contrasts,
partly neutralised in dialects to the east, south and west. Consider number in the divalent
(subject/object) prefix system (§10.2). In the intransitive system all dialects distinguish three

13 And throughout Australia the word for ‘no’ commonly forms the basis of language names: Victorian
language names like Wemba-Wemba, Yota-Yota and so on are all reduplications of the word for ‘no’ in
the relevant language. Closer to the area at hand, many language names recorded last century in the
Cobourg region appear to have been based on the word for ‘no’, though they are no longer so known:
Marrgu was recorded as Yagu and Ilgar as Yarlu (yigariu).
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numbers: minimal, unit augmented and augmented. But once both subject and object number
are involved only Kunwinjku maintains all three values, although even Kunwinjku partially
neutralises the contrast where subject and object are both third person. The Mayali dialects
neutralise the two non-minimal numbers of the subject, provided that the object is non-
minimal, while the eastern dialects (Kuninjku and Kune) neutralise the two non-minimal
numbers for both subject and object (isogloss 4; note that our data for Gun-dedjnjenghmi is
incomplete).

Isogloss 4: Neutralisations of unit Isogloss 5: Number of genders
augmented vs augmented in
pronominal prefix system

One gender [___]

Only in 3(u)a/3(u)a [:, Three genders
Also on all subjects with Three genders

non-minimal objects with sporadic neuter [[D:D]

On all objects [DII] Four genders E
| \

Figure 1.3: Two isoglosses showing maximum category
differentiaiton in Kunwinjku

Likewise, in the area of gender agreement, only Kunwinjku maintains four classes (though
it is breaking down — see §5.5). The dialects next to Kunwinjku — Gundjeihmi to the west
and Kuninjku to the east — have essentially lost neuter agreement, extending vegetable
agreement at its expense, though Kuninjku still has some sporadic neuter agreement. Kune
has lost agreement entirely (isogloss 5).

THE MAYALI CLUSTER Many isoglosses cluster together around the Mayali dialects. A
whole set of pronominal prefix forms, some intransitive and some transitive, have an
identical a-(i) vocalism in Gun-djeihmi, Gun-dedjnjenghmi and Manyallaluk Mayali,
corresponding to an e-(e) or i-i vocalism in Kunwinjku and Kuninjku and an i-(i) vocalism in
Kune; the past forms are shown in Table 1.3 (see §10.2 for more details).
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Table 1.3: Vocalism in third person prefixes across dialects

Subject(/object) | Dj, Dnj, MM W, 1 E
3ua(/3) bani- bene- bini-
3a(/3) barri- birri- birri-
3/3du banbani- benbene- bindi-
3/3pl ban- ben- bin-
3a/3pl bandi- bindi- bindi-

Equally salient is the form of the vegetable gender prefix and corresponding class III prefix,
which in the Mayali dialects is ngan- (optionally dropping the ng to become an-), as opposed
to man- in the other dialects. In Gun-djeihmi this is the only form found, whereas in
Gundedjnjenghmi and Manyallaluk Mayali two of the demonstratives have man- rather than
ngan- for their vegetable form (Isogloss 6).

Isogloss 6: Form of the vegetable/class I1I marker
(ng)an- man- D

(ng)an- with man-
on some demonstratives I]:DIH

E:D

E:N

Figure 1.4: Form of the vegetable prefix

An interjection commonly cited by speakers as associated with all three Mayali dialects is
woh for yes, as opposed to yoh in the remaining dialects, although this is prescriptive rather
than actual and many Gun-djeihmi speakers, for example, use yoh at least as often in their
unmonitored speech.

THE KUNE CLUSTER As many isoglosses define the Kune dialects, in opposition to the rest,
as characterise the Mayali cluster. Two clear examples from the realm of morphology are
use of re- rather than yi- as the comitative applicative (isogloss 7) and the distinctive form of
iterative reduplication of inflected monosyllables with a monosyllabic reduplicate (e.g. ru-ruy
‘burned and burned’) instead of the disyllabic reduplicate (rungu-ruy) found elsewhere
(isogloss 8).
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Isogloss 7: yi- vs re(y)- comitative Isogloss 8: Iterative on monosyllabels
in CVNV- (runguruy) vs CV- (ruruy)

Dialects with Dialects with
comitative in re(y)- m iterative in CV- m

Figure 1.5: Some uniquely Kune isoglosses

The two features discussed in the preceding paragraph are confined to Kune. However,
many other traits are shared with adjacent dialects to the west and/or south. Thus the
neutralisation of the past perfective/imperfective contrast is also found in Kunwinjku to the
east (isogloss 9) and the extension of instrumental -yik to ergative use is also found in

Manyallaluk Mayali to the south (isogloss 10).

Isogloss 9: Neutralisation of perfective Isogloss 10: Exension of instrumental
vs imperfective contrast in past -yih to ergative use

.. . Dialects that can use -yih
Neutralising dialects as ergative in addition to m
instrumental

" Figure 1.6: Two isoglosses focused on Kune
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Other traits, found in their most intense form in Kune, form a cline as one moves
westwards. Thus the -no suffix, which was probably originally confined to marking
possessed parts whose third person minimal possessor had been established in the discourse,
has come in Kuninjku and Manyailaluk Mayali to be an alternative marker of part nouns
without any anaphoric requirements, though the possessor must still be third person minimal.
In Kune it is also an alternative part marker, but with the further extension that the possessor
can be of any person (§5.5.2.5). This distribution is shown in Isogloss 11.

Isogloss 11: Conditions on the -no suffix

-no confined to third minimal anaphoric |:|
possession

also available as alternative with part nouns [IID]
(e.g. kun-mim ~ mimno ‘eye’)

-no marks part nouns; possessor can be RaRRe
of any person

w |

D;j Dnj

I
MM

|

Figure 1.7: Conditions on the -no suffix

1.2.6 Dialects and ortbograpby

As practical orthographies for the various dialects have been devised, beginning with
Kunwinjku in the 1960s and 1970s (superseding earlier systems in use during the 1950s) and
followed by Gun-djeihmi, Kuninjku, Kune and Manyallaluk Mayali in the late 1980s and
early 1990s, the attitudes that speakers have traditionally held towards dialect variation have
been transferred to the arena of orthography, with the upshot that in many instances
orthographic difference has been regarded as just as acceptable and even desirable, as
differences in pronunciation, grammar and lexicon. These attitudes are at once ethnocentric
and pluricentric, in regarding one’s own dialect (and written materials reflecting that dialect)
as best for oneself and one’s kindred, but being tolerant of (if sometimes amused at) the use
of other dialects as appropriate for other social groups.
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As a result of these attitudes three different orthographies are now in use: the Kunwinjku
orthography, the longest-established and now in use for Kunwinjku, Kuninjku and Kune; the
Gun-djeihmi orthography, in use for Gun-djeihmi; and the Mayali orthography, used for
Manyallaluk Mayali. Although my early discussions with Gun-djeihmi people in 1987-88
had resulted in a decision to use the Kunwinjku orthography, subsequent discussions in
1990-91 moved away from this position, partly motivated by the desire of some key
individuals to have a distinct orthography and partly by the optimistic desire (in the special
circumstances of the orthography being most visible in road signs, interpretive materials,
pamphlets etc. inside the Kakadu National Park) that it would lead to approximately correct
pronunciations by the thousands of non-Aboriginal visitors to the Park.

The fact that the Kunwinjku orthography was extended to the Kuninjku and Kune
languages had a number of reasons, partly based on the use of parallel orthographies for
other languages with literacy programs in Maningrida (e.g. Ndjébbana) and partly on the use
of some existing Kunwinjku materials in the (very elementary and largely unfunded)
bilingual programs run in the Kuninjku and Kune outstations.

The Manyallaluk Mayali orthography developed out of a different literacy resource centre
(first Barunga school and later the Katherine Regional Aboriginal Language Centre). These
were substantially occupied with other languages (especially Kriol and Jawoyn) and
transferred many of the orthographic principles used in these languages to the Mayali
orthography.

As the above remarks will show, the three separate orthographies all grew out of distinct
local developments and there has never been a concerted attempt to develop a unified
orthography. This is not an unusual situation in Australia — there are four different
orthographies in use for different dialects of the Western Desert language (spoken over a vast
area, in three states each with their own educational bureaucracy) and as many for the
Arandic dialects, spoken over a much smaller region. Although it necessitates the
preparation of dialect-specific materials, this is what speakers themselves ask for; they also
express a preference for dialect-specific dictionaries rather than one that includes material
from the whole dialect chain.

Obviously, though, this complicates the job of writing a pan-dialectal grammar, burdening
the reader with three separate orthographies and the writer with the hornet’s nest of which
orthography to use when making statements that apply to more than one dialect. My
(admittedly only partially satisfactory) solution has been as follows: information about the
three orthographies is given in the phonology chapter, following the discussion of relevant
phonemic contrasts and broken into sections on vowels (mercifully the same across dialects),
diphthongs and consonants. When making general statements, or citing forms that are the
same in all dialects, I use the Kunwinjku orthography unless this seems unnatural because I
am taking another dialect as point of departure. When discussing dialect-specific features I
use that dialect’s orthography. For Gun-dedjnjenghmi, which has no established orthography,
I use the orthography of the dialect closest to it, namely Gun-djeihmi; I also use this for
statements true of the Mayali dialect group as a whole. For the title of the book and the
spelling of the language name throughout, one orthography had to be used and I have opted
for the Gun-djeihmi spelling in deference to my first language teachers. My apologies to
those linguists whose love of consistency is offended by this complex solution (though one in
the spirit of multiple ranked constraint violations!) and to those language speakers who see
words spelled in ways they are not accustomed to.
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1.3 Genetic and areal position

In this section I first place Bininj Gun-wok in its genetic perspective, then pass to a
consideration of its neighbouring languages and the various levels of influence they have had,
closing with some brief comments on more recent contacts with Macassarese.

1.3.1 Genetic position

Bininj Gun-wok is a member of the so-called Gunwinyguan family and in fact the family
name is based on Kunwinjku,!4 as the most numerous language of the group. This family is
the most numerous and widespread group of non-Pama-Nyungan languages, spreading like
an octopus across Arnhem Land, centred on the Arnhem Land escarpment (see the Map) but
with tentacles extending to the north, east, west and south.

Typologically, languages of this group are characterised by complex verb morphology
with subject and object prefixes, incorporated nominals, adverbial and applicative prefixes
and suffixes for reflexive/reciprocal and tense/aspect/mood and, in nominal morphology,
prefixation for four or five genders/noun classes and suffixation for a relatively limited range
of cases. Phonologically almost all Gunwinyguan languages have two medial stop series, a
codal glottal stop, rich possibilities for coda consonant clusters and five vowels with no
length contrast. In all these respects Bininj Gun-wok is typical of the language family as a
whole.

Naturally some of the member languages have altered this typology somewhat.
Kungarakany, at the western extremity, has no noun incorporation and most languages have
reduced the number of genders (to four in Kunwinjku, Kunbarlang and Ngalakan, to three in
Mayali and Jawoyn), or gotten rid of gender contrasts altogether (as in Kungarakany,
Dalabon and Rembarrnga). Only Ngandi — and Nunggubuyu if this is included in
Gunwinyguan — have the original five-class sytem. Nunggubuyu, probably as a result of
intense interaction with the Maran languages (Heath 1984), has lost the long—short stop
contrast by leniting short stops and leaving historical long stops as the only stop category, has
reduced the number of vowels to three (but introduced a length contrast) and in general has
undergone so many phonological changes that comparisons with the other Gunwinyguan
languages are frequently obscured.

Figure 1.8 gives a provisional classification of the Gunwinyguan languages, based partly
on a lexicostatistical classification and partly on my qualitative evaluation of the most salient
similarities in phonology and morphology. Percentage figures denote the minimum
percentage of words from the Swadesh 100-word list between any pair of languages below
that node of the tree. A few key morphological innovations are likewise noted beside
particular nodes, indicating that all daughter languages share a reflex of that innovation.
This classification is, it must be stressed, heuristic only: there is as yet not even a single
published dictionary of a core Gunwinyguan language and this has held up up the
reconstruction of phonological change (though see Harvey forthcoming); many languages
still lack comprehensive grammars, notably Kunbarlang, Kungarakany, Jawoyn and

14 An earlier spelling, Gunwingguan (e.g. O’Grady, Voegelin & Voegelin 1966; Harris 1969a) was based on
a phonetically inaccurate spelling of the language name as Gunwinggu; many early investigators failed to
hear the /nk/ cluster correctly.
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Dalabon;!5 and the process of distinguishing genetic from areal traits requires a careful
sifting of dozens of complex morphological paradigms.

Proto Gunwinyguan 14

bak group 23

marne group 33

Proto Eastern 39 Mangarrayi

Proto Western 51

Gunwinyguan Gunwinyguan
Proto Central 51
Gunwinyguan Nunggubuyu
Kungarakany Kunbarlang
Proto Bininj
Gun-wok 68 Rembarrnga Ngalakan  Ngandi

Warray  Jawoyn /[\ - Dalabon

Mayali Kunwinjku/ Kune
Kuninjku

Figure 1.8: The Gunwinyguan language family

Whether Kungarakany and Mangarrayi should be grouped within Gunwinyguan is
currently unclear. Each lies at the periphery of the language family (respectively to the west
and south), has been treated as an isolate in previous classifications (O’Grady, Voegelin &
Voegelin 1966; Wurm & Hattori 1981), lacks normal typological features of Gunwinyguan
languages (e.g. noun incorporation) and has a lower cognacy rate with the other members of
Gunwinyguan. However, each also shows tantalising resemblances to Gunwinyguan.
Mangarrayi, for example, has many cognate irregularities of reconstructable Proto
Gunwinyguan past perfective forms, except that the characteristic final nasals found in other
Gunwinyguan languages have been hardened to stops (e.g. Mang wab ‘visited’ corresponding
to BGW wam ‘went’, with the nasal attested in all other languages — see Harvey
(forthcoming) and Alpher, Evans & Harvey (forthcoming) for full discussion). Overall their
position remains unclear and they will not be discussed further here.

These languages apart, the Gunwinyguan languages fall into three clear subgroups:
western, comprising Warray and Jawoyn, 16 central, comprising Bininj Gun-wok and Dalabon
and eastern, comprising Rembarrnga, Ngalakan and Ngandi.

15 However work is in progress on these languages by, respectively, Carolyn Coleman, Nick Evans,
Francesca Merlan and Evans and Merlan. The early grammars of Kunbarlang by Harris (1969b) and of
Dalabon by Capell (1962) are neither comprehensive nor reliable.

16 The earliest classifications treated Warray as an isolate (O’Grady, Voegelin & Voegein 1966; Wurm &
Hattori 1981), but recent work by Mark Harvey (forthcoming) has shown it to be a Gunwinyguan
language with telling shared similarities with Jawoyn.
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Each of the latter two subgroups appears to have a further member whose position is a
little less clear. Kunbarlang is a puzzling mixture of similarities to central Gunwinyguan and
radical differences, perhaps attributable to massive influence from neighbouring non-
Gunwinyguan languages of the Arafura coast (Carolyn Coleman, pers. comm.); it shares
somewhat higher vocabulary levels (33%) with central than with other Gunwinyguan
languages and shares with them certain key morphemes, such as a reflex of the benefactive
applicative marne- (hence my choice of the name ‘marne group’). However, we still know
too little about this language to position it definitively.

Within eastern Gunwinyguan, Nunggubuyu presents problems of classification. Jeffrey
Heath, author of a masterly grammar and deeply knowledgeable about languages of eastern
Arnhem Land, suggests it is grouped most closely with Ngandi and the Groote Eylandt
language Anindilyakwa (Heath 1997). My own view is that many of the similarities he cites
are shared retentions rather than innovations, that it is closely related to the eastern
Gunwinyguan languages in what I label the bak group (after the shared innovation of
benefactive applicative bak-) and that in general it has remained morphologically
conservative while undergoing phonological change. However, the question is still wide open
and will only be resolved by widening the framework of comparison so as to better decide
what is retention and what is innovation.

With regard to the wider genetic position of the Gunwinyguan family, it is one of the
twenty of so families designated ‘non-Pama-Nyungan’ that cover the north-western eighth of
Australia, namely the Kimberleys, Top End and the south-western Gulf. The label ‘non-
Pama-Nyungan’ distinguishes these languages negatively from Australia’s most numerous
and widespread family, Pama-Nyungan, that covers the remaining seven-eighths of the
continent and that shares a number of innovations in morphology, pronoun systems and
phonology (see Evans & Jones 1997 and references therein). As a negative label, ‘non-
Pama-Nyungan’ does not entail the genetic unity of its member families (except in the
deepest sense, as fellow members of the Australian phylic family), although a number of
similarities across the non-Pama-Nyungan languages have been identified (as in Blake 1988;
Heath 1990; Harvey forthcoming).

A number of other neighbouring language families appear to be relatively close to
Gunwinyguan: Wardaman/Wagiman (included by Harris 1969a in her ‘Yangmanic
subgroup’ of Gunwinyguan) to the southwest, the Maningrida group to the northeast, the
Iwaidjan languages to the northwest. Some of these resemblances will be touched on in the
next section. There are also affinities with the Pama-Nyungan family, whose system of
conjugation markers (Dixon 1980) bears some significant resemblances to the conjugation
system in Gunwinyguan languages (Alpher, Evans and Harvey forthcoming). In none of
these cases is our understanding of the historical relationships yet clear enough to propose a
concrete grouping. But it seems inevitable that detailed comparative reconstructions will in
the future support the setting up of an intermediate-level grouping linking Gunwinyguan to
one or more of these families — let us call it Proto Arnhem, for the sake of argument,
without suggesting that its members are coextensive with all the languages of Arnhem Land

(see Green forthcoming).

Two brief examples will illustrate the difficulties.

In the case of gender prefixation, for example, it is clear that Gunwinyguan, Iwaidjan and the Maningrida
group all descend from an ancestral system having five genders, showing some suppletion according to case
relationships (e.g. masculine na-, with a form ki- that was probably genitive; feminine ngal- (genitive (k)iny-),
vegetable ma- with alternate nga-, neuter ku-, neuter 2 ra(k)-). This has collapsed in some descendant



The language and its speakers 35

languages (leaving na- in some languages and a reflex of ki- such as yi- in others) and disappeared in others
(e.g. Dalabon or Rembarrnga). However, so many other non-Pama-Nyungan languages show reflexes of such a
system (e.g. Ungarinyin in the Kimberleys, Nungali in the Victoria River Region and other languages of
Arnhem Land such as Gaagudju and Umbugarla which appear only distantly related to Gunwinyguan) that it
must be imputed to a much deeper level than Proto Arnhem.

On the other hand, a study of the development of the two stop series may provide a more precise grouping.
These are present in Gunwinyguan, Wagiman and the languages of the Maningrida group; they are also present
in the Yolngu languages, a Pama-Nyungan enclave, but are likely to be an areally convergent development
there. It is generally assumed that the possession of these two stop series is simply an areal feature, but it may
turn out to be a shared phonological innovation of Gunwinyguan, Wagiman and the Maningrida languages (with
areal influence stimulating convergent developments in Yolngu). It is also possible that they developed in other
groups (such as Iwaidjan) which then lost them through the lenition of the short stops. The point is that at
present we have no study of the historical phonology of these groups and it may be some time coming given the
lack of good lexical sources for many of the languages. The collection of a sufficient number of cognate sets to
test the hypotheses is also made more difficult by the low level of cognacy (generally around 10% between these
families, but in Australia such low levels should not be taken to rule out genetic connection); this increases the
importance of having sizeable dictionaries before such work can be undertaken.

1.3.2 Neigbbouring languages and territories

The Bininj Gun-wok dialect chain lies in the midst of Australia’s most linguistically
complex region. Considering the dialect chain as a whole, speakers traditionally maintained
social contacts with speakers of several dozen languages within a radius of several hundred
kilometres of the Arnhem Land plateau; many of these have now become extinct (e.g. Erre,
Umingangk, Umbugarla) or nearly so (Gaagudju, Marrgu, Amurdak, Ngandi).

About a dozen languages were (and mostly still are) spoken in areas close enough to the
traditional clan territories of Mayali, Kunwinjku or Kune speakers to have been in regular
contact (see map); it is likely that all of these will ultimately be shown to have, at the least,
donated some vocabulary, while others have had more far-reaching influences. I shall briefly
sketch the way in which these languages relate to Bininj Gun-wok, working clockwise from
the Cobourg Peninsula.

Three languages of the Cobourg Peninsula to the northwest are in immediate contact with
Kunwinjku and Mayali: Amurdak, Iwaidja and Maung; further northwest are/were three
others, the near-extinct Garig/Ilgar and Marrgu and the extinct Wurrugu (Evans 1996). All
these languages belong to the Iwaidjan family, which is only remotely related to
Gunwinjguan. These languages have subject and object agreement, but practically no other
verb-prefixal morphology and no noun incorporation. A five-class gender system showing
cognacy of four classes is reconstructable (Evans 1998) and survives in some of them (most
clearly in Maung), but the phonological systems are quite different, lacking a second stop
series, glottal stop and (reconstructable) mid-vowels and mostly possessing an extra series of
flapped laterals. Contemporarily, there is widespread bilingualism between Kunwinjku and
Iwaidja or Maung; traditionally it is likely there was a similar amount of contact with
Amurdak. Iwaidja, like Bininj Gun-wok, is something of a lingua franca, which was widely
used on luggers from Darwin to Gove and many Macassan loans have been passed into
Bininj Gun-wok through Iwaidja (see §1.4.3).

There have been large numbers of loans in both directions, including animal, plant and
meteorological terms (e.g. mirridjbu ‘seagull’ and makkumbu ‘evening storm during wet
season’, both borrowed from Iwaidja), but also the phratry terms, again most likely borrowed



36  Chapter 1

from Iwaidja and the subsection terms, diffused from Bininj Gun-wok into Iwaidja and
Maung sometime after the inception of contact with Macassans (Evans 1997b). The
existence of a large body of shared technological and plant vocabulary in a stratum old
enough to have undergone distinctive sound changes in both languages suggests a long period
of coexistence. In terms of Aboriginal mythology the links with the Cobourg language
groups are emphasised by the creator story of Arramurrunggunjdiji, the Dreamtime Sisters
who came ashore at Cape Croker and travelled up the Cobourg peninsula into what is now
Kunwinjku-speaking territory. Their name itself is a loan from Iwaidja, where warra- is a
plural prefix, as in warra-mundujun ‘females’, warr-urldunggurldu ‘older women’, warra-
bunyi ‘fathers’ (Pym & Larrimore 1979:56-57).

Immediately north of Kuninjku and Kune on the Arafura coast are speakers of
Kunbarlang, another Gunwinjguan language, whose position within the Gunwinjguan family
is currently unclear.

To the northeast and east, along the Arafura coast and hinterland south of Maningrida,
are various languages recently shown (Green forthcoming) to belong together in a so-called
‘Maningrida’ group, which is related to Gunwinjguan at an intermediate time depth:
Ndjébbana (also known as Gunibidji or Gunividji) (McKay 2000), Nakkara (Eather 1990),
Burarra (with its dialects Gidjingarli and Gun-nardba) and Gurr-goni (Green 1995). Like the
Gunwinyguan languages, the Maningrida languages have two stop series, a phonemic glottal
stop and five vowels. Burarra and Gurr-goni retain a four-gender system cognate with
Gunwinyguan; verbs are prefixed for subject and object, though the overall possibilities of
verb prefixation are more limited than in Gunwinyguan and the languages make heavy use of
verb-serialising constructions. Judging by the only published vocabulary of a Maningrida
language, Burarra (Glasgow 1994), there has been substantial lexical borrowing in both
directions between Bininj Gun-wok (particularly the Kune dialect) and Burarra, though the
phonological similarities make the direction of borrowing hard to determine.

To the immediate south-east are Rembarrnga (McKay 1975) and Dalabon. These
languages, particularly Dalabon, are closely related to Bininj Gun-wok, though not so close
as to be mutually comprehensible. The most significant differences between the latter two
languages and Mayali are two innovations: their loss of noun class prefixes and related
development of a part class of nouns with obligatory suffixation for person of the possessor
and the development of a sixth, high central, vowel. The long-standing bilingualism with
these languages in some speech communities was discussed in §1.2.4.3, along with the
likelihood that there has been some language shift from Dalabon to Kuninjku and Kune and
strong typological influence from Dalabon on these dialects. Beyond them to the south-east
are Ngandi (Heath 1978) and Ngalakan (Merlan 1983), structurally quite similar to Bininj
Gun-wok in not having lost noun classes or developed a sixth vowel, but not in close contact
with it; I have not met any Bininj Gun-wok speakers who know either of these two languages.
Ngandi is particularly interesting for comparative studies of Gunwinyguan because of its
heavy lexical and structural influence from neighbouring Yolngu languages, and its
conservative phonology — most importantly its conservation of a sixth point of articulation
(lamino-dental) that has been lost in all other Gunwinyguan languages.

Further east are various languages of the Yolngu subgroup of Pama-Nyungan; these
languages form an enclave, in generally non-Pama-Nyungan Arnhem Land, of a language
family that covers seven-eighths of the continent (see Evans & Jones 1997 and references
therein). Geographically closest are Djinang and Djinba (Waters 1989) and beyond them to
the east are Djapu (Morphy 1983), Gumatj, Gupapuyngu, Djamparrpuyngu, Rirratjingu,
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Ritharrngu (Heath 1980) and others. Though not close to Bininj Gun-wok genetically, the
Yolngu languages have been associated with a number of important diffused cultural items,
most importantly the system of patrimoieties known in Bininj Gun-wok as Duwa/Yirridjdja
and in the Yolngu languages as Dhuwa and Yirritja,!7 but also such as terms as Dj galngbui
‘animal temporarily forbidden to family of young boy who speared it as his first kill’, from
Yolngu-Matha ga:lngbuy ‘game killed by male before puberty’, etymologisable as galng
‘hunting’ plus associative suffix -buy. The fact that linguistic influence also went the other
way is attested by the Yolngu-Matha word manymak ‘good’, which originated in Bininj Gun-
wok, Dalabon or Rembarrnga (its etymology is manj ‘taste, savour’ and mak ‘good’). The
long-standing mutual influence between Gunwinyguan, Maningrida and Yolngu languages is
also shown by the extraordinary similarities in their phonologies, all characterised by three
features unusual in Australia: a lenis/fortis stop contrast, syllable-final glottal stops and a
predominance of closed syllables.

To the south-west is Jawoyn, spoken in four main dialects: Gerniny?mi around Gimbat,
Ngarlalmi along the Cullen, Edith and Fergusson Rivers, Letburrirt in the lower Katherine
catchment and Jawoyn Ngan-wirlang to the north-east of these other dialects (Merlan 1989).
According to Minnie Alderson, Jawoyn territory extended as far north as Nourlangie Rock.
Gun-djeihmi-speaking members of the Badmardi and Mirarr clans had regular contact with
Jawoyn speakers and often refer to them as ‘company’; many place names in Badmardi
territory are Jawoyn (e.g. Gulinj Djarang Djarang, which means ‘bat dreaming’ in Jawoyn
and Gorlonjdjorr, the Jawoyn name for the northern nail-tail wallaby) which may indicate
either that Gun-djeihmi had displaced Jawoyn in that area, or that the names were bestowed
through the Jawoyn associations of particular ancestral dreaming figures. There have been
many lexical loans in both directions; the direction of borrowing is easy to identify thanks to
the widespread intervocalic lenition undergone by Jawoyn words (giving lawul, for example,
as the Jawoyn equivalent of Gun-djeihmi ragul ‘red-eyed pigeon, geophaps smithii’). The
most striking shared grammatical characteristic is the behaviour of the gender system, with
Jawoyn and Gun-djeihmi (but not Kunwinjku) having generalised the (ng)an- class for
agreement with all non-human noun classes. The kinship system of Gun-djeihmi, in
particular the semantics of the grandparent terms, also exhibits Jawoyn influence (see
§1.4.1.1).

To the west and north-west, in the floodplains of the Alligator River and Cooper’s Creek,
were a number of languages only distantly related to Bininj Gun-wok: Umbugarla,
Bugurniidja, Ngurmbur and Gaagudju. All of these are extinct or close to extinction; only
Gaagudju has been substantially documented (Harvey 1992), though we have some
information on Umbugarla (Davies 1989). These languages are all extremely complex
phonologically and morphologically, with many portmanteau pronominal prefixes and large
numbers of verbs that supplete for tense and/or number, all complicating the task of
interpreting what scant materials are available. Earlier classifications (e.g. Wurm & Hattori
1981; Harris 1969a) leave some of these unclassified and assign others to distinct family-
level groups; and indeed it is hard to say much about languages that combine such irregularity
with scanty attestation. Judging by the low level of shared vocabulary between these
languages and Bininj Gun-wok, there appears to have been little linguistic contact . However,
there are a number of (probably recent) Umbugarla loans in Gun-djeihmi, mostly pertaining
to floodplain animal species and technologies (e.g. djerli ‘water goanna’ < Umb dji:li and

17 The dental dh is assimilated to d in all borrowing Gunwinyguan languages except Ngandi.
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widjaluk ‘paddle’ < Umb widjaluk). However, this could also come from Iwaidja, where it is
/widalug/.

Finally, in the north-western corner of the escarpment were spoken three languages —
Erre, Mengerr(dji) and Urningangk (called Wurningak in Bininj Gun-wok) — which appear
to have been closely related to each other and were grouped by the Gagudju as Gimbi-yu (lit.
‘associated with the stone country’). Wurm and Hattori (1981) group these as the
‘Mangerrian’ family. Today, members of the clans traditionally speaking these languages
have switched to Kunwinjku, so that all three are extinct, though some materials were
recorded between the 1940s and 1960s by Capell, Harris and others from the last speakers;
Mark Harvey has recently checked older materials with the last semi-speakers. The Gimbi-
yu languages have highly unusual phonotactics with six vowels (including /ce/), many vowel-
initial words and complex final consonant clusters (e.g. /ym/ Mark Harvey, pers. comm.).
Systematic comparison of their vocabulary with other groups is urgently needed.

Overall,!8 Bininj Gun-wok and its Gunwinyguan relatives (Dalabon, Rembarrnga and
Jawoyn) were traditionally spoken around the edges of the Arnhem plateau, across which
networks of trade, intermarriage and ceremonial exchange appear to have linked them all, as
na-warde-gen or ‘stone country people’, in opposition to those living in the floodplains,
lowlands and coastal regions. However, recent migrations of Kunwinjku speakers to the
Oenpelli region and of Mayali speakers into the buffalo country, have blurred this picture.
Before these migrations, the most significant exceptions to the association of Gunwinjguan
languages with the escarpment were the Mirarr Gun-djeihmi clan, speaking Gun-djeihmi but
living around the headwaters of the East Alligator River and the Kunbarlang, who are the
only Gunwinjguan speakers dwelling on the coast. It seems likely that both these cases
represent relatively recent moves down from the plateau (cf. Harvey 1990), but confirmation
of this will need to wait on detailed comparative work on their lexicons.

Although I have focussed on the languages immediately adjacent to the Bininj Gun-wok
dialect chain, which in itself provides a picture of some complexity, there were additional,
more distant, linguistic contacts in traditional times, though the effects of these were
probably restricted to lexical borrowings. The great trading route known by the Gun-djeihmi
word bulk ran from the Arafura coast through the Mayali region away to the Tanami desert
several hundred miles to the southwest; Mayali speakers traded stone points and bamboo
spear shafts southwards in exchange for boomerangs (restricted to ceremonial use in this
region) and other items. It is likely that the subsection terms arrived along this route, as did
terms for traded items like boomerangs in this area. For example, the word for ‘boomerang’
in Mayali is birrgala, of unknown origin, but in languages to the north (e.g. Burarra, Iwaidja)
it is garligarli or some variant thereof (e.g. Maung /galiyali/), cognate with such boomerang
words as karli in Warlpiri (see Evans & Jones 1997:402-406).

Besides the bulk trade, participation in the ceremonies of other groups near and far was
the norm, so much so that there were special terms for ‘graduates’ of each of these
ceremonies; most of these terms are formed by prefixing Nadjorr- to the name of the
ceremony. For example, young men who had been through the Wangga ceremonies of the
Wagadj on the Beagle Gulf were called Nadjorrwangga and those who had been through the
Walaga ceremony of Pine Creek and the Daly were called Nadjorrwalaga. On the other

18 This view is given from the perspective of Bininj Gun-wok and leaves out some of the more distant
Gunwinjguan languages, such as Ngalakan and Ngandi far to the south-east and Warray and
Kungarakany to the west.
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hand, the term Nadjorrlirra normally designates ‘foreign’ graduates of the Lirra ceremony
held in the Oenpelli region.

Other distant ceremonies are the Garrwardi ceremony from Wave Hill, the
Arlarrmanjdji woman’s ceremony from Bamyili and the widespread Yaburdurrwa or
Djaburdurrwa ceremony. As well as the names of the ceremonies themselves, vocabulary
pertaining to ceremonial apparatus is frequently borrowed, as is vocabulary for particular
ceremonial roles, such as Djunggai ‘those in the moiety going through, as opposed to staging,
the ceremony’, which has been borrowed from languages of the Roper region. A full account
of the rich ceremonial life of the region, including discussion of the geographical origins of
the various ceremonies, is in Berndt and Berndt (1970a); see also Maddock (1969).

1.3.3 Impact of Macassan

Our overview of the pre-European linguistic contact situation would not be complete
without a consideration of the effects of the Macassans. Praus from Sulawesi, engaged in
gathering trepang, tortoise-shell, pearlshell and sandalwood, visited the Arnhem Land coast
from at least the beginning of the eighteenth century. They developed regular contacts with
coastal Aboriginal people and all of the languages along the coast between the Cobourg
Peninsula and Groote Eylandt show evidence of substantial lexical borrowing. In the best-
documented case, Yolngu-Matha, there are well over two hundred loans (Walker & Zorc
1981); there are also scores of loans in the Iwaidjan languages (Evans 1992a). There is some
evidence (summarised in Urry & Walsh 1981) that a Macassan-based pidgin was used as a
contact language between distant Aboriginal groups. Most loan words are from
Makassarese, though some are from Malay and it seems that a mixture of the two languages
was employed by the crews. Following established practice, I use the term Macassan for all
contacts emanating from the port of Macassat, when one does not specifically wish to
distinguish these linguistic sources, restricting ‘Makassarese’ [Mkr] for words known to be
from that language. Although it is known that the Bugis were involved in the trepang trade,
there are no clear cases of Bugis loans.

As an inland people, speakers of Bininj Gun-wok would have had fewer contacts with the
Macassans. Fewer than twenty Macassan loans have been identified and there are no
identifiable effects on the grammatical or phonological systems. One loan (an-badjdju ‘wild
potato’) has accrued a vegetable class prefix; others are left unprefixed. For fuller discussion
of possible routes of indirect borrowing and fuller etymological information, see Evans

(1992a).
Most Macassan loans pertain to introduced items or animals, or new categories of people:

MATERIAL CULTURE baddumang ‘glass, mirror’ < Mkr patomang ‘compass; mirror’
(semantic shift based on reflective or glass object — in Yolngu-Matha it has come to mean
‘swimming goggles’); an-badjdju ‘wild potato’ (Dj) < Mkr pacco ‘taro, colocasia sp.’;
badjubadju ‘coat, shirt’ < Mkr bajubaju ‘short-sleeved jacket’, Malay baju ‘shirt, jacket’,
(from Persian bazu ‘shoulder’); balabbala ‘table, sleeping platform, esp. platform used in
tree burials’ < Mkr balla?balla? ‘cottage, small house; couch’; bikkang ‘fish-hook’ < Mkr
pekang ‘fish-hook; rod’; burru-burru ‘scabies’ < Mkr puru-puru ‘pimples, pustules’; djala
‘sling net’ < Malay jala ‘casting net’; djaluwarrra ‘trousers’ < Mkr jaluwara? ‘trousers’
(from Persian shalwar); djarrang ‘horse’ (W) < Mkr jarang ‘horse’; djurra ‘book, paper’ <
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Mkr sura? ‘letter’; kabbala ‘boat’ < Mkr kappala?; kayungkayung ‘paddle, oars’ < Malay
kayuh ‘oar, paddle’; kalurru ‘cigarette; cigarette paper’ < Mkr kaluru? ‘to roll up; cigar’;
kandidjawa ‘flour; damper’ < Mkr kanrijawa ‘kind of sweet cake’; lama ‘shovel-nosed
spear’ < Malay lamang ‘short sabre’.

CATEGORIES OF PEOPLE balanda ‘European, non-Aboriginal person’ < Mkr balanda (from
Dutch Hollander); bangku ‘half-caste person’ < Iwaidja banggu ‘mangrove bark, used to
give a pinkish colour to boiled trepang; half-caste person’ < Mkr kayo bangko ‘mangrove
species whose bark is used to colour trepang’; jawirna ‘friend, disciple’ < Mkr toana ‘guest’.
Words for two winds are also borrowed from Macassan: barra ‘north-west wind;
monsoon’ < Mkr bara? ‘west wind’; djimurru ‘east wind’ from Mkr timoro? ‘east wind’.

1.4 Ethnographic background

Pre-contact culture — and there are people alive today who did not see Europeans until
their teens — involved a hunter—gatherer economy exploiting the rich animal and plant life to
be found around the northern edges of the Arnhem Land escarpment, an area with a
monsoonal climate, plentiful water in rivers and billabongs and ecosystems including wet
sclerophyll forest, flood-plains, pockets of monsoon vine-forest and the open sandstone
uplands of the escarpment. The clan territories of Bininj Gun-wok speakers did not lie on the
sea, but often directly abutted those of coastal clans. The whole region, with its many caves
and rock shelters, abounds in rock-art going back at least twenty thousand years and human
occupation of this area goes back beyond fifty millennia. The rock art tradition informs what
is today the biggest source of outside income, namely painting, predominantly on bark.
There are dozens of major painters within the population of two thousand or so speaking
Bininj Gun-wok.

There is a rich body of ethnographic material on the western Arnhem Land region,
beginning with Spencer’s classic Native tribes of the Northern Territory of Australia (1914),
running through the many works by the Berndts (e.g. Berndt & Berndt 1951a, 1970a) and
research on land tenure by Keen (1980), Kesteven and Smith (1983) and Merlan and
Rumsey (1982), to work on the articulation between hunter-gatherers and the modern
Australian economy by Altman (1982, 1987), on art and visual symbolism by Taylor (1987),
on rock art by Chaloupka (1993) and on ethnobotany by Chaloupka and Giuliani (1984),
Altman (1981) and Russell-Smith (1985). Specifically dealing with the ethnography of the
Kakadu region is the ‘Cultural Survey’ by Chaloupka et al. (1985), and Levitus’ (1988)
ethnohistorical examination of post-contact life, particularly Aboriginal participation in the
buffalo and other industries. Harvey (1990) discusses the land-language—group relationships
of the region. I shall not recapitulate this work here and shall confine my discussion to those
ethnographic issues that abut more or less directly on language.

Throughout the western Arnhem Land region the basic unit of social organisation is the
patrilineal clan, known as gun-mogurrgurr in Mayali and kun-nguya in Kune. Ideally at
least, each clan is named and has a clearly defined territory within which male clan members
and their spouses would normally be based, though travel, for example for purposes of
ceremony and trade, was common. People have deep emotional ties to their clan lands,
reinforced by a sense of responsibility for the many sacred sites found there and the presence
of ancestral bones kept wrapped up in paperbark in rock caves and crevices. Clan affiliation
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remains important even among people living in larger settlements and mostly away from their
clan lands; one motivation of the outstation movement is to enable people to once more live
on their clan country.

Each clan (often in common with other clans) is traditionally affiliated with a particular
language, though over time this linguistic allegiance can switch, as has often happened
between other languages (Erre, Urningank, Ngurmbur and Dalabon) and Bininj Gun-wok; the
issue of clan-specific lects was discussed in §1.2.4.7 above.

Although the patrilineal clan is the most overt social grouping, matrilineal links to land —
to one’s ‘mother country’ — are also important. In Mayali the compound bo-garrang, lit.
‘water-rother’, is used to designate one’s mother’s country or clan, as in the sentence
yibogarrang NaMarrirn ‘your mother’s country (clan) is Marrirn’. According to Kesteven
(1984) the Kunwinjku expression kun-(clan) is used to designate one’s mother’s clan; I have
not heard this in Mayali. Uterine links to one’s mother’s mother’s clan are expressed in
Mayali, as in Kunwinjku, by the compound (clan)-gakkak (e.g. yiBadmardi-gakkak ‘your
mother’s mother is/was Badmardi’, although a closer translation might be ‘you are (linked to)
the Badmardi through your mother’s mother’). Membership of the phratries or djungunj is
determined matrilineally (see §1.4.2.3).

Ownership of a particular language and ideally but not necessarily the ability to speak that
language, was traditionally a central index of clan membership, though many clans of the
region have now switched language affiliation. But in the multilingual context resulting from
frequent linguistic exogamy (that is, the common practice of taking a spouse from another
language group), various types of matrilineal grouping and residence or social participation
over a wide area, knowledge of other languages was also significant to one’s social identity.
In fact many of the Bininj Gun-wok-speaking individuals I worked with, who belong to a
clan traditionally speaking another language, learned Bininj Gun-wok from their mothers.

The contemporary lifestyle of Bininj Gun-wok speakers spans a wide spectrum. At the
most traditional are the dozen or so outstations between Gunbarlanja and Maningrida, in
which small communities of twenty to fifty people live on their traditional lands, still deriving
a large part of their sustenance from hunting and gathering, but integrating such technologies
as guns, four-wheel drives and cassette recorders into their lives, paid for by a combination
of income from painting and crafts and social security payments. At the other extreme are
people living in balanda-style towns such as Jabiru, working as rangers, in eco-tourism
ventures or in western-style offices (such as the Australian National Parks and Wildlife
Services). Others live in larger settlements, such as Oenpelli, Maningrida and Barunga,
originating as missions or government settlements for Aboriginal people. Despite these very
different lifestyles and the divergent values that go with them, networks of kinship, marriage
and shared ceremonial participation link together people over the whole region and
individuals often move back and forth between these worlds.

The ability to maintain valued aspects of traditional lives is supported by the inclusion of
most clan territories within either the Arnhem Land Aboriginal Reserve or the Kakadu
National Park, which is formally Aboriginal land leased back to the Commonwealth for use
as a co-managed Park. However, neither security of land tenure nor the existence of extra
financial support to some groups from royalty payments has been enough to avoid the far-
reaching problems afflicting the Aboriginal population since European settlement: poverty,
alcoholism (though most outstations and some communities, such as Manyallaluk, have
banned alcohol), high infant mortality, poor health and limited education and employment.
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1.4.1 Kinship

As in all Australian Aboriginal societies, kinship is the dominant organising principle of
social relations and one’s kin relation to somebody largely determines how one should behave
with them. As a result, everyone in the familiar social universe is treated as kin, necessitating
the denotational extension of kin terms, which is achieved by ‘classifying’ certain individuals
as equivalent to others. For example, my ‘father’s brother’ is classified as equivalent to my
‘father’; his children (who would be called ‘cousins’ in English) are now equivalent to my
father’s children, that is, they are my classificatory brothers and sisters and so forth. This
section gives an overview of the system, though a full treatment is beyond the scope of this
grammar.

There is significant variation in the structure of the kinship system across dialects; the
most significant difference pertains to whether marriage is permitted with classificatory first
cross-cousins (i.e. FZC or MBC) or restricted to second cross-cousins (i.e. MMBSC or FFZDC)
and in whether two, three or four descent lines are distinguished in the grandparent’s
generation. This variation is discussed in §1.4.1.1. For the moment we merely illustrate the
overall principles involved by considering the Kuninjku system, drawing on material in
Taylor (1987) and Garde (1995). Figure 1.9 shows the main kin terms from the point of
view of a male ego.

Three types of semantic extension merit comment here.19

Firstly, there is extension of terms in all generations to cover same-sex siblings. Thus FB
is known by the same term as F, ngabbard and MZ by the same term as M, namely karrard.
The offspring of these terminologically collapsed pairs are likewise not distinguished, so that
FBC, like FC, is terminologically one’s sibling rather than one’s cousin. Likewise MMZ is
kakkak, just like MM. Except for ego’s sibling, where older and younger siblings are
distinguished, same-sex siblings are not allocated different points on the chart, since they are
terminologically and systemically identical. In even-numbered generations sibling
equivalence extends to opposite-sex siblings as well: MM = MMB (kakkak), FM = FMB
(makkah), MMBDD = MMBDS (kanjok) and so on; the only exceptions, again, are ego’s
siblings. In odd-numbered generations there is more limited opposite-sex equivalence:
kangkinj is both ZD and ZS and ngalkurrng ‘MMBD’ and nakurrng ‘MMBS’ share the same
root, but M and MB and F and FZ, are terminologically distinguished.

The second type of extension applies to relatives two generations apart. Thus the terms
ngadjadj (basically MB) and berluh (basically FZ) recur in the -1 and +3 generations, as well
as in the -1 generation (that is, they are extended between kin types who call each other
FF(ZysC) and karrard (M) is extended down two generations to MBSD; again M is FFZ to this
person. This parallels the fact, to be discussed below in connection with the eastern
subsection system, that an individual and his/her FF(Z) will be in the same subsection category
if first-choice marriages are followed. Terminological extension to relatives only one
generation removed, on the other hand, does not occur, except for the special Crow skewing

rule discussed in §1.4.1.2.

19 See Scheffler (1978) for a full comparative discussion of types of extension rule in Australian kinship
systems.
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Figure 1.9: Kuninjku kinship system, from viewpoint of male ego
(adapted from Taylor 1987:73 and Garde 1996:69)

The third type of extension is confined to the +3 and 0 generations and involves
neutralisation across grandparental lineages whose members would fall in the same patri- and
matrimoieties (see below for further discussion). Whereas the +2, +1, -1 and -2 generations
all terminologically distinguish four grandparent lineages and their patrilineal descendants,
the +3 and O generations collapse certain relatives in different lineages but in the same
patrimoiety and matrimoiety. Thus in the third generation up, FFF and MMF are both
nakurrng and FFM and MMM are both doydoyh. And in ego’s generation, both his first cross-
cousins (MBC) and his second cross-cousins (MMBDC) are kanjok. One important
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consequence of this is that although one should marry one’s second cross-cousin and not
one’s first, both are terminologically equated as kanjok.20

Now these terminological equivalences are generally associated with kinship systems of
the Kariera type, in which only two grandparent lineages are terminologically distinct and in
which marriage between first and second cross-cousins are not distinguished. We shall see
below that in some other dialects the kinship system is more consistently of the Kariera type,
to the point where the grandparent generation also fails to distinguish four lineages. There
has been much debate in the anthropological literature about whether the Kunwinjku system
is of the Kariera or the Nyulnyul type (see Scheffler 1978) and it is clear that it is not purely
of one type or the other: that the degree to which four lineages are kept apart terminologically
depends on the generation level and that some dialects make the terminological distinctions in
more levels than others. We shall also see, in our discussion of subsections (§1.4.2.2), that
there are two subsection systems at work, with the eastern one logically congruent with a
Nyulnyul system and the western one logically congruent with a Kariera system; the variants
of the kinship system correlate in an approximate way with the logic of the local subsection
systems, but not completely.

Finally, note that this discussion only covers the most basic terms. Firstly, it is limited to
address terms; reference terms often differ from these. Some reference terms lexicalise the
person of the propositus: while the address term kakkak, for example, would be used to
address one’s MM and can also be used to refer to them, there are such special reference
terms as ngalkinjbarlen (W) or ngaldjongmiken (1) which specifically mean ‘his/her MM’ (see
§6.3.1). Actual siblings are often distinguished from classificatory siblings by special
deverbal locutions, so that ‘my (actual) father’ is nganbornang (lit. ‘(the one who) saw my
conception spirit in a dream’), whereas both actual and classificatory fathers are ngabbard.
Special derivational affixes derive ‘dyadic’ terms, meaning ‘pair, one of whom calls the other
K’ (e.g. yaw-ko ‘mother and child pair’) — see §5.3.1.2-§5.3.3. There are also special
‘bereavement’ terms meaning ‘someone who has recently lost a relative in category X’ (e.g.
Dj na-gomyak ‘man recently bereaved of his wife’, na-marladj ‘boy recently bereaved of his
mother’). And there is a whole class of special reference terms that simultaneously reckon
the kinship relations to both speaker and hearer (e.g. ‘the one who is your MM and my M’);
this system is known in different dialects as gun-dembui, kun-derbi and kun-derbuy (§1.5.2).

1.4.1.1 Cross-dialect differences in the kinship system

Across dialects there are substantial differences in the kinship system and associated
marriage rules. This is too complex a topic to treat here comprehensively, but will be
illustrated by comparing three different divisions of one semantic subfield: terms for
grandparents and their siblings.

As in virtually all Australian languages, there is a fundamental distinction between
parallel grandparents (FF, MM), in which the same type of filiative link (e.g. father—child) is
repeated for two generations and cross-grandparents (FM, MF) in which there are two types of

20 In fact this is oversimplified. Some first cross-cousins are reclassified by the Crow skewing rule (§1.4.1.2),
being shifted up one generation, while actual spouses and their siblings are called kakkali. However, all are

considered kinds of kanjok.

PR,
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filiative link. The parallel vs cross distinction survives all variation, but the number and

content of grandparent categories otherwise varies markedly.

In the diagrams of Table 1.4 the central column represents the system in W, 1 and for
some Dj speakers (Dj2). The left-hand column represents the situation found with some
Gun-djeihmi speakers and the right-hand column represents the Manyallaluk Mayali system.

Table 1.4: Parallel and cross grandparent terms

Parallel grandparent terms

Dj1 w, Dj2, 1 MM
FF FFZ FF FFZ FF FFZ
mawah gakkak ’ mawah mawah gakgak  gakgak

} ;ﬁ}g‘ﬁg

|
104 v
0 "Khlm

Cross grandparent terms
Dj1 w, Dj2, 1 MM

FM FMB FM FMB FM
makkah mamamh makkah makkah makkah
MFZ TR | vz i | Mz

‘ makkah mamamh mamamh

The pattern represented in the central column is typically associated with a kinship system of
the Nyulnyul (Aranda) type, with a marriage prescribed between second cross-cousins. It
distinguishes four grandparent ‘lines’ and extends these four terms to all siblings of the
relevant grandparent, including those of the opposite sex: mawah from FF to FFZ, kakkak
from MM to MMB, makkah from FM to FMB and mamamh from MF to MFB.

The correlation between the semantics of grandparent terms and the choice between first and second cross-
cousin marriage flows from the following logic: If marriage is permitted to one’s first cross-cousin (e.g. FZC),
then one’s FZ is also one’s WM. From this it follows that one’s FFZ, for example, is one’s FWM = MM. This
makes the use of a single term for MM and FFZ, for FF and MMB and so forth, congruent with the first cross-
cousin marriage rule found in the Kariera system. On the other hand, where second cross-cousin marriage is
practiced, one’s WM is one’s MMBD (i.e. her father is one’s MMB, or kakkak), whereas the mother of one’s first
cross-cousin (i.e. one’s FZ) has as her father one’s FF. Terminological distinction of FF and MMB thus aids in
distinguishing the mothers of one’s first and second cousins. However, as Scheffler (1978) and others have
pointed out, the two can be logically independent to the degree that one distinguishes categories of cousin for the
purposes of reckoning marriageability, without giving them distinct terms.

Note though, that, although the grandparent terms in the middle column follow the
classical Nyulnyu! pattern, a glance at the terms for ‘cousin’ and ‘spouse’ in Figure 1.9 shows
that we are not dealing with a prototypical Nyulnyul system:2! the two types of cross-cousins
are not clearly distinguished terminologically, since the two terms kakkali and kanjok, each

21 This contrasts with the situation in languages immediately to the north, such as Iwaidja and Marrgu, which
have full Nyulnyul kinship systems distinguishing first from second cross-cousins terminologically and
prescribing marriage with the second cross-cousin as the most favourable.
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applicable to both types, essentially depend on the degree to which the referent is a real
spouse (or sibling thereof), as opposed to just someone in that broad class. This system is
therefore best understood as Nyulnyul with respect to grandparent terms and marriage rules,
but Kariera with respect to cousin and spouse terms.

Looking now at the left-hand column, which represents the system for some Gun-djeihmi
speakers, there are still four grandparent terms, but extended on principles that are more in
conformity with a Kariera system: mawah as ‘male in parallel grandparent class’, gakkak as
‘female in parallel grandparent class’, makkah as ‘female in cross-grandparent class’ and
mawah as ‘male in cross-grandparent class’. Note that the Gun-djeihmi are sociolinguistically
aligned with Jawoyn people, who structure their grandparent terms in a similar way, with
four categories representing the intersection of the cross vs parallel with the male vs female
contrasts.

The right hand column represents the situation in Manyallaluk Mayali, which has reduced
the number of grandparent terms to three by generalising gakgak to all parallel grandparent
categories and generalising mamamh to all cross-grandparent categories except FM; that is,
the denotational range of makkah has shrunk to its focal referent.

Note that, despite these differing patterns of extension, the focal values of these kin terms
remain the same across dialects, except for the disappearance of mawah from the system in
Manyallaluk Mayali. For example, kakkak is extended to opposite-sex siblings in W, Dj2
and I, to other parallel grandparents of the same sex in Dji and to all grandparents in
Manyallaluk Mayali, but always includes MM as its focal referent.

It seems likely that the differences described above represent semantic convergences with
the other languages with which each group has the most intensive contact and intermarriage.
But a full test of this hypothesis remains to be carried out and in addition the way in which
the consequences of the grandparent terminologies do or do not work their way through the
rest of the kinship system remains to be studied in detail.

1.4.1.2 Modjarrkdorrinj: the cross-cousin skewing rule

A further complication to the kinship system comes from the operation of a Crow-style
skewing rule, which reclassifies certain children in the cross-cousin category (FZC) up a
generation, so that FZS (who one would expect to be called kanjok) is treated terminologically
as a ‘F’ (ngabbard) and FZD (who one would again expect to be called kanjok) is treated
terminologically as a ‘FZ’ (berluh). Of two people who have been skewed in this way it is
said (using the Dj form): banimodjarrkdorrinj.
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FZD -> ,FZ* FZS -> F“ ego
berluh ngabbard

Figure 1.10: The Crow-style cross-cousin skewing rule known
as modjarrkdorrinj

A number of factors affect the decision whether to apply this skewing rule or not.
Genealogical closeness favours its application, but there is some latitude for individual
discretion and affected parties will sometimes discuss whether to apply it or not in
determining their relationship. In the Gun-djeihmi dialect older speakers are more likely to
apply it, younger speakers not to.

The ramifications of applying this rule introduce a complexity that lies outside the scope
of this description: how subsequent generations are affected and which collateral relatives
must take this rule into account in figuring their kinship relationship. By any measure the
number of discretionary individual factors here makes it difficult to decide what people
whose line of connection takes in such a relationship will call each other.

1.4.2 Social categories

As in many Australian societies, there are a number of higher-order social categories,
basically forming a rationalised, over-arching and regionally extended summary of kinship
relations, which serve to order relations between individuals and are especially useful in the
contexts of ceremonies, large gatherings and meetings with strangers, as a way of extending
the principles of kin-based interaction into a wider domain.

1.4.2.1 Matrimoieties and patrimoieties

The highest-order divisions are into two patrimoieties, Duwa and Yirridjdja and two
matrimoieties, Mardku and Ngarradjku. One inherits patrimoiety membership from one’s
father and must marry into the opposite patrimoiety; likewise one inherits matrimoiety
membership from one’s mother and must marry into the opposite matrimoiety. Thus if my
father is Duwa, so am I, as will be my children if I am a man and my brother’s children if I
am a woman; my mother, being of the opposite patrimoiety to my father, must be Yirridjdja
and my wife must likewise be Yirridjdja. If my mother is of Mardku matrimoiety, so will I
be and my sister’s children if I am a man, or my own children if am a woman, but my father
and my wife will both be Ngarradjku. The matrimoiety names are normally prefixed with
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the noun class prefixes na- for men and ngal- for women (e.g. Namardku ‘Mardku man’,
Ngalngarradjku ‘Ngarradjku woman’). The patrimoiety names do not get prefixed. It
seems that the coexistence of these two named systems is a recent phenomenon, resulting
from the relatively recent adoption from eastern Arnhem Land of the Duwa/Yirridjdja
system in connection with certain ceremonies; the form Duwa is borrowed from Yolngu
Dhuwa and the lack of prefixes is likely to reflect recent provenance. On the other hand, the
matrimoiety system appears to be of long standing in western Arnhem Land and is found
throughout the Coburg region, where the Duwa/Yirridjdja system is just catching on.22

Because of the way in which descent and marriage correlate with the moiety systems,
particular kin types map into each combination of matrimoiety x patrimoiety. From a male
viewpoint, my siblings and parallel grandparents (MM and FF), for example, are all in the
same combination as me; my father and my son will be in the same patrimoiety as me but the
opposite matrimoiety; my wife and cross-grandparents (FM and MF) will be in the opposite
matrimoiety and the opposite patrimoiety and my mother, as well as my sister’s children will
be in the same matrimoiety but the opposite patrimoiety.

1.4.2.2 Subsections

By combining matrimoieties and patrimoieties we thus generate four categories, normally
known as ‘sections’, each containing groupings of certain kin. Whether one traces through
one’s patriline or one’s matriline, there is a two generation cycle to return to one’s own
combination, since both MM and FF have the same value for both moiety systems as ego.
These cycles of filiation are generally known as patricycles and matricycles.

In fact, no explicit recognition, in the form of directly named entities is given to sections
in the study area, although section systems do exist in many other parts of Australia. (By this
I mean that there is no specific set of four names for the sections, as opposed to the
categories given by combining patri- and matrimoiety names).

Instead, however, there is an eightfold division into eight subsections or ‘skins’, known as
kun-kurlah (Kunwinjku and Mayali), kun-kurn (Kuninjku) or malkno (Kune). This has been
diffused into Arnhem Land from the south relatively recently (probably in the last couple of
centuries),2? and its origins can be traced to the fusion of two section systems several
hundred kilometres to the south-west, in the Djamindjungan languages of the Victoria River
district (see McConvell 1985a,b). In fact the subsection system has reached the Bininj Gun-

22 Identical forms are found in Maung and related forms (usually in the plural and hence
reduplicated) in Iwaidja: namardgurrmardgurr (m.)/ingalamardgurrmardgurr, nangarrangarrajgu
(m.)Yngalangarrangarrajgu (f.) (Pym 1979). According to Harvey (1990), these forms were not found in
Gaagudju. The form of the prefixes in Maung and Iwaidja suggests they are borrowed from Kunwinjku or
Kunbarlang: the normal masculine and feminine prefixes in the Iwaidjan languages are ¢y)i- and (y)iny-
respectively.

23 The dates are still unclear. Berndt and Berndt (1951b:260) say the Kunwinjku adopted the subsection
system from their neighbours to the south sometime after 1912. On the other hand, the fact that the
equivalent terms in Iwaidja and Maung (which must have been borrowed via Kunwinjku) undergo lenition,
datable by the fact that it occurs only in the earliest Macassan loanwords, suggests a date more like the
eighteenth century (Evans 1997b). In fact the Berndts were relying on Spencer’s testimony in saying there
were no subsections in 1912, but his informants were Gaagudju rather than Kunwinjku and the Gaagudju

_ clearly did not make use of the subsection system (Mark Harvey pers. comm.). In any case two centuries
seems a maximum time depth.
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wok-speaking area in two versions: a western version, used in Gun-djeihmi and Kunwinjku as
well as in the Iwaidjan languages to the northwest and an eastern version, used in Kune,
Dalabon and the Yolngu languages to the east. Although the two systems are basically
isomorphic, there are intriguing differences in the form and value of the subsection names
which we will return to after examining the western system in detail.
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Figure 1.11: The subsection cycle (western version)

Yirridjdja subsections are shown in normal font,
Duwa subsections in bold.

The western version of the subsection system can be regarded as a further bisection of the
section system mentioned above, such that the four-generation matricycle is divided into two
two-generation stretches by a further binary division, namely the division into the so-called
Kuyal and Burddal moieties that play a role in the Yabbadurrwa ceremony. This further
division ensures that one is no longer in the same subsection as one’s mother’s mother or
one’s father’s father; though sharing matrimoiety and patrimoiety values with these parallel
grandparents, ego will differ from them in ‘Yabbadurrwa moiety’.24 This system is shown in

24 Standard anthropological discussions of moiety systems normally discuss three types: patrimoieties,
matrimoieties and generational moieties, the latter grouping even-numbered generations (e.g. ego, FF, SS,
MM, DD) against odd-numbered generations (F, FFF, S, SSS, M, MMM etc.). Moieties of the type described
here (originally described for Kuninjku in Garde 1993) were labelled ‘ceremonial moieties” by Maddock
(1969) in connection with Dalabon, but this term is insufficiently precise, since other moiety oppositions
also play a role in ceremonial organisation. A useful descriptive term would be ‘matricouple’ (or
‘patricouple’) moiety, given that it groups four-generation matricycles into two two-generation stretches or
matricouples. For the moment, however, I just use the term ‘Yabbadurrwa moiety’. It appears that
‘Yabbadurrwa moieties’ arose by borrowing just two of the four sections used in the Roper River, namely



50 Chapter 1

Figure 1.1. Note the existence of paired male and female terms distinguished by the
prefixation of na- (male) vs ngal- (female) and the fact that each subsection has two possible
subsections from which they can draw their spouse; first-choice spouses are shown by solid
lines (which run horizontally) and second-choice spouses by lines (running diagonally).

First note that the system is basically matrilineal, in that one’s subsection is determined by
one’s mother’s. In the ideal case, where everyone marries their first-choice partner (e.g.
nangarridj men all marry ngalwakadj women and ngalngarridj women all marry nawakadj
men), then one could phrase the descent rule as ‘nakamarrang/ngalkamarrang are the
children of nawakadj men’ as well as ‘nakamarrang/ngalkamarang are the children of
ngalngarridj women’. However, when deviations from the ideal occur, it becomes clear that
it is the mother who determines subsection membership. If a ngalngarridj woman, for
example, marries her second-choice husband, namely a nakangila man, the children are still
nakamarrang/ngalkamarrang rather than nawamud/ngalwamud and in the case of
irregular unions it is again the mother’s subsection membership that determines the child’s.2?

As a consequence of this, the subsection membership of relatives through the male line is
determined by alternating matrifilial and marriage links in the above chart: the normal
subsection for the father of a nakamarrang ego, for example, is found by tracing up to ego’s
mother (rgalngarridj), then, should the marriage be first-choice, across to nawakadj; should
the marriage be second-choice, the father will be nakangila, traced via the diagonal second-
choice marriage link. Should ego’s father have been a nawakadj man born to a first-choice
union, repeating this logic ego’s father’s father will be nawamud (that is, nawakadj’s mother
is ngalkodjok, whose first-choice spouse is nawamud) and therefore in a different subsection
to ego. In fact one finds a secondary four-subsection patricycle (here, nakangila, nawamud,
nawakadj, nakamarrang, to give the patricycle that descends through the Yirridjdja
patrimoiety) provided that only first-choice unions are made, though this is not generally
articulated as a structural principle.

If a mixture of first- and second-choice unions is made, there is an earlier return to ego’s
subsection through patrifilial links. Should a nakamarrang ego’s nawakadj father have been
born to a second-choice union, ego’s father’s father will be nakamarrang like himself
(located by taking the second-choice partner of a ngalkodjok woman) and should ego’s
father be a nakangila born to a second-choice union, ego’s father will be a nawamud (the
second-choice partner of ngalbangardi, the mother of nakangila).

Overall though, as long as only first- and second-choice marriages occur, ego’s father’s
father will be in either his own subsection (here, nakamarrang) or the subsection two
generations up his matriline (here, nawamud). Another way of saying this is that ego’s
father’s father will always share his matrimoiety and patrimoiety (as outlined above in our
discussion of sections) but may be in the same or opposite Yabbadurrwa moiety depending on

which marriages occurred.

those associated with the Kunapipi ceremony. Maddock (1969) documents the adoption of all four
sections at Beswick in the 1960s, with two associated with the Duwa patrimoiety and two with Yirridjdja.
But with the wider diffusion of two of these terms northward the links with the section system appear to
have been broken.

25 However, for the purposes of certain rituals in which patrimoiety membership is important, the child may
have a second subsection derived from the father’s.
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Each subsection has a different combined value for the combination of three binary
features generated by the three moiety systems (for convenience only the male forms are

shown in Table 1.5).

Table 1.5: Western subsections as combinations of three moiety values

Kuyal Burddal
Duwa Yirridjdja Duwa Yirridjdja
Ngarradjku nabulanj nawamud nangarridj nakamarrang
Mardku nakodjok nakangila nabangardi nawakadj

These moiety oppositions have a number of social functions. In different ceremonies
different moiety systems serve as principles for grouping participants and determining their
roles: Duwa vs Yirridjdja in the Kunapipi, for example and Kuyal vs Burddal in the
Yabbudurrwa. Patrimoieties are (now) associated with particular clans, countries and sites,
though this is likely to be a relatively recent cultural introduction from eastern Arnhem Land.
Both patrimoieties and matrimoieties are associated with the classification of plant species,
with a tendency for younger and more easterly speakers to invoke the patrimoiety system and
older and more westerly speakers to invoke the matrimoiety system (see §1.4.2.4 below).
Moiety oppositions can also be used to describe the choice of partner: both first-choice and
second-choice spouses are opposite patri- and matrimoiety, but while the first-choice spouse
is of the same Yabbadurrwa moiety, the second choice is of the opposite Yabbadurrwa
moiety.

The eastern system, variations on which are found in Dalabon, Rembarrnga and across
into the Yolngu languages, embodies a basically similar design to the western system, from
which it can be generated by applying a number of transformative principles.26 The first step
in doing this is to hold constant the sociocentric values (the values on the three moiety
oppositions), since these have a much wider regional reference than any particular set of
subsection terms and ask what skin names instantiate each combination. We then find the
system given in Table 1.6 (again with only the male terms for the moment).

Table 1.6: Eastern subsections as combinations of three moiety values

Kuyal Burddal
Duwa Yirridjdja Duwa Yirridjdja
Ngarradjku kela kodjok balang bangardi
Mardku wamud bulanj kamarrang ngarridj

26 This is a synchronic claim only and moreover one that arbitrarily starts from a western perspective. The
question of which historical steps produced these correspondences and whether the original system was of
the western, the eastern or some third type, would lead us too far astray here; Patrick McConvell is
currently pursuing this issue. It is worth pointing out, however, that there are structural parallels between
the eastern system and the set-up McConvell (1985a) suggests generated the subsection system in the first
place, namely the superimposition on a section system (here implicit in the existence of the patri- and
matrimoiety systems) of a further division within which half the marrying pairs are endogamous and half
are exogamous (see remarks below).
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First consider the forms. Notice that all but one of the terms are drawn from the same set
of roots as the western system (by removing the na- prefix and contracting kangila to kela),
the only non-cognate members being balang (in the eastern system) and wakadj (in the
western system).

The feminine forms of the eastern skin names, shown under the masculine terms in Table
1.7, basically add -djan to these roots, with some contractions and assimilations. The
-djan suffix suggests this system passed through Dalabon on its way into Bininj Gun-wok,
since -djan is a feminine suffix on some kin terms in Dalabon,2? but in every other language

is restricted to subsection terms.

Table 1.7: Male and female terms in the eastern system

Kuyal Burddal
Duwa Yirridjdja Duwa Yirridjdja
Ngarradjku kela kodjok balang bangardi
kalidjan kodjdjan belinj bangardidjan
(E bangvrn)?8
Mardku wamud bulanj kamarrang ngarridj
wamuddjan  bulanjdjan kamanj ngarridjdjan
(~kamanjdjan)?®

Now consider the position of particular forms in the system. It is clear, through a
comparison of Tables 1.5 and 1.6, that every cognate root has the same Yabbudurrwa moiety
value in the eastern and western systems, but the opposite value for the other two moiety
systems. For example, nawamud (western system) is Kuyal, Yirridjdja and Ngarradjku,
while wamud (eastern system) is Kuyal, Duwa and Mardku. Another way of saying this is
that, in converting from the western to the eastern system, one uses the root that designates
the category of one’s first-choice spouse (treating balang and wakadj as suppletive root-
equivalents); I shall refer to this transformative property as ‘spouse-swap’.

We can now display the eastern system in terms of the conventions used in Table 1.6
above and placing the eastern forms in the positions that correspond to the values given by
their three moieties (see Figure 1.12).

Because of ‘spouse swap’ and because first-choice spouses in the western system occupy
the directly facing position on the opposite matricycle, the roots have simply traded places on
the diagram. However, there is a complication: the eastern system also differs on the matter
of preferred spouse, so that only two pairs (balang — ngarridj and kela — bulanj) now marry
directly opposite. The preferred marriage of the other two pairs is exchanged, giving the new
pairs kamarrang — kodjok and bangardi — wamud, for which the bold, first-choice marriage

27 Examples are winjkvn ‘(woman’s) daughter’s son’, winjkvndjan ‘(woman’s) daughter’s daughter’, wulkvn
‘younger brother’, wulkvndjan ‘younger sister’, be ‘(man’s) son’, bedjan ‘(man’s) daughter’.

28 Bangvrn, used in Kune, appears to be a loan from Dalabon or Rembarrnga, which have identical forms;
some speakers replace the high central vowel, restricted to loanwords in Kune phonology, with u.

29 1 have not heard this form, but it is listed as a variant in Etherington and Etherington (1994:12).
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lines now run diagonally.30 These ‘diagonal’ pairs now marry out of their Yabbadurrwa
moiety, while the ‘horizontals’ continue to marry within 1t
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Figure 1.12: The subsection cycle (eastern version)

Yirridjdja subsections are shown in normal font,
Duwa subsections in bold.

This suggests a different display mode: to display all first-choice marriages by horizontal
lines, we need only reverse the direction of one of the matricycles in the display (and adjust
our placement of the Kuyal/Burddal labels). This notational variant is shown in Figure 1.13.
The display mode in Figure 1.13 de-emphasises the difference in marriage preferences and
stresses two other structural differences. First is the fact, mentioned above, that half the
marriage pairs are exogamous and half endogamous with respect to the Kuyal-Burddal
system (for example bangardi-wamud, which marries a Burddal to a Kuyal, is exogamous,
whereas balang—ngarridj, which marries a Burddal to a Burddal, is endogamous).

30 This is true for Kune and Kuninjku. Preliminary data from Manyallaluk Mayali, which employs the
eastern subsection terms, suggests that two pairs have a clear choice of preferred spouse
(gamarrang~godjok and wamud—bangvrn), while there are two equally preferred options for the other
two pairs (that is, ngarridj and bulanj are both equally good spouses for gela and balang). This situation
requires further research.
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Second is the fact that, as a consequence of the matricycles running in opposite directions,
one is now in the same subsection as one’s father’s father if the relevant marriages are first-
choice: on this assumption, for example, Bangardi’s father would be a Ngarridj; Ngarridj’s
mother would then be a Wamuddjan and marry a Bangardi. The placement, in the ideal
situation, of ego and his FF in the same subsection is characteristic of Central Australian
subsection systems such as Warlpiri; in such systems members of a patriline alternate
between pairs of subsections known as patricouples. The pair Bangardi-Ngarridj, just
mentioned, would be an example: Ego, his FF and his SS, would all be Bangardi, whereas
ego’s F, FFF, S and SSS would all be Ngarridj.

.. second-choice marriage partners

()

kela bulanj

kalidjan ( ,/ bulanjdjan Kuyal

Kuyal v \ A A
kodjok ) kamarrang

kodjdjan : / E P;' kamanj * Burddal
\ \f

ﬁ v vf"n f'ﬂ\'\ ’
balang { \E' Y ngarridj

B T

imother child links first-choice marriage partners

belinj AN ngarridjdjan Kuyal
Burddal \ 4 /N
ongardi /\ A
angar
bangardidjan s #OMIT Buridal
=E bangvrn Wamuddl()
Ngarradjku matrimoiety Mardku matrimoiety

Figure 1.13: The subsection cycle (eastern version; display mode 2)

Yirridjdja subsections are shown in normal font,
Duwa subsections in bold.

In ordinary speech, the commonest way of referring to individuals is to give their
subsection. This achieves an eightfold reduction, with respect to knowing nothing, of the set
of possible referents and obviously is insufficiently precise for foolproof identification,
though in context it is usually sufficient. In Text 7, for example, the speaker begins ‘this
afternoon Kodjdjan gathered plants ...’; in this context only one Kodjdjan had taken part in
the expedition (she happened to be the speaker’s wife), so the term identified her uniquely as
long as one knew the universe of immediate discourse. In other situations, of course, the
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subsection name may be insufficiently precise and may be supplemented by further
descriptors such as clan names and nicknames (see §1.5.3 below) though high levels of
vagueness are often tolerated by the hearer. Finding out someone’s subsection is an essential
early step in making new acquaintances (see 7.61 for examples of appropriate questions) and
allows them to be classified as kin (e.g. a Bangardi man, meeting a Kodjok man, would
normally then classify him as kakkak ‘MM’ and vice-versa), though this may be over-ridden
by actual genealogical connections if these are subsequently discovered.

Children master the subsection system from an early age. A popular children’s game
involves one player calling out the subsection name of another, who must respond instantly
by calling out the skin name of the subsection that is in the kakkak relation to them. For
example, if I am bangardi skin, someone will call bangardi! to me and I have to call back

kodjok! as quickly as possible.

1.4.2.3 Matrilineal pbratries

Widespread in the region from Cobourg Peninsula to the escarpment is a system of named
exogamous groups, membership in which is inherited matrilineally, known in Mayali as gun-
djungunj. The exact number of these varies from group to group and analyst to analyst; the
early witness of Earl (1842:240-241) lists only three terms for the Cobourg Peninsula area;
Berndt and Berndt (1970a:65) say there are only four ‘truly Gunwinggu’ subdivisions,
Maddock (1965:40) found six at Beswick and Chaloupka et al. (1985) argue for eight in the
Mayali-speaking region, but another analysis of their data suggests there are six.3! The
Berndts propose the term ‘phratries’ for these groups and although it represents a deviation
from the original meaning of that technical term, I adopt it here for want of anything better.

Unlike the matrimoieties, the phratries do not form a closed set but rather a collection of
grouped matrilineal descent groups, with the content of the collection varying according to
the social universe under consideration. The basic principle of organisation extends out from
the Cobourg Peninsula south-eastwards into the Arnhem Land escarpment; as the system
extends from its original region more and more new phratry names are brought in to
supplement the original set of three or four. Phratry names all begin with the prefix yarri-,32
which is not an attested prefix in any language of the region (unlike the matrimoiety terms,
whose na-/ngal- prefixes suggest an origin in Bininj Gun-wok or Kunbarlang), so that the
question of the original language in which the system was developed remains a mystery.

31 The difference results from their postulation of two extra phratries achieved by subdividing yarriburrik
and an-djarrabuma into two each, on the grounds that each of these occurs in both matrimoieties.
However, if one regards the matrimoiety and phratry systems as independent this becomes unnecessary,
since there is no logical requirement that a given phratry be associated only with one matrimoiety (see the
discussion of plant classification below). A further reason for not subdividing these phratries is that,
regardless of matrimoiety association, they have the same ‘symbols’ — gunak ‘fire’ for yarriburrik and
gukku ‘water’ for andjarrabuma; their subdivisions into the djungunj categories nabininj goyek and
nabininj garri are also identical: respectively donggorimirrimirri ‘hot coal from ironwood tree’ and
djanggogo ‘fine ash from firestick’ for yarriburrik and gerralkgen ‘gentle rain from the east’ and
balmarradjdja ‘heavy monsoonal rain’ for andjarrabuma.

32 Unless one seeks to relate it to the first person inclusive augmented prefix yirri- in Gun-dedjnjenghmi, on
the grounds that in self-identifying group statements it is natural to use the first inclusive (we fire people

etc.).
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Forms of four of the phratry names are comparable between Amurdak, Garig, Gaagudju,
Iwaidja, Kunwinjku, Mayali and Dalabon (see list in Harvey 1990:43). Many of the ‘signs’
for phratries are semantically equivalent across languages (e.g. Iwaidja manyij ‘sun’ and
Bininj Gun-wok kun-dung ‘sun’ for the Yarriyarninj phratry). Other phratries appear to have
been named by using new words from the local language as symbols of the phratry and then
extending them to become the actual names of the phratry.

Phratry names and their associated ‘signs’ for Iwaidja, Kunwinjku, Mayali and Dalabon
are given in Table 1.8.

Table 1.8: Phratry names and their associated ‘signs’

Iwaidja Kunwinjku Mayali Beswick (Maddock)
yarri-yarniny: yarri-yarninj: yarri-yarninj: Jjari-ja:nin:

manyij ‘sun’ kun-dung ‘sun’ gun-dung ‘sun’ gun-dung ‘sun’
yarri-wurlgarr: yarri-wurrkal: yarri-wurrgan: Jjari-wulga:

murrhala kukku ‘water’ gabo ‘green ant’ gabo ‘green ant’

‘pandanus’ man-belk

‘pandanus’

yarri- wurrik: yarri-burrik: yarri-burrik: jari-burag:

gujali ‘fire’ kunak ‘fire’ gunak ‘fire’ gunag ‘fire’
yarri-garn.gurrg: yarri-karnkurrk: yarri-garn.gurrk: Jjari-gangangulg:

wartyad ‘rock’, kun-warde ‘rock’ gun-warde ‘rock’ gun-wadi ‘rock’,

ubaj ‘rain’ gugu ‘water’

na-walganj: nabiwo:
nabiwo ‘groundbee’ nabiwo ‘sugarbag bee’
an-djarrabuma:
gukku ‘water’
djoned:
djoned ‘march fly’
wurumbulu:
gunmudgu ‘plains
kangaroo’

Each of these phratries is, in the escarpment groups, subdivided further on the basis of
locality. Maddock (1965:40), who worked at Beswick, gives two: nabininjgarri (spelt by
him nabininggari), associated with the western groups Mayali and Jawoyn and
nabininjbulgai (spelt by him nabiningbulgai), associated with the eastern groups Djinba,
Kune and Rembarrnga; Dalabon straddles the distinction. Chaloupka et al. (1985:64ff.) add
a third group: nabininjgoyek; on this system the easternmost groups are nabininjgoyek (lit.
masculine-person-east), the central groups are nabininjbulgai and the western groups are
nabininjgarri (lit. masculine-person-high.country). In either system, the eastern and western
groups each have their own variant of the gun-djungunj sign, formed on the principle that
the nabininjX sign should be semantically associated with the main phratry sign, but with the
further characteristic that the western sign should be small and fine and the eastern sign large
and coarse. The signs for the nrabininjgarri-djungunj and nabininjgoyek-djungunj in
Mayali, retranscribed from Chaloupka et al. (1985: 68-69) are given in Table 1.9.

e i e e
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Table 1.9: Signs for the nabininjgarri-djungunj and nabininjgoyek-djungunj in Mayali

Yarriyarninj gun-dung ‘sun’

nabininjgarri gard ‘small spider, spreading web through grass in the
early dry, dew laden in the mornings’,
represents andungbolabola ‘cool sun’

nabininjgoyek garrawadjdji ‘funnel web spider’ representing an-dung-
bahbang ‘hot sun’

Yarriwurrgarn gabo ‘green ant’

nabinirjgarri garrnggilelh ‘small green ant, lives in pandanus’

nabininjgoyek wardjarrarrg 33 ‘large green ant’

Yarriburrik gunak ‘fire’

nabininjgarri djanggogo ‘fine ash from gun-djahgorl (fire stick)’

nabininjgoyek donggorimirrimirri  ‘hot coal from an-dubang (ironwood tree)’

Yarrigarn.gurrk | gunwarde ‘rock, stone’

nabininjgarri bilembil ‘quartz’

nabininjgoyek birdurrk ‘orthoquartzite, used for spearheads’

Nawalganj nabiwo ‘ground-nesting native bee’

nabininjgarri birdigelk ‘soft beeswax nest’

nabininjgoyek birdirayek ‘hard beeswax nest’

Andjarrabuma gukku ‘water’

nabininjgarri balmarradja ‘heavy monsoonal rain’

nabininjgoyek gerralkgen ‘gentle rain from the east’34

1.4.2.4 Moieties, phratries and ethnoclassification

Apart from their role as higher-level social categories, moieties and phratries provided a

framework for classifying the phenomena of the natural world. The growing prominence of
the patrimoiety system spreading from the east, at the expense of the indigenous western
Arnhem Land systems of matrimoieties and phratries, means that speakers in different
locations and of different ages frame these classificatory principles in different ways.
Informal observation suggests that in the eastern areas, where the Duwa-Yirridjda system
has become most deeply embedded, people give category affiliations exclusively in terms of
Duwa and Yirridjdja and knowledgeable adults are able to give the patrimoiety affiliations of
most plants and animals. But in the western areas, such as Gun-djeihmi, the patrilineally and
matrilineally oriented systems coexist — at least in the 1980s when systematic research was
carried out by two sets of investigators.

Chaloupka and Giuliani (1984), in their discussion of Mayali ethnoclassification, give
matrimoiety and phratry names for most of the plant species they list and on pages 24-27

33 1 was unable to verify this word and retain Chaloupka et al.’s transcription.

34 These signs do not coincide with the usual proportion nabininjgoyek: coarse, large :: nabininjgarri: fine,
small. In this case it seems the direct geographical associations of the weather types — particularly the
source of the gentle rain in the east — overrides the other proportion.
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discuss the factors governing matrimoiety and phratry assignment to plants, which I
summarise here. Note that in some instances these assignments distinguish distinctly named
taxa (by the Linnean and/or Mayali taxonomic systems) felt to be opposed; in other cases
they distinguish species receiving the same name in Mayali but differently classified by the
Linnean system and in other cases again they simply distinguish varieties or specimens of the
same Mayali and Linnean taxon.

The classificatory criteria are complex and often take into account morphological
oppositions (e.g. white flowers for mardgu vs red flowers for ngarradjgu, tall and straight
for mardgu vs low and spreading for ngarradjgu, long leaf for mardgu vs short leaf for
ngarradjgu, thin-stemmed for mardgu vs thick-stemmed for ngarradjgu). For example,
thin-stemmed specimens of mangalarreh (leptocarpus spathaceus) are mardgu, while thick-
stemmed specimens are ngarradjgu. Other factors influencing classification are landscape/
habitat association, seasonality, and association with animals or species of determinate
affiliation; an example of this last factor is an-njilinjbirrk (hibbertia oblongata), which is of
the mardgu moiety and yarri-garngurrk semi-moiety ‘as this is the social affiliation of [al-
wanjdjuk], the emus, who feed on its flowers’ (Chaloupka & Giuliani 1984:27).

In determining phratry membership, strong associations with elements used as symbols for
the phratries are also important; the shrub gurndun, whose fruiting is said to require lots of
water to bring about, is assigned to an-djarrabuma phratry, whose symbol is gukku ‘water’.

Often the classification of a plant species does not depend on absolute criteria, but on the
nature of some minimal opposition between sister taxa. Consider two subspecies of grevillea
heliosperma, the lowland form an-djen.gererr and the highland form an-bardbard. Now the
landscape of the garrigad ‘high country’ is mardgu moiety and yarriburrik phratry
(symbolised by gunak ‘fire’) and that of the ganjdjiganjdji ‘lowlands’ is ngarradjgu moiety
and andjarrabuma phratry (symbolised by gukku ‘water’). These landscape affiliations are
transferred to the plants that live there, so that lowland an-djen.gererr is ngarradjgu and
highland an-bardbard is mardgu. However, the two subspecies are assigned to the same
phratry, yarriburrik (whose symbol is gunak ‘fire’), ‘perhaps because its timber is used as
firewood producing good, long lasting coal’ (p.25).

As some of these examples show, the phratry terms do not behave as subdivisions of the
moieties for purposes of plant classification — if that were so it should be impossible for two
plants of opposed phratries to have the same matrimoiety, or vice versa. Rather,
classification by matrimoiety and classification by phratry appear to proceed independently,
on the basis of different criteria. One criterion (say their use as firewood in the case of the
two grevillea subspecies discussed above) may group the two together under the same phratry
(in this case yarriburrik), while another criterion — the opposition between highland and
lowland environments — may assign them to opposite matrimoieties.

Turning now to patrimoiety affiliations, as mentioned this is the sole basis for
classification among the Kune and other eastern Kunwinjku-speaking clans; the list of plant
names in Altman (1981), gives only patrimoiety affiliations. However, patrimoiety-based
classifications are also employed by Mayali speakers, as witnessed by the fact that the lists of
Mayali plant names compiled by Russell-Smith (1985) a few years after the survey by
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Chaloupka and Giuliani (1984) gives only patrimoiety affiliations, where Chaloupka and
Giuliani give matrimoiety and phratry affiliations.33
The overall principles that Russell-Smith found for assigning plant species to patrimoieties
are almost identical to those assigning them to matrimoieties and phratries:
Apart from the situation where plants are ascribed skin names on the basis of
connections with creation stories, ceremonies and so on, there are ... general rules which
may be applied to determine whether a plant taxon belongs to one moiety of the other ...
It is to be emphasised ... that, as this is a relative system which requires a broad
knowledge of plant morphologies, usages, habitats and the like (as well as a firm

grounding in Aboriginal mythology), it is not possible (usually) to say that plants with
long leaves are Yirritja and those with short leaves are Duwa. Rather, where there are

two taxa with recognised similar properties (e.g. two morphologically similar species),
the taxon with the longer leaf may be identified as Yirritja and the taxon with the

smaller leaf, Duwa. (Russell-Smith 1985:245)

Russell-Smith goes on to give diagrams showing that compared to Duwa, Yirridjdja leaves
are longer, with more reticulated leaf venation, narrower and have narrower veins; Duwa
species have thorns. The similarities to the matrimoiety criteria discussed above are striking
and raise the question of whether the same morphological criteria have simply been given the

new duty of assigning patrimoieties.

1.5 Sociolinguistic issues

Speakers of Bininj Gun-wok have at their disposal a rich set of sociolinguistic choices. To
begin with, there are the complex regional variations in dialect, ranging from the broad
dialect groups to vocabulary which is specific to clan lects, as discussed in §1.3. Most
speakers have knowledge of more than one regional variant and switch between these for
various purposes such as greeting etiquette (acknowledging someone’s clan origin, or the fact
that one is a guest on a particular clan’s land, but opening a conversation with that variety),
social alignment, humour and quotation.

There are then a number of register choices reflecting kinship relations between speaker,
hearer, bystander and referent. In the public domain, the three most important deviations
from the unmarked register or Kun-wok-duninj ‘proper/real language’ are:

(@) the use of a special polite register, known as Kun-kurrng, Kun-balak or ngarrimikme
(81.5.1), involving near-complete lexical replacement, between or in the presence of
certain categories of relative. The relationship categories requiring this are
prototypically a man and his wife’s mother or wife’s mother’s brother, that is, between
people who call themselves na-/ngal-kurrng on the basis of an actual affinal
relationship.

(b) the use, between adults and as a form of polished etiquette, of a special set of kinship
terms, known as Kun-derbi, Kun-derbuy or Gun-dembui, which identify referents by
their kinship relationship to both speaker and hearer simultaneously (§1.5.2).

30 imply above that this results from a recent shift to patrilineal-based classification. But there are other
possible explanations consistent with both systems operating at once: the affiliations may have been given
in reply to different questions by the investigators, or taking into account the different age of the
investigators or the fact that Giuliani is female. Further research is needed to resolve this.
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(c) the use, between potential rather than actual affines (also calling each other na-/ngal-
kurrng) of a form of ritualised joking obscenity. This is discussed in detail in Garde
(1995), who shows that both (a) and (c) are used between people calling themselves
na-/ngal-kurrng and that (c), like (a), can be referred to as Kun-kurrng, with the
choice between respectful and joking styles being determined by whether the son-in-
law/mother’s brother-in-law relationship is actual or fictive.

In addition to these, there are a number of other types of register variation: song language
(not discussed further here, but a tape produced by Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation
contains an interesting collection of transcribed song texts with commentary), ritual language
(not discussed here owing to its secret/sacred nature), baby talk and public harangue. Murray
Garde is currently preparing a detailed ethnography of communication for Kuninjku.

In addition to register choices, there are complex conventions governing naming and
reference to individuals. These are touched on briefly in §1.5.3.

1.5.1 The respect register Kun-kurrng

Between certain relatives, prototypically a son-in-law and his mother-in-law or her brother
(a relationship known in Aboriginal English as ‘(poison) cousin’36), various forms of
avoidance, both behavioural and linguistic, are practised. Eyes should be mutually averted
and a man should hand ‘his mother-in-law her share of his recent kill in his left hand, with
that wrist clasped in his right hand’ (Harris 1970:783). Linguistically, such avoidance is
manifested by the use of a special register known variously as Kun-kurrng, Kun-balak or (in
Gun-djeihmi) arri-mikme. Kun-kurrng is the neuter form of the root Vkurrng found in
nakurrng ‘son-in-law; mother-in-law’s brother’ and ngalkurrng ‘mother-in-law’; Vbalak is
found in the verb vbalakbun ‘bestow daughter’;37 and arrimikme is a deverbal form which
means ‘(the way) we practice avoidance’. ‘Ordinary language’, by contrast (often called
‘outside talk’ in Aboriginal English), is referred to as kun-wok-duninj ‘proper talk’. There
are discussions of Kun-kurrng in Harris (1970), Manakgu and Djayhgurrnga (1985) and
Garde (1995).38

This prototypical function, of being used between certain types of relatives, is not the only
context in which Kun-kurrng is used. It is also employed by widows during their period of
mourning, who during these periods attain great fluency in it; in fact much of my data on the
Gun-djeihmi variety was gathered from one such widow. It can furnish replacements for
tabooed vocabulary items: Murray Garde (pers. comm.) observed a case where, following the
death of a man called Billy, the word bilikkan ‘billycan’ was temporarily tabooed and
replaced with the Kun-kurrng word mambard (which also happens to be the ordinary-
language word in Dalabon). Sometimes it is used as a form of politeness when making
requests, or to conceal the content of speech from those presumed to understand the everyday

register but not Kun-kurrng.

36 Manakgu and Djayhgurrnga’s account of Oenpelli Kunwinjku includes as ‘poison cousins’, ‘mother’s
uncle’s children’ and ‘father’s mother’s children’; both can marry ego’s children.

37 And in Ngalakan the free form balak means ‘MMBC, MMBSSC'.

38 For discussions of similar registers elsewhere in Australia see Dixon (1971), Goddard (1992), Haviland
(1979), McConvell (1982), McGregor (1989) and Rumsey (1982), as well as Dixon (1990) on the
etymological origins of special respect vocabulary in Dyirbal.
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In Manyallaluk Mayali, the sociolinguistic conditions on the use of Kun-kurrng are
different, even though the vocabulary is essentially identical; as in Dalabon, it is used when
referring to, rather than in the presence of, relatives who are nakurrng or ngalkurrng.

Acquiring Kun-kurrng takes some time and even in the most traditional areas it is said not
to be mastered until one’s twenties. (The Kuninjku-speaking areas appear to have maintained
the Kun-kurrng tradition the most, so that examples drawn on below are from the Kuninjku
variety unless otherwise mentioned.) There is concern in less traditional areas that even
though children are acquiring the ordinary language they do not learn Kun-kurrng or Kun-
derbi properly, and there are movements in Oenpelli to arrest this decline by teaching it more
formally (which was the main purpose of the Manakgu texts mentioned above). Nonetheless,
even in areas such as Kakadu where younger speakers do not have a full command of the
ordinary register, people in their thirties know a certain amount. It appears to be acquired
gradually, with spurts during periods of widowhood of one’s close female relatives and partly
assisted by formal teaching of everyday and kun-kurrng equivalents. Essentially the same
register is spoken throughout the dialect chain, though there are minor dialectal variations,
often involving the use of ‘ordinary language’ translation equivalents or near equivalents
from another dialect.3?

Structurally, Kun-kurrng involves replacing all open-class vocabulary. Most grammatical
affixes and closed-class items like pronouns and ignoratives are left unchanged (and unlike in
some other avoidance registers reported in Australia, second person pronouns remain in the
singular), but there are some exceptions. Imperatives are avoided and replaced by non-past
declaratives.The privative suffix -yak is replaced by the postposition -yagiira, the negative
interjection (gayakki in Gun-djeihmi and Kune, burrkyak in Kunwinjku) is replaced by
gayagura, the word ayed or baleh ‘where’ is sometimes replaced by the locative-prefixed
form of the (ordinary language) root ngale ‘who’ and the negative imperative particle (bayun
in Gun-djeihmi, yuw(u)n in Kunwinjku and Kuninjku) is replaced by morndin,40 as in the
following sentence in the Gun-djeihmi variety (ordinary language translation underneath):

1.19  Morndin gan-weibu-n an-ngoni gun-gundam, gun-gundam-bulalh
Dj Bayun  gan-wo-n na-gudji gun-bid, gun-bid-bogen
don’t 2/1-give-NP  VE/MA#l-one 1V-hand Iv-hand-two
yi-walebonghme.
yi-garrme.
2-holdNP

‘Don’t hold (things) in one hand, hold them in two hands!” (when giving to your
mother-in-law)
A sample dialogue in the Gun-djeihmi version, with the ordinary language equivalent
underneath, is given below:

39 See Haviland (1979).

4 I Gun-gurrng the derivation of the negative imperative particle from the verb ‘stay, lie’ is obvious;
morndin is actually the imperative of this verb (and constitutes an exception to the non-use of imperative
verb morphology in Gun-gurrng). The Kunwinjku negative imperative particle yuwun probably derives
historically from a similar source, namely the imperative of ‘lie’.

41 1Interestingly, different patterns of gender agreement are employed here: the more conservative vegetable
gender agreement is used in the polite register and the more innovative masculine agreement (an option
with modifying ‘one’) in the everyday variety. See §5.5.5 on alternative agreement patterns.
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1.20 A: Gun-mulbui yi-walebonghme? B: Gayagura.

Gun-ganj  yi-garrme? Gayakki.
IV-meat 2-haveNP nothing
‘You got any meat?’ ‘No, nothing.’

A:  An-manjyakku? B: Lerra.
An-yahwurd Larrk.
VE-little nothing.at.all
‘Just a little?’ ‘No, nothing at all.”

B: Barri-dogang gabarri-rombehme. Gare  gabarri-ngalbonghge,
Barri-wam gabarri-djanggan.  Gare  gabarri-ngalge,
3aP-goPP 3a-huntNP maybe 3a-findNP
arri-murndme nguddangge, milbabba yi-m-warnduihme.
arri-mang nguddangge malaiwi  yi-m-rai.
l1a-getNP your tomorrow 2-hither-goNP/IMP

‘They’ve gone hunting. If they find something, we’ll save some for you.
Come back tomorrow.’

A: Wanjh, yi-modme. B: Ngundi-marne-murname.
Wanjh, yi-ma. Ngundi-marne-mang.
right 2-getNP/IMP 1a/2-BEN-getNP
‘Well, get some them.’ ‘We’ll save some for you.’

Phonologically, there are sufficient differences between Kun-kurrng and ordinary
language that one can ‘pick it without understanding it. These involve: (a) a more sing-song
intonation (b) a greater proportion of open syllables — where these are stressed this results in
phonetically lengthened vowels in positions unusual for ordinary language (e.g. kayakiira
[gajeguire] ‘nothing’; (c) a large number of polysyllabic nominal roots which receive
penultimate stress (e.g. na-birdidjdji ‘boy’), this is outside the normal pattern of stress
assignment; and (d) words are longer on average which is probably a universal of polite
registers, indexing the effort the speaker is devoting to being polite.

A short sample text in this register features as Text 11.

1.5.1.1 Formal correspondences between Kun-kurrng and everyday lexemes

The basic tendency, as illustrated by the above examples, is for all lexical roots to be
replaced with distinctive Kun-kurrng roots. Most closed-class items, such as pronouns or
conjunctions, do not change in Kun-kurrng. In this section we look at the structural parallels
between synonymous words in Kun-kurrng (k.k.) and the everyday register (0.1.), while in the
next we examine the semantic relationships between lexemes in the two registers.

Most affixal material is also left unchanged, including the many adverbial elements in the
verb, discussed in Chapter 11; for example, o.l. burlurr-yo [along-lie] ‘lie along stretched
out’, retains the spatial prefix unaltered in its k.k. form burlurr-morndi. However,
incorporated nominal roots have distinctive Kun-kurrng forms, as long as the corresponding
free forms do, because they are incorporated in the same way as in the ordinary language —
by dropping any noun-class prefix and prefixing it to the verb stem; compare o.l. kanj-ngun
[meat-eat] ‘eats meat’ (kun-kanj ‘meat’), whose k.k. form is mulbbuy-yakwan (k.k. kun-
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mulbbuy ‘meat’), and o.l. bo-ngun [water-eat] ‘drinks’, whose k.k. form is djulkkinj-yakwan
(kk. kun-djulkkinj ‘water’). Another pair of examples illustrating noun-verb compounding
(see §8.1.3) with a different verb are o.1. dord-nan [lice-see] ‘look for lice’, k.k. barndidj-
kurdurdmen (‘louse’ is o.l. dord and k k. barndidj and o.l. nan = k k. kurdurdmen ‘see’) and
o.l. bolk-nan [country-see] ‘look after/around country’, k k. melwon-kurdurdme (‘country’ is
o.l. kun-bolk and k k. kun-melwon). However, see below for an example of a noun root (bim
‘painting, image’) which has the same form in both registers, whether it is free or
incorporated.

Moreover, many internally complex verb stems built up from a prepound and a theme
(88.2) mirror this structure in Kun-kurrng. In some cases (e.g. (a) and (d) below), the same
prepound is used in both registers, while other cases ((b) and (c)), a distinctive prepound form
is used in Kun-kurrng. By and large the corresponding theme is employed in the Kun-kurrng
verb; note that a full stop is used to show the boundary between prepound and theme.

(@) ol bid-kuyk.me-rren ‘make ochre spray-print of one’s hand’, built up from the root bid
‘hand’ into the complex stem kuyk.me, then adding -rren to create a reflexive form,
becomes k.k. kondam-kuyk.bongh.me-rren; kondam is the Kun-kurrng root for ‘hand’,
the preverb kuyk is retained and the formative bongh (found in many Kun-kurrng
verbs) is interposed between the preverb and the thematic me; then the form is

reflexivised in the normal way.

Note in passing that the formative bongh- is highly productive and is also applied to produce respect
forms from some English loans: ‘buy’ is 0.l. bayahme and k.k. bayahbonghme. 1t is also found in respect
register vocabulary in several other Gunwinyguan languages, including Ngalakan, Jawoyn and Dalabon.

() o.l bukirri.yo ‘dream’, built up of the root bukirri ‘dream’ plus yo ‘lie, sleep’, becomes
borridj.morndi — borridj is a k.. root%2 meaning ‘dream’ (borridjbonghme ‘dream
of’, corresponding to o.l. bukirri-bun); morndi is the k k. root covering sitting and lying
(i.e. corresponding to both o.l. yo and ni).

(¢) o.l. yakwon “finish off’, built up from the root yak ‘nothing’ (also the privative suffix)
plus won ‘give’, becomes k.k. yakura-weybun, where yakura is the k.k. root for
‘nothing’ (and also the privative suffix) and weybun is the k k. root for ‘give’.

(d) ol durrkmirri ‘work’, built up from the prepound durrkmi plus rri (an allomorph of di
‘stand’) becomes k.k. durrkmi-djarrberlme, retaining the prepound durrkmi and
substituting the k.k. root for ‘stand’, which is djarrberlme. (Note also that ‘play’,
which in o.1. is expressed by the reduplication of di ‘stand’ to give dirri, is expressed in
k k. as djarrberl-djarrberime.)

Similar structural parallels are found with nominals. Reduplicates, for example, are
constructed by substituting the appropriate k.k. equivalent; thus o.l. kun-wardde ‘rock’ equals
k.k. kun-bangam, while the reduplicated o.l. form kun-warddeh-wardde ‘escarpment
country, rock country’ has as its k.k. equivalent kun-bangah-bangam.

There are also a number of cases where there is partial but unsystematic overlap between
the forms, usually taking the form of a common first syllable: o.l. man-burluddak
‘stringybark’ (1) = k.k. man-burludjdjurri; o.l. an-larrh ‘cypress pine’ (Dj) = k.k. an-
larnganganj, ol. wakwak ‘crow’ = k k. wakwarrayal.

42 This is an example of loan words from neighbouring languages being borrowed as Kun-kurrng roots: in
Burarra the word for ‘dream’ is borrich.
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Despite the parallels sketched above, there is not always perfect structural congruence
between forms in the two registers. ‘Warm oneself by the fire’, for example, is not overtly
reflexive in the ordinary language form (kuwan), but is in the k.k. form (ngolkkerren, with
reflexive/reciprocal -rren).

1.5.1.2 Semantic correspondences between Kun-kurrng and everyday vocabularies

Although it is always the case that respect vocabularies are smaller than everyday
vocabularies in Australian languages, there are a number of ways in which the two can
correspond. The Dyirbal respect register, as described by Dixon (1971), essentially involves
many-to-one correspondences through the whole vocabulary. The many-to-one mapping can
reach extreme dimensions, as in the Gurindji respect register where all transitive verbs from
the ordinary language map onto a single verb in the respect register (McConvell 1982).
Alternatively, special respect forms may exist for only a subset of the vocabulary, which is
the case for Guugu- Yimidhirr, for example (Haviland 1979).

Kun-kurrng lies at the upper end of documented respect registers in terms of vocabulary
size; though documentation is far from complete, around 500 Kun-kurrng roots are currently
recorded. Many common plant and animal names, for example, have their own distinct Kun-
kurrng roots, as with the tuber terms o.l. karrbarda (long yam diascorea transversa), man-
kodjbang (water peanut aponogeton elongatus) and man-yawok (cheeky yam
amorphophallus paeoniifolius), which have the k.k. equivalents man-karremudyi, man-
borndengkekorrongko and man-mari (or man-milekan). And even sex-specific terms for
some macropod species maintain a terminological distinction in Kun-kurrng (cf. ol
karndakidj ‘male antilopine wallaroo’, k.k. kalngunjkorrongko; o.l. karndayh ‘female
antilopine wallaroo’, k.k. ngal-marndamarndayi; o.l. kalkberd ‘male wallaroo’, k.k.
(na)njamlurruk; wolerrk ‘female wallaroo’, k.k. ngal-wardderdomrdi). Sometimes such
gender-specific terms have distinct roots in ordinary language but the same root combined
with different noun class prefixes in Kun-kurrng (e.g. 0.1. barrk ‘male black wallaroo’ = k.k.
na-kulngunj, o.l. djukerre ‘female black wallaroo’ = k k. ngal-kulngunj).

Nonetheless, it is often the case that the Kun-kurrng vocabulary does not extend to distinct
forms for every ordinary language lexeme. In this case one of two strategies are used:

(a) A Kun-kurrng lexeme covers more than one ordinary language lexeme, through
semantic extension of one type or another.

(b) The ordinary language form is simply used as is.

We exemplify each of these strategies in turn.

SEMANTIC EXTENSION This most commonly involves the use of a Kun-kurrng term of more
general meaning, forming a superordinate to the hyponyms used in ordinary language.
Where biota are denoted, this superordinate term may or may not correspond to an
intermediate taxon in Western classifications, for example:

* badbong ‘short-eared rock wallaby’, djorrkkun ‘rock possum’ and nabariek ‘little rock

wallaby’ are all small rock-dwelling marsupials which share the k.k. equivalent
dolhwarr (which is also the word for ‘short-eared rock wallaby’ in Dalabon and in the

Kundedjwarre clan lect);
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* kun-dayarr ‘pandanus spiralis’, man-djimdjim ‘pandanus acquaticus’ and man-
ngohngo ‘pandanus basedowii’, the three species of pandanus growing in the region,
are all denoted by k k. kun-yarilng.

Within the domain of body parts it may involve the same Kun-kurrng term for adjacent
parts (e.g. kun-kom ‘neck’ and kun-djud ‘nape of neck’, both kumadj in k k).

Metaphors of similarity may also be exploited, as with o.1. kun-kawadj ‘sand’ and djukka
‘sugar’, both kun-karnalanj in k k.; delek ‘white clay’ and kandidjawa ‘flour; damper’, both
kabarrh in k k.; and mandjawak ‘knife’, barrawu ‘shovel-nosed spear’, lama ‘iron or stone
spear-head’ and djalakkiradj ‘wire-pronged spear’, all djerrkudmiken in k k.

A similar range of principles applies to verbs. Hypernymic relationships occur in o.l. yo
‘lie’ and ni ‘sit’, both morndi in k.k. and bun ‘hit (typically with a held object); kill’ and
dulubun ‘hit or kill with a thrown or shot object’, both biribonghme in k.k. Metonymic
extensions are found in euphemistic Kun-kurrng expressions, such as the use of morndi ‘sit,
lie’ to cover dedjdjong ‘have sex’.

An interesting set of perceptual vs sensory distinctions maintained in the everyday
language but conflated in Kun-kurrng involve pairs contrasting hearing vs general
intellection; this pattern runs through both nouns and verbs, as with kun-kanem ‘ear’, kun-
beng ‘faculty of understanding and intellection’, both kun-mardorrk in k .k.; bekkan ‘hear;
feel; understand (language)’ and bengkan ‘understand (generally), know, think’, both
marrngalahme in k.k. (See Evans & Wilkins 1998 on ‘hear’/*know’ polysemy in Australian

languages more generally.)

USE OF ORDINARY LANGUAGE TERM This is only attested with non-verbal roots, particularly
nouns. As well as the more obscure plant, animal and implement names, quite a few basic
nouns also lack Kun-kurrng equivalents, such as djang ‘dreaming, dreaming site’, kabbal
‘floodplain’, karlba ‘yellow ochre’ and bim ‘picture, image’.

All verbs and predicate adjectives have a Kun-kurrng counterpart and since virtually all
clauses contain verbs this makes sure that the respect relationship is indexed at least once in
every clause except those with nominal predicates. Thus ‘they are looking for paintings and
recording them’, which in ordinary language is bim kabirriyawan kabirribimmang [painting
they.look.for they.painting.record] would in Kun-kurrng be bim kabirrirombehme
kabirribimmodme; note that here bim also appears unchanged as an incorporated noun in
Kun-kurrng. A second example, where the proportion of unchanged words is higher and with
a formally identical nominal predicate in the same utterance as a verbal clause where the

distinction is signalled, is the following:

1.210l. Djang ka-yo man-dudjmi, duwa, djang ngarduk.
I kk. Djang ka-morndi man-kurdildil duwa,  djang ngarduk.
dreaming 3-lieNP III-green.plum [moiety] dreaming my

‘There’s a green-plum dreaming there, a Duwa one, it’s my dreaming.’

1.5.2 Kun-derbi: a polite trirelational kinship vocabulary

When adults refer to kin they make use of a special set of ‘polite’ kin terms, known as
Kun-debi (W), Kun-derbi (1), Kun-derbuy (E) or Gun-dembui (Dj).4> Speakers characterise

43 So far I have been unable to obtain an etymology for any of these terms.
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Kun-derbi as a reference system ‘that always lets you know who you’re talking about — like
balanda names’ but ‘without naming people’. Jawoyn has a similar system called Yernderr,
explored in Merlan (1989). Unlike Kun-kurrng, which presupposes a single kin dyad as
context and indexes this context through replacement of almost the whole vocabulary, Kun-
derbi can index virtually any kin dyad as a distinctively coded context, but signals it only
through the choice of terms for kin reference.

Because kin terms are two-place predicates, their referent cannot be calculated until one
knows the propositus — the person from whose position the kin term is calculated. This can
be done in three ways. First, it may rely on pragmatic rules (e.g. that talk to or by a child
takes the child as propositus, so that ‘mummy’ said by a child usually means ‘my mummy’
and to a child means ‘your mummy’). Second, the propositus may be coded explicitly, as
when one says ‘my mother’ or, in Dalabon, nah-ngan, where -ngan means ‘my’. Third, there
may be different lexical items according to the propositus, as with Japanese. Kun-derbi uses
a mix of these strategies, but with the added complication that there are simultaneously two
propositi, so that there are terms with meanings like ‘the one who is my mother and your
daughter, given that you are my grandmother’. A sample of ways of referring to an
individual who is the mother (garrang) of one of the speech-act participants will give an idea
of how this works (terms from the Gun-djeihmi variety):

al-garrng ‘the one who is your garrang** (M) and my daughter, given that I
am your MM (gakkaky’

al-doingu ‘the one who is your daughter and my mother, given that you are
my MM (gakkak)’

al-gakkak ‘the one who is your gakkak (MM) and my mother; given that I

am your mother’

arduk gakkak  ‘the one who is my gakkak and your mother, given that you are
my mother’.

al-bolo lit. ‘the old woman'] ‘the one who is mother of one of us and
mother-in-law of the other, given that we are husband and wife’

First note that these terms are normally taught in pairs: for example a young person’s
gakkak will teach them that when they speak together the young person should refer to his or
her mother as al-doingu, while the gakkak should refer to the young person’s mother as al-
garrng. Likewise, a woman will teach her daughter that the latter should refer to her gakkak
as arduk gakkak, while the mother will refer to that person as al-gakkak. A prescriptive
statement typifying this method of instruction is the following (in I): bu ngabenrdebikan
ngayime ‘nababba kamhre’ wanjh ngudda yiyime ‘yo, nakiwalak namekke’, lit. ‘if I use
Kun-derbi and I say “nababba is coming”, you would say “yes, that’s nakiwalak™ (GID). In
practice the system is not taught in its entirety by any one person; rather, senior people teach
juniors the full set of forms appropriate when the two of them are talking together; in other
words, they work through the possible set of referents they may wish to discuss together. So
a young al-bulanj subsection girl might be taught the terms al-garrng and al-doingu by an
al-ngarridj subsection woman and the terms al-gakkak and arduk gakkak by her al-
gamarrang subsection mother.

44 Loss of the second vowel from garr(a)ng here follows from the rule Vowel-drop, given in §3.5.
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Second, it will be clear that the degree of transparency of these terms varies. Within the
five considered above, arduk gakkak is simply composed by combining arduk ‘my’ with
gakkak and is hence fully explicit, although it is still conventionalised in the sense that it
would only be used to certain categories of relative. Al-gakkak combines the feminine prefix
with the root and does not explicitly index the propositus; rather, the unusual use of the prefix
indexes the fact that it is a term used by a mother to her child (and many other terms used by
mothers to their children prefix na- or al- in this way). Al-garrng is similar, being based on
garrang but with a distinctive dropping of the second vowel. Al-doi-ngu is a special lexical
form, though still ultimately analysable etymologically: the propositus is made explicit, at
leeast etymologically, by the archaic second person possessor suffix, productive in Dalabon*5
but in Bininj Gun-wok confined to the Kun-derbi subvocabulary;#6 the root doi is found in
the kin term doydoy — (Dj doidoi) ‘MMM, FFM’ and people of the doydoy category to the
hearer are in the same subsection as the referent; al- is again the feminine prefix. So
etymologically the word is ‘she that is your doy(doy), i.e. your classificatory MMM". In the
final example, al-bolo, there is genuine vagueness; as with kin uses of English ‘the old
woman’ (or, for that matter, ‘the mother-in-law’) either speaker or hearer may be the
propositus.

It appears that these terms are strung along a cline from totally transparent, with the
propositus marked explicitly (e.g. arduk gakkak above), through terms that contain
etymological markers of the propositus that are no longer productive (e.g. the suffix -ngu
‘your’, as in na-bei-ngu ‘the one who is your son and my younger brother, given that we are
father and son’ (cf. beiwurd ‘son’ and Dalabon be(y) ‘son’), to terms that resist synchronic
analysis (e.g. Kuninjku na-ngadjkewarre ‘the one who is your nakurrng (WMB) and my
ngadjadj (MB), given that we call each other makkah’). It seems likely that the system
originated as a formalisation of a number of principles of ‘centricity’ (Merlan 1982a)
governing who it was polite to take as propositus, but blurring into circumspection and
obscure usage where certain of these principles came into conflict.

It will be apparent that to successfully use these terms requires the ability to take the
hearer’s perspective and work out the referent’s kin relationship to the hearer as well as to
oneself; in addition, it requires one to make fine judgments about the nature of the
relationship between oneself and one’s interlocutor. Kun-derbi is the most intellectually
demanding part of the Bininj Gun-wok lexicon and is acquired relatively late in life; in most
traditional outstations south of Maningrida, adults in their twenties, who had full command
of the normal registers and some fluency in the use of avoidance language, were still far
from having a complete mastery of Kun-derbi.

Some speakers claim that the metalinguistic term Kun-derbi is not restricted to kin terms,
but covers other polite ways of referring, such as the use of yik- prefixed clan names when
referring to the dead (e.g. Na-yik-Badmardi ‘the late (male) Badmardi’) (see §5.3.1.4).
However, the vast majority of usages identified as Kun-derbi involve kin terms; so far over
one hundred terms have been collected. An extended discussion of Kun-derbi is beyond the

45 Cf. Dalabon rolu-ngu ‘your dog’.

46 Other Kun-derbi words with this suffix include na-/al-minjdjadngu ‘the one who is my daughter’s
daughter and your ganjok, given that I call you gakkak’ and nangalayngu ‘the one who is my father and
our uncle, given that we are cousins’ (this form has other senses as well). The obscurity of the roots
minjdjad and ngalay in these cases, however, makes it hard to know exactly what the original meaning of
this expression was, though it probably included ‘your [feminine] X’.
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scope of this grammar; Andrew Manakgu of the Kunwinjku Language Centre is currently
producing a book on the topic.

1.5.3 Naming and address

As recognised by Stanner (1937), the choice of names and address terms is a complex and
difficult matter in Aboriginal society and many indirect means are preferred as a substitute
for specific personal names. In Bininj Gun-wok the commonest means of identification are
kinship terms (including Kun-derbi terms), subsection terms and clan names. A typical use
of subsection name combined with clan name is the following, from a text by David Kanari:

1.22 Ginga  barri-dulubu-ni gorrogo and bi-marne-durrkmirri-ni. Bedda

crocodile 3aP/3-shoot-PI  before 3/3hP-BEN-work-PI they
nangamed, Nangarridj Nabolmo Nangarridj, Fred balanda
whatsisname Nangarridj Nabolmo Nangarridj European
ba-ngei-yo-i.

3P-name-lie-PP

‘They used to shoot crocodiles in the olden days and he worked for him.
They, him and whatsisname, a NaNgarridj man, a NaNgarridj man of the
NaBolmo clan, Fred was his European name.’

The matrimoiety names are also sometimes used for identification in the western dialects,
but the patrimoiety terms never are.

Humorous nicknames are also widely used throughout the Bininj Gun-wok area. One
productive way of forming nicknames is the ‘mishap’ compound X-Y, where X denotes the
body part affected by the mishap and Y the offending entity. As Mick Alderson put it,
‘whatever you get hit by, you get a nickname’ (e.g. ngorrk-madjawarr [torso-bamboo.spear]
‘someone hit in the ribs by a bamboo spear’ — see §5.4.4 for further examples). Other
nicknames are formed in a more ad hoc manner. For example, the nickname of one senior
Gun-djeihmi man was NaDjikka (lit. ‘he-breast’), because he continued yelling for his
mother’s breast late into boyhood.

‘Bush names’ are used with more circumspection and conferred in a more regulated way.
Typically they are passed on from father’s father to son’s son, or from father’s father’s sister
to brother’s son’s daughter. For example, Eddy Hardy took his bush name Gabburriyarn.ga
from his father’s father (a Nabulanj man of Nabolmo clan) and passed on his own father’s
name Garraladda to his son. There is a tendency for European first names to be passed on
in the same way. The bond created by such namesaking is a special one and there is a special
term, ngeigo, for referring to namesake dyads (§5.3.1.2). Most bush names cannot be
analysed into meaningful components (other than the occasional noun class prefix), as with
the above two or Nayombolmi, the name of Barramundi Charlie.

When someone dies, name taboos apply to their bush names and their European names,
but their subsection titles can still be used, often in combination with a phrase like gure X
bawakwam ‘who was lost at X’. More generally, they may be referred to as na-ngeiwarre
‘he-name-bad’ if male and al-ngeiwarre if female.

Clan names of deceased people should not be used directly, but should either be prefixed
by yik-, as in Nayikbadmardi ‘the late (male) Badmardi’, or used with the gun- prefix
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normally used for clan territories, as in Gun-Badmardi. In the latter case indirect reference
is made to the deceased via the land he or she belonged to.

Another important taboo concerns the use by a man of his sister’s name, or vice versa.
The verb bengbun ‘offend the sensibilities of” is often used in connection with a disregard of
this practice:
123 ngey-warre nakka  yuwn yi-ngeybu-n, wardi yi-bengbu-n  ngalkka’
I name-bad MA:DEM don’t 2/3-name-NP might 2/3-offend-NP FE:DEM

‘Don’t use that bad name (i.e. your sister’s), you might offend her.’

1.6 Fieldwork, previous work, sources

This grammar draws both on my own fieldwork of approximately sixteen months since
1986 and that of other investigators. The mix depends on the dialect and the topic and I treat
them together here.

There has been substantial previous work on the Kunwinjku dialect, mostly by a series of
linguists working for the Church Missionary Society at Oenpelli. Through the 1930s and
1940s missionaries Nell and Len Harris, working in conjunction with local Aboriginal people
and with Dr A. Capell of the University of Sydney, began analysing the grammar, collecting
texts, developing an orthography and translating the Bible (see Harris 1990:838-839). A
series of trained missionary linguists — Lynette Oates, Merrill Rowe, Peter Carroll and Steve
Etherington — carried this tradition forward, in the process increasing the depth of linguistic
documentation, training Kunwinjku speakers in vernacular literacy, linguistic analysis and
translation skills. This led, for example, to the publication of important work by Kunwinjku
speakers Andrew Manakgu, Esther Djayhgurrnga and others. Especially in Carroll’s case,
large numbers of texts were also recorded while documenting the works of Aboriginal artists,
especially bark painters. In terms of published work, the highlights of this tradition are:

o Oates (1964), the first grammar of Kunwinjku;

* Rowe (n.d.), a handwritten manuscript which explores Kunwinjku verbal morphology
in great detail;

¢ Carroll (1976), a further grammar of Kunwinjku, with a different focus to Oates, a
more accurate treatment of the phonology and the first comprehensive systematisation
of Kunwinjku conjugations;

* Etherington and Etherington (1994), a pedagogical grammar notable for its attention to
idiom and commonly employed constructions;

* a series of works written by Andrew Manakgu with the intention of illustrating nuances
of Kunwinjku for the benefit of younger speakers, such as a book (Manakgu 1998)
with facing texts in regular Kunwinjku and the respect register Kun-kurrng;

¢ Carroll (1995), a study of Kunwinjku verbal art, particularly important for its analysis
of episode structure, pause and its text collection;

« a translation of parts of the Bible (three books from the Old Testament and four from
the New) representing the combined efforts over several decades of most of the above
individuals, as well as other Kunwinjku-speaking members of the Bible-translation
team; this appeared in 1992 and its command of a wide stylistic range and respect for
semantic accuracy make it a major achievement in translation. However, because it is
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a translation and in many respects a new register it is not systematically taken into
account in this grammar;

e Nganymira (1997), which brings together a large corpus of mythological and
autobiographical texts by artist Alex Nganymira, together with reproductions of bark
paintings and photographs of relevant sites; these texts were mostly gathered by Carroll
and later transcribed and translated (freely) by Manakgu and Etherington

I shall not evaluate these in further detail here, but at relevant points in the text will refer to
their analyses and data. The Carroll and Nganymira corpora have been regularly drawn upon
as a source of data and for checking generalisations.

A number of other anthropologists and linguists have also worked on Oenpelli Kunwinjku.
In the 1950s anthropologist Catherine Berndt recorded (by dictation) and published a number
of texts (Berndt & Berndt 1951b, 1970b), though unfortunately the collection they published
as The speaking land (1988) only contained the English translations and the Kunwinjku
originals are not publicly available; she also wrote an interesting article on idioms and figures
of speech in Kunwinjku (Berndt 1951). The brilliant figure Ken Hale, in the course of
expeditions that led to his much better-known work on a number of other Australian
languages, spent several weeks working with Kunwinjku speaker Frank Francis in Howard
Springs, resulting in a substantial body (174 pages) of fieldnotes (lodged at AIATSIS)
containing, among other things, important information on gender agreement and special
kinship vocabulary, as well as some richly graphic texts. In the 1970s, as part of the Ranger
Inquiry on the impact of uranium mining, linguist Sue Kesteven did further fieldwork on the
language (Kesteven 1984).

My own work on the Kunwinjku dialect has been limited to around six weeks, mostly in
the context of vernacular literacy courses and other language projects which I taught as part
of teacher training programs run out of Batchelor College and the (then) School of Australian
Linguistics in 1986—88 and 1991; during this time Esther Djayhgurrnga and Faith Mangiru,
younger Kunwinjku with excellent English (then in their twenties and thirties) were of great
assistance. Subsequently, in the course of work on other dialects (and other languages in the
region, such as Ilgar and Iwaidja) I have often recorded and checked further material; Goldie
Blyth, who grew up speaking Iwaidja and Kunwinjku but later learned excellent English
while living in southern Australia with her missionary engineer husband, was a particularly
valuable source for discussing semantic nuances. Most of the Kunwinjku material in this
grammar, however, is drawn from the various sources cited above.

The Gun-djeihmi material, on the other hand, is largely based on material I collected
myself during some nine months of fieldwork between 1987 and 1991, as part of a
consultancy, funded by the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service (ANPWS) and the
Gagudju association, to develop an orthography and initial language documentation for Gun-
djeihmi. Many of my ideas about the phonology of the language, as well as numerous
minimal pairs, arose while teaching service courses on the new orthography to Gun-djeihmi-
speaking Park Rangers. The concerns of the ANPWS meant that a relatively large amount of
material on such topics as animal and plant behaviour, oral history of the buffalo-hunting
period and material on ecology and land management (e.g. traditional burning practice) was
recorded as part of the textual corpus, but the need to work out the grammar of Gun-djeihmi,
then virtually undescribed except for some remarks in Harris (1969), meant that I spent a lot
of time on more structured elicitation work as well, especially with tToby Gangele, Eddie
Hardy and Violet Alderson. I was fortunate in being able to use vocabulary and ethnographic
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notes by Chaloupka and Giuliani (1984), Chaloupka et al. (1985) and Russell-Smith (1985)
as the point of departure vocabulary collection and for prompting older speakers to produce
short ‘oral essays’.

Material on Kuninjku and Kune comes from two sources: documentation by Murray
Garde (including a draft dictionary, numerous texts and personal observations) and my own
fieldwork (mostly undertaken jointly with Garde) at a number of outstations out of
Maningrida between 1989 and 1997, totalling around sixteen weeks. Again, the format of
gathering material varied widely, encompassing participant observation (often while
undertaking traditional activities such as hunting and visiting sites), structured elicitation,
recording of stories (often recounted to the whole outstation round the camp-fire at night)
and subsequent transcription with younger speakers, checking of cross-dialectal material,
gathering of information on the encoding of spatial relations from picture stimuli and the
production of basic literacy materials for the outstation schools as part of week-long
language workshops attended by trainee teachers from a number of outstation schools.
Garde’s own materials are gathered over nine years of more or less continuous residence in
Kuninjku-speaking communities. As previously unconsidered questions arose during the
final write-up period of the grammar, I was able to send specific questions by email to
Garde, who checked them with speakers in Maningrida or nearby outstations.

My most important language teachers for these dialects were fDavid Karlbuma (Kune
Narayek, also Dalabon) and Charlie Brian (Kune Dulerayek) and Mick Kubarkku, James
Iyuna, 1Big John Dalnga-Dalnga and Big Bill Birriya{—Birriya for Kuninjku.

Manyallaluk Mayali material was recorded during two visits to Barunga and Manyallaluk,
totalling about three weeks, in 1996 and 1997; these visits concentrated on checking dialect
differences, some aspects of grammar and the recording and transcription of traditional
myths and autobiographical material. My main teachers of this dialect were Mary-Ann
Kalamuka, Mavis Jumbiri and THilda Dooley.

Other material was gathered as opportunities arose while working in other locations,
including Bulman (while working on Dalabon), Croker Island (while working on Ilgar,
Iwaidja and Marrgu), Darwin and Batchelor (where many speakers of Bininj Gun-wok

undertake higher education).



2 Phonology

The phoneme inventory of Bininj Gun-wok comprises five vowels, with no length
distinction, and twenty-two consonants. In its consonant inventory it arrays stops and nasals
at five places of articulation — bilabial, velar, apico-alveolar, apico-retroflex and lamino-
palatal — with an additional medial contrast between short and long stops and a glottal stop
restricted to syllable-final position. There are two laterals (apico-alveolar and apico-
retroflex), two glides (labio-velar and palatal) and a contrast between a tapped or trilled
rhotic and a retroflex continuant. Although the above list treats retroflex consonants as
distinct segments, as is conventional, there are reasons for analysing retroflexion as a syllable
prosody; these are discussed in §2.3.2. Syllables are frequently closed, engendering complex
clusters. The rules for assigning stress are complex and are discussed in §2.5.

There are few differences between the dialects in phonology. In what follows forms will
be cited from the Gun-djeihmi dialect and in that orthography, unless otherwise stated.
Dialect differences in orthography, which are confined to diphthongs and consonants, will be

discussed in the relevant sections.

2.1 Vowels
Table 2.1: Phonemic vowel system
Front Central Back
High i u
Mid e 0
Low a

The system of five phonemic vowels, distinguishing quality but not length, can be grouped
as in Table 2.1. The orthographic symbols correspond to the expected phonetic symbols,

having their Latin values.
Phonetically, these essentially have their cardinal values except that:

(a) e and o are rather open (phonetically [e] and [5]) in closed syllables (e.g. gek! [geik] ‘I
say’, mod [mo:t] ‘children’s python’), and the high vowels i and u are somewhat lax
and centralised in the same positions (e.g. bukbuk [bokbak] ‘pheasant coucal’,
barribimbom [baribimbom] ‘they painted’). Note that long consonants (§2.3.3) render
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the preceding syllable closed for the purposes of vowel allomorphy, thus bedda /bed:a/
‘they’ is [bet:a].

e is rather close [e+] word finally (e.g. gayime [gajime.] ‘(s)he does’).

All vowels except i end with a clear palatal off-glide before tautosyllabic palatal
consonants (e.g. madj [ma't] ‘swag’, gun-godj [gongo't] ‘head’). There is also some
diphthongisation of all but i in front of tautosyllabic retroflexes (see §2.3.2 for more on
retroflexion), taking the form of a high front off-glide accompanied by retroflex
colouring (e.g. gun-berd [gonbe'{] ‘tail’). Some early sources, such as Capell and the
Bezndts, often fail to transcribe syllable-final palatals and retroflexes, but do transcribe
the diphthongisation (except before i) so that the correct phonemicisation can be
recovered.

In Kune there is a marginal sixth vowel phoneme: a high central vowel [i], written v in the
practical orthography, restricted to a few loan words from Dalabon and Rembarrnga, which
both have a full-fledged sixth vowel phoneme. Some examples are the Kune (Dulerayek)
word for the tree casuarina cunninghamiana, which is ngawvrrh [gawir?), the Kune
Narayek word mangvlorrbbo [manilorp:o] ‘grass sp. eaten by black wallaroo’ and the place
name Bvrba [biba], pronounced [bizba] in the five-vowel dialects.

The phonemic status of the five main vowels is illustrated by the following minimal and
near-minimal pairs. The sixth vowel in Kune is so rare that no minimal or near-minimal

pairs have yet been found.

middurru ‘tick’ malkno ‘skin, subsection’ (E)
yimedda! ‘you look around!’ molkno ‘secretly’ (E)
yimadbun ‘you wait’

yimodmen!  ‘you be quiet!’
yimudwern  ‘you are hairy’

Non-front vowels: Non-back vowels:

an-bunj ‘bamboo shaft, bamboo pole’ bayimeng ‘(s)he said’

bonj ‘enough!’ bayemeng ‘(s)he was ashamed’
yigukbanj ‘you stink’ bayameng  ‘he speared it’

2.1.1 Vowel groupings suggested by pbonological patterns

A number of patterns apply to natural classes of these five vowels:

(a)

(b)

In the Mayali dialects, initial ng can be dropped before the non-front vowels a, o and u
in some environments (§2.4.2).

The two front vowels i and e condition a correspondence between morpheme-initial y,
in Mayali and Kunwinjku and r in more easterly dialects: M, W nayin, E narin ‘snake’;
M gun-yerrng, E kun-rerrng ‘firewood’; M, W yi-, E re- ‘comitative prefix’. (There is
also one case of this correspondence before a: M, W yawoyh-, E rawoyh- ‘again’).
These two vowels are also grouped together by seemingly free variation in a few
environments. The word (ng)aye ‘I’ is sometimes pronounced (ng)ayi in Gun-djeihmi
and Kuninjku, and in Kune ngayi(h) is the only pronunciation. ‘Tadpole’ alternates in
pronunciation between karlkke and karlkki in Kuninjku.
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Cross-cutting the above groupings are restricted alternations within the verb paradigm
between the non-high, non-back vowels a and e and the non-low back vowels o and u:

ma-ng get-NP me-i  get-PP
ra-i go-IMP re-¢ g0-NP
bu-n hit-NP bo-m  hit-PP
yu-n lie-IMP yo-¢ lie-NP

The two non-low back vowels also alternate, in Kunwinjku, in the preposition
kore ~ kure (Oates 1964:13) and in Kuninjku in kordduk ~ kurdduk ‘shit’.

2.1.2 Non-pbonemic vowel length

Although vowel length is not phonemic,! there are some environments in which they are

phonetically long (shown by [1] in this section only).2

@)

(b)

Monosyllables are commonly (though not invariably) pronounced with their vowel
lengthened (e.g. [nin ~ niin] /nin/ ‘grass wren’, [mak ~ maik] /mak/ ‘message stick’).
This is partic