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Abbreviations and glossing conventions
Murrinhpatha words often have complex morphological structure, requiring 
dense morphological glossing in examples. A balance between clarity and conci-
sion has been sought in these glosses. Some glossing conventions are explained 
here, and the list of abbreviated grammatical category glosses is given below.

Murrinhpatha has lexical types that have highly grammaticalised functions. 
Lexemes of this type are glossed in plain font where they have a lexical meaning, 
and in capitals in their grammaticalised roles. This applies to the ‛pseudo-verb’ 
subset of finite verb stems (§8.3), as well as finite verb stems suffixed as imperfec-
tive markers (§6.3.3), and to classifier nouns when attached as class prefixes (§7.2).

Finite verb stems are usually presented without segmentation, since there 
is no direct relationship between morphological formatives and grammatical 
categories (§5.5). Segmentation is only shown where the formative structure is 
under discussion. On the other hand, compound coverbs are always segmented 
in this book, even where there is not semantic compositionality of the parts. For 
example /ʈi-ðaɭ/ ‛bottom-open = slip over’ is shown as a segmented compound. 
Previous work on Murrinhpatha has generally glossed these as single units.

An affix/clitic distinction is drawn in this book, and as is conventional, the 
double-hyphen ‛=’ is used to mark clitic attaching, and the single hyphen ‛-’ for 
affixes. However one unusual property of Murrinhpatha clitics is that they can be 
hosted inside affixes (§7.5, §7.7), resulting in somewhat unfamiliar glosses of the 
form stem=clitic-affix.

Prosodic constituency, where relevant, is marked in the example form using 
brackets like [[baŋam-t̪awí-bu]ω-ɖim]φ. Syntactic constituency, where relevant, is 
marked in the morphological glossing line, like [foot there-loc-towards]np.

Examples that exhibit a phenomenon that has not been accepted in the 
 Murrinhpatha literature, or otherwise with unusual characteristics, are cited 
with corpus source for transparency. On the other hand, examples illustrating 
common words or morphological constructs are not associated with any partic-
ular corpus source. Corpus citations take the form (XY, Date_Label), where XY is 
an abbreviated speaker code, Date is the date of recording, and Label is used to 
distinguish multiple recordings made on the same date, e.g. (AMN, 2015-01-30_
Pr3-D1-EC1). The corpus is archived at the Pacific and Regional Archive for Digital 
Sources in Endangered Cultures (PARADISEC), as collection JM4, and research 
access can be granted by application to PARADISEC.
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Abbreviations

ADJZ adjectiviser
ADVERS adversative
AGENT agentive
ANAPH anaphora
ANIM animate
APPL applicative
ATTEMPT attemptative
C (for verb inner stems) consonant alternant
CLS clause ending
COMIT comitative
COND conditional
CONTR contrastive
COR coronal
CST constituent ending
DAT dative
DEDUCE deductive
DIM diminutive
DUAL.SIBL dual sibling
EMPH emphatic
ESS essive
F feminine
FUT future
GEN genitive
IMPF imperfective
INCL inclusive
INTJ interjection
INSTR instrumental
IRR irrealis
ITER iterative
LANG language (noun class)
LOC locative
M masculine
NEG negator
NFUT non-future
NUM number
OBJ object
OBL oblique
PAUC paucal (specific)
PC paucal (broad)
PER peripheral
PERL perlative
PERS person (noun class)
PL plural (broad)
PLUR plural (specific, pronominal), pluractional (coverb)
PROX proximal
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PRSL presentational
PST past
PSTIRR past irrealis
RECOG recognitional
RR reflexive, reciprocal
SEQ sequential
SG singular
SON sonorant
TNS tense
UNDESIR undesired
UNEXP unexpected
UNK unknown
VEG vegetable (noun class)
VF (for verb inner stems) vowel frontness
VH (for verb inner stems) vowel height
VIOL violence (noun class)
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1 Introduction

1.1 The morphology and phonology of Murrinhpatha

This book is a detailed study of morphological and phonological patterns in the 
Murrinhpatha language of northern Australia, and especially of how these two 
structural dimensions intersect. It is a study of how words are structured in this 
typologically interesting language.

The nature of words differs enormously among languages of the world, so much 
so that if we wish to use the concept ‘word’ in describing diverse languages we find 
that we must stretch its definition to cover a diverse range of linguistic phenom-
ena. A word in Vietnamese (Austroasiatic) is a single syllable of lexical meaning 
(Schiering, Bickel, & Hildebrandt, 2010), while a word in Galo (Tibeto-Burman) 
almost always combines more than one monosyllabic morpheme by derivation 
or compounding (Post, 2009). In Cayuga (Iroquoian), a single lexical root can be 
deployed in hundreds of complex words that derive their meaning from that root 
(Sasse, 2002). German noun compounding very freely combines clusters of other-
wise independent nouns into a single prosodic word, e.g. sée-alp-weg ‘mountain 
lake path’. Conversely, in Cree (Algonquian: Russell, 1999) a verb that is made up 
of highly interdependent subparts may be pronounced as a sequence of distinct 
prosodic word units, e.g. nikî-máci-pamihikónânak ‘they looked after us badly’ 
(Russell, 1999, p. 205). Cross-linguistically, a word is some kind minimal utter-
ance where phonological structure (sound patterns) and morphological structure 
(meaningful sub-parts) intersect. But the nature of this intersection can be very 
different from language to language, and it has often been noted that ‘word’ is 
a rather elusive concept, for which linguists fail to agree on any clear definition 
(Bickel & Zúñiga, 2017; Bloomfield, 1933; Dixon, 2002b; Haspelmath, 2011). This 
book may be thought of as a study of words, but it does not propose any essential 
definition of ‘word’. As explained later in this chapter, I do not consider ‘word’ to 
be a principled natural category in Murrinhpatha, and this book could more accu-
rately (and unmarketably) have been titled Patterns of sound and meaning in the 
more tightly dependent combinatoric structures of Murrinhpatha.

Polysynthetic languages, found throughout North America, the Arctic, the 
Caucasus and northern Australia, present varieties of ‘sentence-words’ in which 
many meaningful elements are strung together into a single, unbreakable unit of 
speech (Evans & Sasse, 2002). Polysynthetic languages have drawn much atten-
tion for their deviation from the more conventional concept of ‘word’, but to fully 
appreciate the nature of this deviation, we must carefully examine the interac-
tion of morphological and phonological structures in these languages. This book 
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2   1 Introduction

presents such a study, for the Murrinhpatha language of northern Australia. 
The structure of words in Murrinhpatha, just as for Vietnamese or Galo, is quite 
unique, and deserving of sustained linguistic analysis. In fact  Murrinh patha 
word structures exhibit some characteristics that have not been described for any 
other language to the best of my knowledge.

In this chapter I first introduce the Murrinhpatha language, then introduce 
the concepts of morphology and phonology that underpin this book.

1.2 A brief sketch of Murrinhpatha

This book is not a general grammar of Murrinhpatha, but rather focuses on a 
more detailed analysis of morphology, phonology, and the interaction between 
the two. There is some discussion of phrase constituency (in particular, noun 
phrases and verb phrases), but only inasmuch as these are necessary to under-
stand word structure (§4.3), or to define the domain of attachment for bound mor-
phology (§7). ‘Higher level’ topics in syntax, semantics and pragmatics are not 
addressed (but see e.g. Blythe, 2009; Nordlinger, 2011b; Walsh, 1976). However, 
to provide some context as to how Murrinhpatha words fit into sentences, I here 
provide a brief grammatical sketch of both word and sentence phenomena.

Murrinhpatha has a fairly simple phoneme inventory, with four vowels and 
22 consonants. Like most Australian languages, its consonants have an exten-
sive range of place contrasts, but rather restricted manner contrasts. Syllables are 
CV(C)(C), and combine into monosyllabic or polysyllabic words. Prosodic prom-
inence involves one pitch accent in each (short) phonological phrase, with the 
accent anchored to the penultimate syllable or monosyllable of the last word in 
the phrase (1–4). However, much of the bound morphology is excluded from the 
determination of accentual anchoring (5, 6).

(1)  wák ‘crow’
(2) pálŋun ‘woman’
(3) kan̪̪tá̪n̪in ‘sweet’
(4) maɭuk múɳʈak ‘old didgeridoo’
(5) lít p̪uɾ=ɻe ‘with an axe’
 axe=instr
(6) púɾu-ŋime ‘let’s go!’
 go.1incl.irr-pauc.f

As mentioned in the previous section, Murrinhpatha words may have elaborate 
morphological structure. This is most common for verbs (7, 8), though nouns may 
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also exhibit substantial complexity, especially when they play the predicating 
role in a clause (9). The details of these morphological structures are the main 
subject matter of this book.

(7)  nuŋam-ʈi-ðaɭ=waɖa=katu̪-wuɾan
 use.feet.3sg.nfut-bottom-open=seq=from-go.impf
 now he’s slipping as he comes  (LCh, 2015-07-01_2-3)
(8) n̪ini=waɖa  dani-ŋi-maɖa-wuɾ-dini
 anaph=seq pierce.3sg.pst-1sg.obj-belly-discomfort1-sit.impf
 because of that, I was feeling angry (MaNi, 2015-02-07_Pr2D1)
(9) kaɖu-ma-kuɻa-ŋan-ðaj
 pers-neg-water-1pl.obj-mouth
 we are non-drinkers (MaMi, 2015-07-21)

While the configurations of morphological structure within the verb are particu-
larly elaborate, there are only simple configurational structures at the phrase 
level. There is a clear noun phrase structure of the [head modifier+] type (10), 
and a verb phrase of the form [neg coverb verb] (11). Note that object or other 
argument NPs are not included in the configurational verb phrase.

(10) [kaɖu-kiɣaj  paŋkuj  peɾkenku]np

 pers-young.man tall two
 two tall young men
(11) [meɻe  walalajiŋka kaɳi-ŋime]vp

 neg wave be.3pl.irr-pauc.f
 they are not waving

A single preposition /ŋaɾa/ can introduce either a locative NP (12) or a relative 
clause (13), although relative clause relations are more often simply implied by 
parataxis (14) (Walsh, 1976, p. 287ff.).

(12) ŋaɾa [ɖa-ȶalput ŋay]np

 loc place-house 1sg
 at my house

1  Compound coverbs often have non-compositional semantics (§8.5). In previous Murrinhpatha 
literature, including Street’s (2012) dictionary, these are presented as fused units. But in this 
work I segment them, with the aim of demonstrating the important role of body-part compound-
ing in the coverb lexicon – and to avoid making arbitrary decisions about where to draw the line 
between compositionality and lexicalisation.
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(13) ŋaɾa [puŋam-wuɾ-pibim=ka]rel 
 rel push.rr.3pl.nfut-eject=cst
 ta̪ŋku-ða kuɻa   puɖɖam-wuɭ
 what-from water  impel.rr.3pl.nfut-return
 when they come out (of prison), why do they go back to drinking?
 (AMN, 2015-01-29_T2-D2-SC2)
(14) bam-ŋkaɖu [ȶalput   n̪ini dim-paɳʈa]rel

 affect.1sg.nfut-see house    anaph   sit.3sg.nfut-split
 I saw that the house had split open (KeMa, 2012-06-20_28)

Other than these NP, VP and PP/REL structures, no other configurational phrase 
structures have been observed in Murrinhpatha. SOV and SV are the most fre-
quent word orders for uncontextualised declarative sentences (i.e. not taking 
into account discursive context), though research on this topic is at an early 
stage (Mujkic, 2013, p. 56; Walsh, 1976, p. 276ff.). Other orders are also acceptable 
(15, 16), and in practice one or more arguments are generally elided, or dislocated 
into separate intonational units. 

(15) S O V
 ku-kanaɳʈuʈuʈ ku-ŋuɭmiɭ  baŋam-lele
 anim-crocodile anim-fish  affect.3sg.nfut-bite
 the crocodile bit the fish (JoCo, 2011-07-26_2-11)
(16) V O S
 baŋam-lele-ɖim  ku-weɻe  ku-puti̪kat=ʈe
 affect.3sg.nfut-bite-sit.impf anim-dog anim-cat=agent
 the cat is biting the dog (DP, 2011-07-21_3-12)

While (16) uses an agentive enclitic to distinguish thematic roles (see §7.3 for other 
such case markers), explicit NP role marking of this type is in fact rather rare. It 
is more common for sentences to use overt nominal arguments for only a subset 
of the participants, and for their roles to be contextually understood, as in (15) 
above. Only high-animacy participants (humans, and sometimes animals) are 
marked on the verb using pronominal morphology. But verbs have a tendency 
to specify not just events but entities, sometimes obviating the need for nominal 
arguments (17, 18).

(17) pan-wun-ŋka-puɭ ȶu-kaʈ
 slash.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-eye.appl-sun.rise viol-cards
 the sun came up on them still playing cards (LuPa, 2012-06-30)
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(18) Jeŋkul=mani=ka mam-ŋka-ʈum ta̪ma-ja   jilele
 [name]=attempt=cst  do.3sg.nfut-eye.appl-dry say.2sg.irr   father
  how about Yengkul, the one who stirs up dust in his truck, who you call 

father?      (SL, 2012-06-12)

Verbal morphology marks three syntactic categories of pronominals: subject, 
direct object and oblique. Direct objects are unmarked for third singular, and 
obliques are in competition with direct objects for a single morphological slot, with 
free variation as to which pronominal marker should win out (Bill Forshaw, p.c.).2 
The system of grammatical number is rather complicated, with singular, dual, 
paucal and plural at the maximal level of distinction, and category mergers 
occurring among the non-singular types in various grammatical contexts (§6.2). 
Free and bound pronouns also have special forms to distinguish groups of people 
who are siblings in the system of kinship classification (Blythe, 2013; Walsh, 1976, 
p. 151ff.).

Both the nominal and verbal parts of the lexicon are dominated by com-
pound forms, which are discussed extensively in this book. For nominals this 
most prominently involves a set of 10 nouns that have very broad meanings, and 
combine with other nominal lexemes that provide more specificity, typically in a 
hypernym–hyponym relationship (19, 20). The 10 nouns used as heads of com-
pounds in this way can be labelled ‘classifier nouns’, because they can be seen as 
‘classifying’ the nominal lexicon into semantic categories (Walsh, 1997). In pre-
vious work on Murrinhpatha the classifier nouns are written as separate words, 
but in this book they are treated as parts of compound words, based on prosodic 
evidence.

(19) ku-walet
 animate-fruitbat
(20) mi-kileɳ
 vegetable-green.plum

For verbs there are 39 finite verb stems, each of which appears in a paradigm of 42 
inflected forms. The inflectional patterns of these paradigms are highly irregular. 
Fragments of two verb stem paradigms are shown in Tables 1.1 and 1.2.

Some finite verb stems (including the two below) can be used as simple verbs, 
but most are compounded with coverbs to produce more specific predicates. 

2  In earlier work, Walsh (Walsh, 1976, p. 207) found that the object won out over oblique. It is not 
clear how or why his data differs from elicitation conducted by Forshaw.
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Coverbs are an open lexical class, though there are limits on the productivity of 
verb- coverb compounding (21). There may in addition be recursive compounding 
of a body part nominal with the coverb, modifying the predicate by specifying an 
affected body part or various metaphorical extensions thereof (22).

(21) waʃiŋ pillaŋam-biɭbiɭ-paɳam
 wash wipe.3pl.nfut-shine.plur-be.impf

they are polishing the car
(22) nan̪ti̪-tɻak wuɖam-ŋka-biɭ

thing-vehicle impel.rr.3sg.nfut-eye-shine
the car has come back to life (i.e. started working again)

The finite verb stems vary from those that make a clear lexico-semantic con-
tribution to predicates, to those that contribute more grammaticalised valency 
or aktionsart content, to those that are semantically opaque. The most seman-
tically opaque are glossed using somewhat arbitrary labels, capitalsised as in 
(22) above. The semantics of compound verbs is rather elusive and yet to be thor-
oughly investigated. In this book I limit semantic analysis to an overview of vari-
ations in their degree of lexico-semantic compositionality (§8.3).

1.3 Previous work on Murrinhpatha

Murrinhpatha has an intermediate level of available documentation and analy-
sis. Various linguistic studies have become available since the 1970s, but there 

Table 1.1: Fragment of the verb stem paradigm /ɾu/ ‘go’.

IRR NFUT PST

1SG ŋuɾu ŋuɾan ŋuɾini
2SG tu̪ɾu tu̪ɾan tu̪ɾini
3SG kuɾu wuɾan wuɾini

Table 1.2: Fragment of the verb stem paradigm /ma/ ‘say, do’.

IRR NFUT PST

1SG ŋama ŋamam me
2SG ta̪ma nam ne
3SG kama mam me
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is so far no comprehensive reference grammar, and many core elements of the 
language, such as the morpho-phonological structures described in this book, 
have not been analysed in detail.

The most extensive and general study of Murrinhpatha is Walsh’s (1976) doc-
toral thesis, which provides an overview of most elements of the grammar. Street 
(1987) is a partial overview, intended as a learner’s guide rather than as a lin-
guistic analysis. Further broad descriptions, discussing selected elements of the 
grammar, are included in later doctoral theses by Blythe (2009) and Mansfield 
(2014). There is also an early, unpublished description of the grammar by one 
of the Catholic priests who was among the first non-Aboriginal people to learn 
any Murrinhpatha (Flynn, 1950). Flynn provides some valuable time depth to 
our knowledge of the language, though he did not have all the analytic tools of 
modern linguistics at his disposal. The most extensive published dictionary, with 
some 2500 headwords, was collected by Street (2012).

There is a substantial number of articles and chapters dealing with specific 
topics in Murrinhpatha. There is an overview of segmental phonology and stress 
(Street & Mollinjin, 1981), an instrumental study of the obstruent voicing contrast 
(Butcher, 2004), and a description of how English loanwords have been integrated 
into the phonology (Mansfield, 2015b). Walsh has investigated in more detail the 
classifier nouns, predicating nominals, and the compounding of body part nom-
inals with coverbs (Walsh, 1996a, 1996b, 1997). Street has added further analyses 
of verbal arguments, tense/aspect/mood, and reduplication (Street, 1980a, 1980b, 
1996), while with Kulampurut he describes a system of ‘existential’ verb inflec-
tions (Street & Kulampurut, 1978), which Mansfield re-interprets as markers of the 
speaker’s epistemic stance (Mansfield, forthcoming). Nordlinger and Caudal (2012) 
provide a more nuanced view on the tense/aspect/mood system, while Nordlinger 
has produced more detailed morphological studies of templatic structure in the 
verb, transitivity, reciprocal verbs, applicatives, serial verbs, and an overview of 
verbal inflection (Nordlinger, n.d., 2010a, 2010b, 2011a, 2011b, 2015). Mansfield 
has added morphological studies of free variation in sequencing among certain 
verb suffixes, light verbs and verbal loanwords, semi-regular inflectional patterns 
in the finite verb stems and prosodically anchored verb compounding (Mansfield, 
2015c, 2016a, 2016b, 2017). Finally, there are recent sub-theses exploring noun 
phrase constituency, stress, discourse markers, and further exploring body-part 
compounding (Clemens, 2013; Forshaw, 2011; Mujkic, 2013; Wilmoth, 2014).

With so many papers already discussing Murrinhpatha morphology, why 
do we need another study? The current study provides substantial new insights 
by exploring not just the grammatical features encoded in Murrinhpatha words, 
but the ways in which these are phonologically realised. This study provides a 
comprehensive, rigorous and explicit description of morphological structures in 
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Murrinhpatha, and in doing so departs somewhat from the analyses offered in 
previous studies of particular structures.

There are also studies of Murrinhpatha looking beyond the standard ele-
ments of grammatical description. The lenition of obstruents has been studied 
as a sociophonetic variable correlated with speaker age and clan background 
(Mansfield, 2015a), while intergeneration changes in verb stem inflection have 
been argued to exhibit incremental demorphologisation (Mansfield & Nord-
linger, 2019). Blythe has produced a series of studies looking at interactional 
patterns, grammatical structure, and especially the development of grammat-
ically encoded kinship categories (Blythe, in press, 2010b, 2010c, 2013, 2015). 
Blythe has also proposed a historical reconstruction for how the dual suffix 
derived from an ethical dative pronominal suffix (Blythe, 2010a), while Green 
reconstructs some finite verb paradigms to show a shared heritage with the 
nearby Ngan’gi language (Green, 2003). Forshaw and colleagues investigate how 
polysynthetic verb morphology is acquired by children (Forshaw, 2016; Forshaw 
et al., 2017).

Murrinhpatha society has been studied by one of the most celebrated figures 
of Australianist anthropology, W.E.H. Stanner, who wrote a series of influential 
articles discussing kinship, totemism, religion, naming and colonial contact 
(Stanner, 1936, 1937, 1959, 1966). The Falkenbergs produced further detailed 
work on kinship, totemism and marriage (A. Falkenberg & Falkenberg, 1981;  
J. Falkenberg, 1962). More recently, Mansfield has studied the idiosyncratic heavy 
metal subculture developed by Murrinhpatha youth, and the neo-totemic form of 
social organisation built upon this (Mansfield, 2013, 2014a). Musicological works 
by Barwick, Marett and others describe traditional song and ceremonial cycles 
(Barwick, 2011; Barwick, Marrett, Blythe, & Walsh, 2007; Marett, 2005). There are 
also recent doctoral dissertations describing contemporary music production 
(Furlan, 2005), and the crisis of political authority (Ivory, 2009).

1.4 Previous work on word structure in Australian languages

Most grammatical descriptions include some information on the interaction of 
morphology and phonology, but it is only in recent decades that a more advanced 
analytical toolkit has allowed us to describe morphology in terms of prosodic 
constituency. These developments were initiated by theories of Lexical Phonol-
ogy (Borowsky, 1993; Kiparsky, 1982; Mohanan, 1986), and have been further 
developed as Prosodic Morphology (McCarthy & Prince, 1993; Nespor & Vogel, 
2012; Peperkamp, 1997; Selkirk, 1984). In the description of Australian languages, 
the concept of a ‘phonological word’, ‘prosodic word’ or ‘root-level morphology’ 
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has been used to develop analytical insights into various languages, including 
Lardil (Wilkinson, 1988), Warray (Harvey & Borowsky, 1999), Limilngan (Harvey, 
2001, pp. 27–28), Warlpiri (Baker & Harvey, 2003; Pentland & Laughren, 2005), 
Arrernte (Henderson, 2002), and Dalabon (Evans, Fletcher, & Ross, 2008). There 
is also an overview on cross-linguistic morpho-phonological patterns across the 
continent (Baker, 2014).

The most detailed previous investigation of morpho-phonological interac-
tion in an Australian language is for Ngalakgan (Baker, 2008). Ngalakgan is a 
Gunwinyguan language of eastern Arnhem Land, not demonstrably related to 
Murrinh patha. It has two fairly distinct levels of morphological structure: an inner 
‘root’ level and an outer ‘word’ level, which map onto prosodic word and phrase 
 constituents respectively. Root constructions may be semantically opaque, i.e. 
‘lexicalised’, and use elements that cannot be productively attached to coinages 
or borrowings (Baker, 2008, pp. 101ff., 129ff.). Root constructions have the same 
prosodic structure as simplex words, and must bear at least a secondary stress 
(p. 88ff.). By contrast, word constructions have more productive, semantically 
transparent elements. Baker calls these constructions ‘compounds’ (p. 85), but 
they have mixed characteristics of what might be pre-theoretically thought of as 
‘words’ or ‘phrases’. Word constructions as a whole host some elements of inflec-
tional morphology (i.e. are word-like), but speakers sometimes pause at their 
internal boundaries in extra-careful renditions (i.e. are phrase-like). Baker labels 
their phonological realisation a ‘prosodic phrase’, hosting a tonic pitch accent on 
a primary stressed syllable (p. 88).

Some of the main themes apparent in Baker’s study of Ngalakgan are 
 re-iterated in Murrinhpatha. Much of the analysis in this book is built around 
prosodic word and phrase constituents, with the former mapping onto more 
semantically opaque, lexicalised constructions, and the latter onto transparent, 
 productive constructions. However there is also a good deal of transparent, regular 
morphology within the Murrinhpatha prosodic word, and some opaque structures 
outside it. The Murrinhpatha analysis is also complicated by recursive prosodic 
constituency, and by more extensive morpho-phonological assimilations.

1.5 Data sources used in this study

This study takes advantage of quite extensive collections of Murrinhpatha record-
ings and transcriptions. My own collections come to about 50 hours of recorded 
speech including elicited words and phrases, narratives, informal conversation 
and translations from English. Approximately five hours of this material has been 
transcribed and translated. Further language data has been generously shared 
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with me by Andrew Butcher, Joe Blythe, Mark Crocombe, Lucy Davidson, Bill 
Forshaw, Rachel Nordlinger, Chester Street and Michael Walsh, together more 
than doubling the quantity of transcribed speech available. Many of the illus-
trative examples in this book are drawn from corpus data, and are referenced to 
recordings listed in Appendix II. Other examples, illustrating common words or 
phrases, are not associated with any particular corpus source.

1.6 What I mean by phonology

Phonology refers to the sound patterns of language, and in this book, the sound 
patterns specific to a particular language. The pattern of vowels and consonants 
in Murrinhpatha is not exactly the same as any other language, though it follows 
many of the typical patterns observed in languages worldwide, and of Australian 
languages in particular. The same can be said of its ‘supra-segmental’ sound pat-
terns, involving rhythm and intonation.

In the generativist tradition, phonology involves categorical mental rep-
resentations of sound patterns, while phonetics involves the physical realisation 
of these representations as gradient gestures and soundwaves in physical space. 
The theory of phonological categories is supported by experimental evidence 
showing that acoustic signals arranged on a smooth cline are categorised in a 
bimodal distribution by listeners, implying that the gradient signal is processed as 
variant exemplars of categorical representations. These findings have been made 
both for segmental categories (e.g. Liberman, 1957; Lisker & Abramson, 1967) and 
supra-segmental categories (e.g. Gussenhoven & Rietveld, 2000; Pierrehumbert & 
Steele, 1989). More fundamentally, if there were no abstract categories in phonol-
ogy, then we would not find any of the orderliness and repetition of patterns that 
we observe in language. However, categoriality is not equally well supported for 
all phonological features: for example, vowel space appears to be less categori-
cal than stop voicing space (Holt & Lotto, 2010; Pisoni, 1973). Furthermore, there 
is evidence that phonological production cannot be reduced to segmental and 
supra-segmental categories being passed to a phonetic realisation module. On 
the contrary, details of phonetic realisation have been found to be word- specific, 
relating to the words’ frequency (Bybee, 2001; Pierrehumbert, 2001), contextual 
predictability (Jurafsky, Bell, Gregory, & Raymond, 2001) and morphological 
structure (Pluymaekers, Ernestus, Baayen, & Booij, 2010). Some results also show 
idiosyncratic lexical effects that go beyond frequency, predictability or morphol-
ogy (Jurafsky, Bell, & Gir, 2000; J. A. Walker, 2012). There is also evidence for not 
just word-specific phonetics, but phrase-specific phonetics, for example in leni-
tion patterns specific to the phrase ‘I don’t know’ (Bybee & Thompson, 1997). In 
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summary, phonology is not a redundancy-free translation of phonological cate-
gorical representations into phonetic output. Aside from empirical evidence, lan-
guage change gives us an a priori reason to assume that phonology is not purely 
categorical. If phonology changes over time in speech communities (Labov, 1994) 
or in individuals (Harrington, Palethorpe, & Watson, 2000), then we might expect 
that change is facilitated by gradient intermediate stages, rather than a sudden 
switch from one category to another. Ultimately, phonology seems to involve a 
system of representational categories, as well as gradient representations specific 
to words or phrases (Pierrehumbert, Beckman, & Ladd, 2000). In other words, 
phonology and phonetics do not study different phenomena, but rather study 
the same phenomena using different methods: phonology focuses on the high-
level, broad patterns; phonetics focuses on the details of implementation, which 
in some cases feed back to affect the categorical representations (J. Blevins, 2004; 
Ohala, 1983).

Phonological analysis, therefore, should investigate the representational cat-
egories underlying speech production and perception – but should not assume 
that all phenomena can be reduced to redundancy-free categories. These prin-
ciples guide the practice followed in this book. I aim to describe the major con-
trastive categories in the sound patterns of Murrinhpatha words, with occasional 
reference to some higher-level phrasal patterns. However I do not propose that 
every lexical representation is exhaustively specified by these categories. There 
are some important generalisations, which nonetheless do not hold for every 
word in the lexicon, or every word in a class. Some words exhibit intermediacy 
or variation in segmental types (e.g. retroflexion §3.6, loan phonology §3.8). 
Perhaps most importantly for this study, morpho-phonological phenomena are 
better characterised as stronger or weaker patterns in the lexicon, rather than 
rules (e.g.  cluster reduction §4.4, §8.6). The phonological focus of this book is 
‘lexical phonology’ (Kiparsky, 1982; Mohanan, 1986), describing sound patterns 
that relate specifically to certain morphological constructs. It is in this spirit that 
the book is titled ‘morphology and phonology’.

1.7 What I mean by morphology

Morphology is the study of relationships between words that share systematic 
commonalities in their sound and meaning (Anderson, 2015; J. P. Blevins, 2016). 
Depending on the theoretical approach, morphological analyses may conclude 
from such relationships that there are meaningful sub-parts of words, labelled 
‘morphemes’ (Bloomfield, 1933). The greater part of this book is concerned with 
specific morphological phenomena in Murrinhpatha, but I here lay out some of 
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my assumptions about the nature of morphology in general. I argue that mor-
phology is a gradient phenomenon, associated with degrees of regularity or pre-
dictability in the form–meaning relations among words.

Various phenomena described in this book beg the question, ‘Is this really 
morphology?’ One such phenomenon is the inflectional structure of finite 
verb stems, which is characterised by highly irregular paradigmatic patterns 
(§5). Another is the wealth of compounding within coverbs and in verb stem + 
coverb combinations. These structures are in many cases semantically opaque 
or ‘lexicalised’, so that one might question what is ‘really a compound’ and 
what is a historical relic of a compound (§8). Yet another instance is clitics, 
which I include in my morphological analysis, but might by some criteria be 
treated as independent words (§7). These phenomena might be treated as pure, 
unanalysable lexicon on the one hand (verb stems, compounds), or as syntac-
tic phrase structure on the other (clitics). I include all these structures in my 
description of Murrinhpatha morphology, but only because I take a profoundly 
gradient view of lexicon, morphology and syntax. I propose below, and again in 
the final chapter of the book, that lexicon, morphology and syntax can be seen 
as a cline based on the degree of independence in their internal structural ele-
ments. Degrees of morphologicality within words can be equated with mental 
representations of word relationships, whereby patterns that show stronger 
cognitive effects in tasks like prime–target reaction times are ‘more morpho-
logical’. In the discussion below I draw a careful distinction between ‘cognitive 
morphology’ of this sort, and purely descriptive morphology, as featured in this 
book. While I assume that morphology is gradient, I do not have the means to 
quantify this gradience in the structures I describe in this book. I assume that 
degrees of morphology are in some way linked to regularity or predictability 
of patterning, and in the final chapter of this book I discuss some possible 
approaches to quantifying such patterns (§9.5).

This sub-sections below discuss general concepts of morphology, with ref-
erence to theoretical literature. The morphological analyses presented in this 
book are not framed in a particular formal theory, though I argue here that they 
are more compatible with some theories than others. In particular, my approach 
is more compatible with theories that focus on analogical relations between 
words (e.g. J. P. Blevins, 2006; J. L. Bybee, 2001; Paul, 1888; Skousen, 1989), 
and those that conceive of linguistic constructions as existing on a cline from 
grammar to lexicon (e.g. Booij, 2010; Croft, 2001; Goldberg, 2006). Conversely, 
my approach is inimical to generative theories that assume an essentialist dis-
tinction between lexicon and grammar, where the lexicon is a redundancy-free 
list of atomic units, and the grammar a system of fully predictable combinatoric 
algorithms.
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1.7.1 Morphological description, cognitive representation and gradience

I here propose a distinction between ‘descriptive morphology’ and ‘cognitive 
morphology’, where the former refers to systematic sound–meaning relations 
among words as identified in linguistic analysis, while the latter refers to patterns 
that are in some way represented in the minds of speakers. Cognitive representa-
tion may involve the use of morphological patterns in parsing or producing new 
words, or connections between known words that cause morphologically related 
words to co-activate each other. Most of the field of linguistic morphology is in 
these terms descriptive morphology, while cognitive morphology has only more 
recently begun to be investigated by psycholinguists and neurolinguists.

In works of descriptive morphology, and indeed theoretical frameworks for 
morphology, it is often unclear whether the phenomena described are also being 
posited as cognitive phenomena. The current work is almost purely descriptive, 
and in general, its analyses of morphological structure do not imply any claim 
about cognitive processing. I offer this work as a study of morphological patterns 
that could be candidates for cognitive activation, in the hope that this and similar 
descriptions will fuel further developments in psycholinguistic research.

Psycholinguistic experiments have repeatedly shown that morphological 
structures of many types are cognitively represented, as evidenced especially in 
priming relations between words (e.g. Cutler, 2012; Gagné, 2017; Jarema, 2007; 
Marslen-Wilson, 2007; Taft & Forster, 1975; papers in Baayen & Schreuder, 2003). 
One of the main techniques for illustrating cognitive morphology is by priming 
of lexical retrieval. A subject hears or sees a prime word (e.g. able), before being 
exposed to a target word (e.g. ability) and judging its acceptability. Where the 
prime and target are morphologically related (as in able–ability), participants 
judge the acceptability of the target more quickly than if the prime word were a 
random filler. Degrees of relatedness among words can therefore be measured by 
the average effect they have on reaction time. To distinguish morphological rela-
tions from purely phonological or grammatical relations, experimental controls 
are provided by words that are merely phonologically similar (e.g. ability, abla-
tive) and words that are related semantically and/or grammatically, but not mor-
phologically (e.g. accuracy, precision). Experiments of this type have shown that 
morphologically related words facilitate cognitive access to one another, even 
when the semantic relation is opaque (e.g. Boudelaa & Marslen-Wilson, 2015; 
Gagné, 2017) or the morphological structure irregular (Baayen & Moscoso del 
Prado Martín, 2005; Clahsen, Sonnenstuhl, & Blevins, 2003; De Jong, Schreuder, 
& Baayen, 2000). There remains a great deal of work to do in extending psycho-
linguistic research into more diverse language types, especially highly synthetic 
languages such as Murrinhpatha. But nonetheless, existing studies indicate that 
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a range of morphological structures are active in our cognitive architecture. The 
studies also find highly variable degrees of retrieval facilitation, depending on 
types of morphological relations. This variation can be interpreted as showing 
that cognitive morphology is a gradient phenomenon. The morphological struc-
tures that produce high degrees of co-activation can be regarded as being ‘more 
morphological’ than those that produce lesser co-activation.

In works of descriptive morphology, cognitive representation is often sug-
gested by reference to morphological ‘productivity’. Morphological structures are 
said to be productive if speakers apply them to either borrowed or nonce lexical 
stems, i.e. stems that are not already established in the language (Aronoff, 1980). 
For example, the English -s plural can be applied to new nouns by both adult and 
child speakers (Berko, 1958). This shows that the structure is cognitively acces-
sible to speakers, rather than being a merely descriptive fact about the learnt 
lexicon. Productivity is usually associated with structures that apply to a large 
number of stems in the lexicon, though there are some instances in which lexical 
type frequency does not align well with productivity. For example, the German -en 
plural is dominant in the established lexicon, but is unproductive for borrowings 
(Dahl, 2004, p. 297ff.). Conversely, English past tense vowel ablaut applies to a 
limited set of established lexemes, but nonetheless can be applied by speakers 
to nonce forms (Bybee & Moder, 1983). It is not always clear whether casual men-
tions of productivity in descriptive morphology reflect informal observations of 
lexical frequency, or true tests of applicability to novel lexemes. There is also the 
question of gradience in productivity, either because speakers disagree on the 
acceptability of a form, or because their judgements are on a gradient scale (i.e. ‘It 
sounds a bit odd, but okay’). Productivity shows one type of evidence for cognitive 
representation, but not the only type. As discussed above, cognitive representa-
tion is also evident in priming relations among known words, and these findings 
include representation of irregular, unproductive morphology.

The morphological structures described in this book presumably range from 
some that are highly morphological in cognitive terms, to some that are barely 
morphological or not at all. At the most morphological pole, we should expect 
to find those inflectional affixes that apply to every stem in an open lexical class, 
and the compound structures that are semantically transparent. For example, the 
suffix /-ŋime/ pauc.f can be applied to any of thousands of verbs of the appropri-
ate number category (§6.3). At the least morphological pole, we should expect to 
find inflectional exponences (both affixational and suprasegmental) that apply to 
highly restricted sets of stems. For example, a /d-/ prefix appears on 3sg finite verb 
stems, but only in nine of the thirty-nine stem classes, and only in a subset of tense 
categories (§5.5). It is not clear whether speakers cognitively cross-activate these 
/d-/ words such as /diɾaŋanmat/̪ ‘she watches’ and /dammut/ ‘she gives’ any more 



1.7 What I mean by morphology   15

than they associate 3sg verbs in general, or words that begin in /d-/ in general. Sim-
ilarly, Murrinpatha has compound stems that are both semantically opaque and 
appear in only a few combinations. For example the compound coverb /te̪-pup/ 
ear-sit, ‘hear’, is semantically opaque, and furthermore never appears inde-
pendently, but only in finite verb + coverb compounds such as /din̪te̪pup/ ‘you 
heard’ (§8.5). The element /win̪i/ appears only in a series of compound coverbs, 
which have no consistent semantic element among them. Again, it is unclear 
whether these elements of descriptive morphology are cognitively activated or not.

1.7.2 What I mean by ‘word’

The discussion above refers crucially to relations between ‘words’, and yet rather 
than being a solid conceptual grounding, the word is a theoretical quagmire. 
There have been some attempts to provide a principled definition of the word, 
which might clearly distinguish words from either word-parts on the one hand, 
or phrases on the other (e.g. Bloomfield, 1933; Robins, 1959). Criteria for word-
hood generally relate to distributional independence: words can be separated and 
spoken alone, word-parts cannot. Phrases can be broken up by intervening word-
level material, words cannot. Thus albatross is a word because it forms a mean-
ingful utterance alone, does not itself contain anything word-like, and shows 
substantial independence in how and where it appears in sentences. But -ed pst 
cannot be uttered alone, and must always be adjacent to a verb stem.

More recent studies of wordhood have noted that there are several possible 
tests of independence, which do not always align (e.g. Bickel & Zúñiga, 2017). 
Non-alignment tends to occur in clitics, lexical compounds and in tightly bound 
phrases (Haspelmath, 2011). Clitics may show highly mobile positioning, yet 
fail as independent utterances. Compounds contain word-like elements within 
them, but show mixed results for distributional separability. Only some phrase 
types allow extraction or interruption. Furthermore, distributional criteria are 
sometimes compared to phonological criteria for wordhood, whereby words 
have a higher level of prosodic constituency than word-parts, but a lower level 
than phrases (see next section). But phonological criteria simply provide further 
dimension of potential non-alignment, especially where the ‘prosodic word’ does 
not align with morphosyntactic tests of wordhood (Bickel, Hildebrandt, & Schier-
ing, 2009; Dixon, 2002b; Russell, 1999).

The non-alignment of various tests of independence undermines the hope 
for a simple, essentialist definition of wordhood. We might select one single crite-
rion and simply decree it to be our theoretical definition of ‘word’, but this would 
be a merely terminological gambit, rather than a source of theoretical insight. 
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Alternatively, we might allow that ‘word’ has a fuzzy definition, pointing to the 
clustering of dependency phenomena within a certain subset of linguistic struc-
tures, which we identify as the words of a language. But it is yet to be shown 
cross- linguistically, or for any particular language, that dependency phenomena 
do indeed cluster into two levels, words and phrases (Haspelmath, 2011).

Murrinhpatha exhibits non-alignment phenomena that make any principled 
distinction of wordhood arbitrary. For example, there are adverbial elements that 
are highly mobile in their positioning, are not tightly bound prosodically, and 
have independent meanings. But the adverbials are never uttered without being 
post-posed to a host, and in verbs they may occur in the midst of a structure that 
otherwise shows characteristics of being a unified word (§6.3.4, §7.5). Thus the 
wordhood status of both adverbials and verbs exhibits criterial non- alignment. 
Compounding plays a major role in Murrinhpatha, and introduces typical 
non-alignment effects. For example, ‘classifier nouns’ can be independently 
meaningful utterances, but also appear in combination with other nouns, where 
they may be semantically bleached to various degrees, and some exhibit evi-
dence of prosodic dependence (§7.2). These combinations could be labeled ‘noun 
phrases’ or ‘noun–noun compounds’, depending on the criteria selected. Thus 
Murrinhpatha does not exhibit two clearly distinct levels of structural dependency, 
but rather has a range of combinatoric structures, each with particular depend-
ency phenomena. Accordingly, I do not posit an essential wordhood category in 
this book. In the final chapter I return to this question, giving a more detailed 
account of criterial non-alignment (§9.4). In the main text, however, linguistic 
and orthographic convention requires that I should present some differentiation 
between (at least) spaced and hyphenated elements. I apply this distinction in 
a discretionary way, with discussion of the distributional and prosodic proper-
ties of each structure designed to clarify why it has been annotated as a word 
or a phrase. Additionally, I use the term ‘clitic’ and annotate elements with a ‘=’ 
symbol to distinguish those phenomena that show the greatest non-alignment of 
wordhood criteria, namely case markers, adverbials and discourse tags (§7.4–§7.6). 
These orthographic conventions should not be taken to imply a principled theo-
retical distinction between words, phrases and clitics.

1.7.3 Constructions: Abandoning the grammar–lexicon split

Analysing language without an essential word–phrase distinction begs the ques-
tion of how we might distinguish morphology from syntax (Haspelmath, 2011). 
One solution to this is offered by Distributed Morphology, where all combina-
toric principles are in a unified syntax, while sound–meaning pairings of any 
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level are stored as a Vocabulary, be they independent words or bound word-parts 
(Embick, 2015, p. 15ff.; Halle & Marantz, 1993). A different approach is offered by 
Construction Grammar, where a language consists of a mixture of concrete and 
schematic ‘constructions’, which encompass both morphology and syntax (Booij, 
2010; Croft, 2001; Fillmore, Kay, & O’Connor, 1988; Goldberg, 2006; Jackendoff, 
2008 inter alia). Though this book is not a study in Construction Grammar, some 
discussion of its basic principles can further clarify what I mean by morphology.

Languages consist of both highly productive combinatoric patterns, and 
structures that apply to just a few lexical items, or that produce idiosyncratic 
meanings from their parts. These more specific structures have led to theories 
that posit language as a network of ‘constructions’, some of which are highly 
abstract and generalisable, and others of which are more lexically or categori-
cally specific. All linguistic theories allow that such structures exist, but while 
generative theories posit a sharper separation between regular combinatorics 
in ‘the grammar’ and idiosyncratic sound–meaning pairs in ‘the lexicon’ (e.g. 
Chomsky, 1970; Di Sciullo & Williams, 1987), construction theories instead 
posit different degrees of constructional generality, with no essential grammar–
lexicon split. To take an example from syntax, construction grammar posits a 
highly general schema in English that produces a sentence with a subject and a 
predicate of the form [[__]NP [__]VP]S. Another type of construction, but one that 
is far less general, produces a VP with two serialised verbs and a prepositional 
phrase, of the form [[__]V1 [__]V2-ing [__]PP]VP. The V1 position in this construc-
tion can only be filled by a limited set of verbs of movement, including come, 
go, run, take off, take and bring, for example ‘Go laughing down the street’, ‘Bring 
him struggling into the room’ (Goldberg, 2006, p. 50). This conception of language 
allows for gradience in degrees of generality, according to how general or specific 
are the requirements of schematic slots. Constructions are hierarchically nested 
within one another: for example the PP element in the example above is itself 
a construction. This hierarchy goes down to the level of unanalysable lexical 
stems, which are ‘constructions’ without internal structure (Goldberg, 2006, p. 5). 
In morphological constructions, we can see an example of both generality and 
nesting in the schemata [[__]V-able]A e.g. climbable, which has a fairly productive 
V slot, and [un-[[__]V-able]A]A e.g. unclimbable, which inherits the former schema 
(Booij, 2010, p. 42). A more specific schema would be [[__]A,V-th]N, e.g. width, 
growth, which has a fairly small set of A,V slot-fillers.

Theories that separate lexicon and grammar have developed two approaches 
to morphology. The first is the ‘syntactic’ approach, as in Distributed Morphol-
ogy, where morphological word-parts are all sound–meaning pairs stored in the 
lexicon (or Vocabulary). These are combined to form words that merge the indi-
vidual meanings of all the morphological parts (Chomsky, 1957; Embick, 2015; 
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Halle & Marantz, 1993). In the second approach, ‘realisational morphology’, the 
lexicon contains lexical stems only, and there is a morphological module, dis-
tinct from syntax, where word-formation rules derive complex words from lexical 
bases by applying various phonological operations (Anderson, 1992; Aronoff, 
1994; Stump, 2001). The constructional approach to morphology is somewhat 
akin to realisational morphology, since it does not separate out affixes from the 
word structures in which they appear (Booij, 2010). Affixal word parts are repre-
sented, and are meaningful, only as part of constructional schemas. But construc-
tion grammar divides language in a different way, with no direct equivalents of 
lexicon, morphology and syntax. Instead, construction grammar has some con-
structions that are fully specified with semantic and phonological content (e.g. 
[jogging shoes]N), some that are fully abstract schemas (e.g. [[__]Det [__]A [__]NP]NP),  
and some partially-specified schemas such as [jog [__]NP.ANIM’s memory]VP and  
[[__]V-able]A (Goldberg, 2006, p. 5). As in analogy-based theories of grammar 
(e.g.  J. P. Blevins, 2006; J. L. Bybee, 2001; Paul, 1888), construction grammar 
treats abstract representations as being closely related to concrete exemplars. 
A partially-abstract schema such as [[__]V-able]A is emergent from fully specified 
exemplars such as [[break]V-able]A, [[walk]V-able]A and [[dance]V-able]A.

Construction grammar is perhaps best known for its applicability to seman-
tically opaque idioms (e.g. ‘spill the beans’), or to idioms that contain fossil 
words (e.g. ‘without further ado’). These inherit phrasal structure from abstract 
schemata, without inheriting all (or any) of the semantic combinatorics. But this 
treatment of complex structures without compositional meaning is also useful in 
morphology (Booij, 2010). English contains many derived and compound words 
in which stem semantics are opaque (e.g. hard-ly), and others where stems are 
not independently meaningful lexemes. Examples such as cran-berry and ruth-
less exemplify clear morphological patterns (c.f. blueberry, strawberry; love-
less, mindless) but are built on stems *cran and *ruth that have no independent 
meaning. The problem is much more widespread in Latinate vocabulary such as 
negoti-ate, negoti-able, which are semantically related, derived words, but for 
which the bare stem *negot is not independently meaningful. These phenomena 
sit awkwardly in a grammar that has lexical stems as atomic sound–meaning 
pairs in one module, and generative combinatorics in the other. Either these 
words contain lexical stems that are deficient in their essential sound–meaning 
properties, or these words actually have no morphological structure, and their 
apparent connection to compound or derivational word families is an illusion. 
In construction grammar, on the other hand, these words are linked to partially 
specified word schemata ([[__]N,A-berry]N, [[__]N-less]A, [[__]V-able]A etc.). Like 
phrasal idioms, they inherit a schematic structure, while only partially inherit-
ing its semantic combinatorics.
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A construction approach also holds great appeal for representing complex 
inflectional paradigms. In some languages the inflected forms of a noun or verb 
involve alternations to the form of the stem, as well as affix allomorphs, both 
of which exhibit arbitrary patterns associated with particular lexemes. Under a 
theory with a lexicon/grammar split, the lexical entry for these words must include 
complex diacritic information about inflectional exponence. This is an unintui-
tive solution, but is necessary if the lexicon is the repository of all that is unpre-
dictable, while the grammar is completely regular. Meanwhile a constructional 
approach, emancipated from the lexicon/grammar split, represents inflectional 
paradigms as whole-word forms sharing schematic structure. Examples of such 
schemata will be illustrated in this book (§5.7). In some inflectional systems, such 
as Estonian, Georgian, and indeed Murrinhpatha, there are complex dependen-
cies between stem alternations and affixal allomorphs. As Blevins (2006) points 
out, storing this information in a whole-form unit keeps these phenomena unified 
in a single representation, whereas the separation into lexical specification and 
word-formation procedure artificially breaks apart pieces of information that are 
in practice always encountered together.

The morphological phenomena discussed above are all highly prevalent in 
Murrinhpatha. There are many compound structures where one element has no 
independent meaning (§8), and finite verb stem inflection patterns are character-
ised by large numbers of stem alternants, some of which interact with affixational 
allomorphy (§5). These phenomena can be fairly simply represented as construc-
tional schemata, abstracted by analogy from sets of exemplar forms. Representing 
them as lexical entries and word-formation routines would require semantically 
empty lexical entries, and complex specifications for generating affixation. One 
may object that the simplicity of constructional schemata comes at the cost of 
multiplying the number of constructions that must be stored, as opposed to the 
redundancy-free lexicon of generative grammar. However it is not clear at what 
point mass storage becomes a limitation in language processing. I consider that 
Murrinhpatha morphological phenomena are more amenable to construction 
morphology than other theories, and what I mean by morphology can be under-
stood in a constructional framework. I presume that Murrinhpatha speakers 
process morphology by analogy between related exemplars, and on some level 
adduce abstract constructional schemata. I do not presume a modular separation 
of lexicon and word-formation, as is often assumed in linguistic theory.

While my theoretical inclinations tend to the constructional, the morpho-
logical glossing provided in this book follows standard conventions of aligning 
a meaning with each morphological word-part. This should be understood as a 
notational convenience, rather than a theoretical claim. As mentioned above, 
Murrinhpatha has many word parts that are not independently meaningful.  
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In the case of ‘cranberry morphs’, I gloss these with the meaning of the larger 
construction in which they appear. For example, where the recurrent but mean-
ingless coverb compound element /win̪i/ appears, I gloss it with the meaning of 
the entire compound (23). In the case of semantically opaque combinations, such 
as /te̪-pup/ ear-sit, ‘hear’, I gloss each element with the meaning it has in inde-
pendent occurrence, even if that meaning is not present in the compound (24). In 
the case of finite verb stem inflection, I generally do not show morphological seg-
mentation, except for in the chapter that analyses these inflectional patterns (§5).

(23) dam-win̪i-maɖa-pak
pierce.3sg.nfut-pour.into-belly-put

 she poured it in
(24) bim-te̪-pup

hear.3sg.nfut-ear-sit
she heard it

1.7.4 Summary

This book describes systematic sound–meaning relationships among words in 
Murrinhpatha, which may be thought of as having distinct ‘degrees of morpholog-
icality’, inasmuch as some are very widespread patterns, while others are specific 
to small sets of words. The descriptions of morphology herein generally make no 
claim to psychological reality for Murrinhpatha speakers, though based on what 
we know from psycholinguistic studies in other languages, we might expect that 
most of these patterns, even some that are not productive, play an active role in 
cognitive processing.

The ‘words’ among which I analyse relationships are not a strictly defined 
category, and more accurately I might delimit this book’s scope to be ‘the more 
tightly inter-dependent combinatoric structures of the language’. The various 
structures described each have different dependency properties in terms of 
morphosyntactic distribution and prosodic constituency, and there is no clear, 
generalised division between dependent and independent elements. In my 
orthographic representations I use conventional affix, clitic and word segmen-
tation, though I do this to make the material legible and roughly comparable to 
other works, rather than as a matter of principle. I also use the term ‘word’, as an 
imprecise shorthand, meaning a tightly bound structure.

This book is not framed in terms of any theoretical formalism, though I have 
argued that the construction grammar approach captures some of my key assump-
tions about language structure – namely, that there is no principled distinction 
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between lexicon and grammar, that meaning may be specified on various levels 
of nested structure, and that a complex structure may contain another structure, 
either with or without inheritance of its meaning. As with ‘word’, I use the terms 
‘lexical’ and ‘lexicon’ for convenience, referring to specific as opposed to sche-
matic constructions.

1.8 Prosodic constituency

The main focus of this book is the morphology–phonology interface in 
 Murrinh patha. If morphology is the study of word relations, then this study is 
particularly  concerned with the phonological form of those relations. Other 
works of morphology are more concerned with the semantic or syntactic proper-
ties of morphology, and most of the previous work on Murrinhpatha morphology 
is more in this vein (§1.3).

‘Prosodic structure’ as the term is used here refers to the hierarchical bun-
dling of speech sounds into nested units. Segments are bundled into syllables 
(or morae), syllables into feet, feet into prosodic words, words into phrases, and 
phrases into utterances (Hayes, 1995; Nespor & Vogel, 2012; Selkirk, 2011). Note 
that ‘prosodic’ in some literature refers more specifically to intonational phenom-
ena (e.g. Jun, 2005, 2014), which are determined primarily on the utterance level. 
Its usage here has more to do with segmental phenomena than intonation, and it 
is prosodic words and short phrases with which we will be concerned, rather than 
utterance-level phenomena.

Morphosyntactically defined units (stem, word, clitic, XP) form the domains 
in which multiple phonological phenomena intersect. For example, the morpho-
syntactic word may be the domain for maximal consonant contrasts at its left 
edge, for metrical stress defined from the right edge and for vowel harmony. This 
domain is thus labeled the ‘prosodic word’. The NP or VP may be the domain for 
word-juncture assimilations, a phrasal tone pattern, and phonetic lengthening of 
the final syllable. This domain is thus labeled the phonological phrase. We posit 
these domains as abstract prosodic constituents, capturing the observation that 
diverse phonological and morphosyntactic properties intersect in these units. 
Morphological elements usually have a constant prosodic constituency, though 
we also find occasional instances where the same morphological element has dif-
ferent prosodic constituency in different constructions (e.g. Baerman, 2001). We 
also find some instances of this in Murrinhpatha (§7.5.2, §8.7.1).

The use of common labels such as ‘syllable’, ‘prosodic word’ and ‘phono-
logical phrase’ captures the fact that we tend to find fairly similar prosodic con-
stituents in many different languages. However languages do not share exactly 
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the same prosodic hierarchy. In particular, the interpretation of prosodic words is 
highly problematic in some languages (Schiering et al., 2010), and the prosodic 
levels between word and utterance (‘accentual phrase’, ‘intermediate phrase’, 
either of which may elsewhere be labelled ‘phonological phrase’) also appear 
to be typologically diverse (Jun, 2005, 2014). Some languages lack metrical foot 
structure between syllable and word (Himmelmann, 2018; Hyman, 2014), and I 
will argue that this is the case for Murrinhpatha (§4.3).

Figure 1.1: Example of Murrinhpatha prosodic constituent hierarchy.

(25) [[nukúnu]ω]φ [[palŋun]ω [peɾkénku]ω]φ [[kán̪ti̪n]ω-dim]φ

 he woman two have.3sg.nfut-sit.impf
he has two women (LP, 2015-09-16_AT)

Figure 1.1 and (25) illustrates the prosodic constituency of a Murrinhpatha 
utterance, with syllables (σ), prosodic words (ω), phonological phrases (φ) and 
an intonational phrase (ι). Some earlier views of prosodic structure argued for 
‘strict layering’ in which each constituent is built up solely and exhaustively 
from constituents on the level immediately below – e.g. φ must be exhaus-
tively composed of daughter ω constituents, [ [_]ω [_]ω]φ (Nespor & Vogel, 2012; 
Selkirk, 1984). However it has more recently been acknowledged that many 
lan guages deviate from strict layering in two respects: they exhibit prosodic 
recursion, e.g. where ω contains a ω, [ [σ σ]ω σ]ω, and ‘level-skipping’, e.g. 
where φ contains σ that is not part of any ω, [ [σ σ]ω σ]φ (Selkirk, 2011). Another 
name for level-skipping is ‘prosodic adjunction’, where the lower-level sibling, 
e.g. the σ that is a direct daughter of φ, is the ‘adjunct’, and is ‘adjoined’ to a 
sibling on the higher level (Bennett, Elfner, & McCloskey, 2016, p. 198). Figure 
1.1 illustrates prosodic adjunction, which features prominently in my analysis 
of Murrinh patha (§4.4.2, §6.3).
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Prosodic constituency, like all linguistic systems, is crucial for language 
processing even though we have little conscious awareness of its operation. The 
chunking of the sound stream into nested bundles has an information-packaging 
function that facilitates sound → meaning processing (Carlson, Frazier, & Clifton, 
2009; Christiansen & Chater, 2015; Cutler, 2012, p. 227ff.; Vallduvi & Engdahl, 
1996). It has been argued that complex systems in general require hierarchical 
chunking to provide efficiency and resilience (Simon, 1962). But compared to 
other linguistic systems, prosodic constituency has been rather late to receive 
descriptive or theoretical attention. The syntax and semantics of meaning have 
been extensively studied; the segments and tones of sound patterns equally so; 
yet prosodic constituency, the abstract glue that binds these two faces of lan-
guage together, has as yet only been thoroughly addressed in a small number 
of languages. In attempting to understand the sound–meaning interface in 
Murrinhpatha I have found it essential to map out the prosodic structure that 
mediates the relationship. The extension of prosodic constituency research to a 
wider range of languages helps us more fully understand the structural diver-
sity of human language, as exemplified by studies of Axininca Campa (McCar-
thy & Prince, 1993), Chácobo (Tallman, 2016), Galo (Post, 2009), Vietnamese and 
Limbu (Hildebrandt, 2007; Schiering et al., 2010), Ngalakgan (Baker, 2008) and 
the several languages treated in collected volumes (Dixon & Aikhenvald, 2002; 
Jun, 2005, 2014).

1.9 Chapter outline

The structure of this book flows broadly from social setting, to phonology, to 
morphology, and finally returning to some theoretical considerations.

Chapter 2 lays out the social and historical context in which  Murrinhpatha is 
spoken, drawing particular attention to the multilingual ecology in which it existed 
up until the 1940s, before settlement of the town of Wadeye [wadéje] brought 
about a sudden convergence of Aboriginal clans shifting to the  Murrinh patha lan-
guage, now in a diglossic relationship with English.

Chapter 3 commences the linguistic analysis by describing segmental 
sound patterns, drawing particular attention to certain consonant contrasts 
that are unusual among Australian languages, or have an intermediate status 
in Murrinhpatha. The chapter also briefly describes phonetic connected- 
speech phenomena, and the integration of loanwords from Jaminjung 
and English. The latter topics are not crucial to understanding the core  
morpho-phonological interactions of Murrinhpatha, but are necessary to bridge 
the gap between structures represented in this book, and the actual flow of 
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discourse in real-life Murrinhpatha speech. Chapter 4 builds on the segmental 
description by showing how it is deployed in morphological structures, both 
lexical word classes and bound morphology. The core structures of prosodic word 
and phrase are introduced, and morpho-phonological assimilations that occur 
within the prosodic word are described.

Chapter 5 describes the inflected forms of finite verb stems, which are highly 
irregular and opaque. This chapter presents a more detailed analysis of these 
complex inflectional patterns than has been previously presented in the literature, 
and argues that this phenomenon can be more naturally represented in a con-
structional approach than in theories with an essentialist lexicon/grammar split. 
Chapter 6 describes inflectional suffixes hosted by predicating lexemes, which 
may be a verb or a nominal, so that these suffixes are not distinguished as being 
either ‘verbal’ or ‘nominal’. This description includes an account of the complex 
system of number marking in verbs, which interacts with pronominal arguments 
and with prosodic constituency in interesting ways. Chapter 7 describes semantic 
and morphological aspects of noun phrases, and phrase-level morphology. This 
chapter shows that compounding is prolific in the Murrinhpatha noun lexicon, 
and that phrase-level ‘clitic’ elements also play a prominent role in the language.

Chapter 8 describes complex verbs, which combine finite verb stems with 
coverbs, either as phrases or as morphological compounds. It explores the cline 
of lexicalisation, from the most transparent compounds to the most opaque, 
highlighting the fact that this suggests alternative versions of how stem – inflec-
tion structure should be represented. The chapter also describes derivational 
reduplication in the coverb, and recursive compounding of body-part nominals 
with coverbs, the whole unit in turn being compounded with a finite verb stem. 
The prosodic constituency of compound verbs is described, showing that com-
pounding uses a prosodic edge as an anchor point for the coverb, with inflec-
tional morphology appearing either to the left or right of the coverb, depending 
on its prosodic status. ‘Prosodic compounding’ of this type has not been attested 
for any other language as far as I know. This chapter again argues that a construc-
tion grammar offers an intuitive approach to these phenomena.

Chapter 9 provides a summary of some phonological and morphological 
highlights from the book. Drawing on these, I then return to the theoretical ques-
tions raised in this introduction regarding the nature of wordhood and morphol-
ogy. I argue that the concept of ‘word’ does not fit neatly in Murrinhpatha, and 
that within word-like structures, there is no clear cut-off between morphology 
and pure, unanalysable lexicon. I sketch some possible approaches to how we 
might quantify relative degrees of morphologicality, and finally reflect on the 
question of what makes ‘polysynthetic’ languages special.
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2 Social setting and language ecology

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter I set the scene for the grammatical description that follows, 
by describing the social situation in which Murrinhpatha is spoken. The 
 Murrinh patha people lived until relatively recently as semi-nomadic hunter 
gatherers in the tropical savannah of northern Australia, in the region to the 
south-west of the Daly River (see map, Figure 2.1 below). The region was very 
linguistically diverse, with several quite distinct languages (not to mention more 
fine-grained dialects) spoken within a radius of 100 kilometres (Nordlinger, 
2017; Tryon, 1974). Sedentary living and permanent contact with non-Aboriginal 
people was established from 1939, when the Port Keats Mission was founded on 
Murrinhpatha land by Jesuit missionaries. The mission became home to not just 
the seven clans that spoke Murrinhpatha, but also to another dozen or so clans 
speaking other Aboriginal languages of the region (Pye, 1972).

The establishment of the mission set in motion a series of radical changes in 
Murrinhpatha society, the consequences of which are still unfolding. Since 1975 
the mission has been replaced by secular governance, and the town renamed 
Wadeye. In some respects the Murrinhpatha people have taken on typical sed-
entary, urbanised ways of living; but in other respects they remain deeply con-
nected to the social and spiritual structures of their recent hunter-gatherer past. 
The transition to settlement life has not been easy, and development of the town 
of Wadeye is frustrated by chronic social problems, and outbursts of public disor-
der. The nature of ‘Murrinhpatha’ as an ethno-linguistic identity is also undergo-
ing rapid change, as the language is now spoken by many Aboriginal people who 
are not of Murrinhpatha clan heritage.

Section §2.2 describes the traditional language ecology of Murrinhpatha, and 
section §2.3 describes pre-contact forms of social organisation. Section §2.4 and 
§2.5 describe the establishment of contact with colonial Australia, and the secu-
larisation of the mission, respectively. Section §2.6 describes the contemporary 
language ecology of Murrinhpatha.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503306
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2.2 Traditional language ecology

The Murrinhpatha language (also spelled Murrinh Patha3) is spoken by virtually 
all Aboriginal people in the town of Wadeye in northern Australia, as well as 
smaller numbers of Aboriginal people in other regional locations, giving it a total 
speaker population of around 3000. This makes it one of the most vibrant Aus-
tralian Aboriginal languages, and also one of very few that are still being learnt 
by children as their first language. Traditionally, Murrinhpatha has been spoken 
by at least four patrilineal clans: Dimirnirn, Kirnmu, Maninh and Nangu (Ward, 
1983). A further three clans – Kura Thipmam, Madjalindi and Wunh – are iden-
tified as speakers of Murrinh Kura, which is generally agreed to be a variety of 
Murrinhpatha. A further four clans – Kura Ngaliwe, Papa Ngala, Piru Pangkuy 
and Pulampa – identify primarily with other Aboriginal languages, but second-
arily with Murrinhpatha or Murrinh Kura. Some or all of these clans can be con-
sidered to ‘own’ the language. Different clan members may give different views 
on language affiliation, showing that clan–language affiliations in the region are 
not always stable or deterministic (cf. Sutton, 1978). Aboriginal people of the Daly 
region were traditionally multilingual, speaking not just their own patrilineal 
clan language but also those of their extended exogamous kin network (J. Falk-
enberg, 1962, p. 13). However all Aboriginal people of the region, not just those 
of the clans cited above, now speak Murrinhpatha, and in most cases remember 
little of their traditional clan languages (§2.6).

The linguistic history of the Daly region has not been comprehensively recon-
structed, and may be complicated by a high degree of areal diffusion associated 
with regional inter-marriage, ceremonial links and multilingualism (Dixon, 2002a, 
pp. 674–676). Murrinhpatha was for some decades treated as a linguistic isolate, 
until Green (2003) showed that it is genetically related to the nearby Ngan’gi 
(Reid, 1990). Apart from Ngan’gi, none of the Daly languages have been shown to 
have a genetic relationship with Murrinhpatha. Therefore Murrinhpatha is cur-
rently classified as a ‘Southern Daly’ language along with Ngan’gi, and beyond 
that as one of the ‘non-Pama-Nyungan’ languages of the northern Australian trop-
ical fringe, which are defined negatively as not belonging to the Pama-Nyungan 
family occupying the rest of the continent (Evans, 2003c; Koch, 2014).

3  The single-word form ‘Murrinhpatha’ has been preferred by the Wadeye school and church 
since about 2009, though it is rather inconsistent with general Murrinhpatha orthography, where 
noun classifiers are written as separate words, e.g. murrinh thelerrdhe ‘news’ (Street 2012). Other 
spellings include ‘Murrinh-patha’ and ‘Murriny Patha’. Some older records (e.g. work by Stanner) 
use the spelling ‘Murinbata’.
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2.2.1 Neighbouring languages

The most widely recognised neighbouring language varieties are illustrated on 
the map in Figure 2.1. Attempting to delimit bordered clan or language territo-
ries is in itself a very difficult task (cf. Sutton, 1978), so I here mark an indicative 
central point for the range of each language. This is not an undisputed list of lan-
guages in the area, as there is not always clear agreement about which varieties 
count as the same language and which count as different (Mühlhäusler, 2002; 
Sutton, 1991). However, there is substantial convergence in contemporary local 
views, and in the documentary record, on this set of named varieties as the lan-
guages whose speakers populate the town of Wadeye.

Figure 2.1: Murrinhpatha and surrounding languages (Barwick et al., 2009; Blythe, 2009; 
Furlan, 2005; Reid, 1990; Ward, 1983).
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Murrinh Kura is a variety closely related to Murrinhpatha. It is almost totally 
undocumented, and is unfortunately now almost extinct. Most people at Nganmar-
riyanga, the town nearest to Wadeye, identify as Murrinh Kura speakers, though only 
a handful of elderly people can recall any differences between traditional Murrinh 
Kura and Murrinhpatha dialects. The only clear difference I have been able to estab-
lish is a distinct inflectional prefix for first-person inclusive finite verb stems (§5.5).

As noted above, the Ngan’gi languages are the only other languages demon-
strably related to Murrinhpatha (Green, 2003). Ngan’gi is phonologically and 
grammatically similar to Murrinhpatha (Reid, 1990), though the lexicon is quite 
distinct and they are not mutually intelligible. Murrinhpatha people do not see 
Ngan’gi as being particularly similar to their own language.

To the north and east of Murrinhpatha there are a series of fairly closely 
related languages making up the Western Daly family. These are Marri Ngarr and 
Magati Ke (in a close dialectal relationship), Marri Tjevin and Marri Amu (also 
close to each other), then further to the north Mendhe and various other related 
varieties (Green, 1989). All these are grammatically very similar to each other, as 
well as being fairly similar to Murrinhpatha. For the pairs Marri Ngarr / Magati 
Ke and Marri Tjevin / Marri Amu, there is also great lexical overlap, and these 
languages are recognized by speakers as being similar (Tryon, 1974, pp. xiii–xiv). 
Translation between Murrinhpatha and any of these languages is often close to 
a morph-by-morph calque, but with very few cognate morphemes. The following 
are translation equivalents provided by a fully bilingual Murrinhpatha / Marri 
Tjevin speaker:

(1) Marri Tjevin
a-kani-piɾ-a  ȶuwuɣina

 anim-stand.3sg.r-fish-pst yesterday
he went fishing yesterday (CD, 2013-01-15)

(2) Murrinhpatha
ku-kaɖi-ku-ða kuŋiniɻe

 anim-be.3sg.pst-fish-pst yesterday
 he went fishing yesterday (CD, 2013-01-15)
(3) Marri Tjevin

ta̪-muɾuka  kiɾiŋki-βuȶ-kaɾki-ja
 thing-vehicle use.hands.1pl.r-have-sit.impf-pst

we had a vehicle (CD, 2013-06-25)
(4) Murrinhpatha

nan̪ti̪-tɻak  ŋume-bat-̪ta̪-ŋaɖi
 thing-vehicle use.hands.3pc.pst-have-pst-be.impf

we had a vehicle (CD, 2013-06-25)
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This grammatical isomorphism would no doubt make language acquisition easier 
for speakers of one Daly language learning another, and may have been the result 
of long-term convergence in a Daly sprachbund.

Jaminjung (Schultze-Berndt, 2000) is from an altogether separate Mirndi 
language family, separate to the south by the Fitzmaurice River (Harvey, 2013). 
However there is some Jaminjung multilingualism in the older generation at 
Wadeye, many of whom travelled to work on cattle stations in Jaminjung country. 
Unfortunately, little has been documented about the linguistic situation on sta-
tions where Murrinhpatha and Jaminjung people worked together, or indeed 
the degree of Jaminjung bilingualism among Murrinhpatha people of the cattle 
station generation.4 Murrinhpatha–Jaminjung bilingualism is evident in the 
Jaminjung lexico-phonological stratum of Murrinhpatha (§3.8).

2.3 Traditional social organisation

Before European contact, Murrinhpatha people were semi-nomadic hunter- 
gatherers. They established a series of camps on their clan territories, moving 
in accordance with tropical wet and dry seasons, and the various food sources 
associated with each. Traditional residence groups numbered a few dozen people 
at most, and were somewhat fluid in their composition (J. Falkenberg, 1962, p. 
124ff.). Like all Australian Aboriginal societies, Murrinhpatha people structure 
their social interactions around kinship. One’s father and his brothers are of the 
same category (yile, ‘father’), and one’s mother and her sisters are of the same 
category (kale, ‘mother’), which means that one has many classificatory ‘fathers’ 
and ‘mothers’, and all their children are one’s ‘sisters’ and ‘brothers’. Meanwhile 
patrilineal and matrilineal grandparents are distinguished, so that one has four 
categories of kin in this generation, which in turn provides the basis for a more 
finely specified range of uncles, aunts and cousins (Blythe, in press; J. Falken-
berg, 1962). The importance of kin relations in social interaction is reflected in the 
 Murrinhpatha verb inflection system, which has special inflectional categories 
for referring to groups of people who are classificatory brothers or classificatory 
sisters (§6.2) (Blythe, 2013).

4  On one occasion Claver Dumoo, an elderly Wadeye man who usually speaks Murrinhpatha or 
Marri Tjevin, was present at a recording session where I elicited sentences from an elderly Jamin-
jung speaker. The latter was somewhat frail and struggling to enunciate his words, but Dumoo 
assisted by enunciating, with apparent ease, the Jaminjung sentences on his behalf.
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Most social categories are built on kin relationships. The patrilineal clan is 
the fundamental traditional social category, both in the sense that others can be 
derived from it, and in terms of functional importance. Clans own tracts of country 
and are associated with totemic species that are found in that country. For example, 
the Kura Thipmam clan come from a stretch of country encompassing named sites 
including Ngudaniman, Yerrpilam and Kulthil. Their name references dark silty 
water that enters the sea at Yerrpilam, and they are alternatively known as Kulthil 
clan. Their totems include ku balli ‘mud crab’ and ku kanamkek ‘Rainbow Serpent’ 
(Ward, 1983). In some cases neighbouring clans share one or more totems.

Clans can be grouped into tribes or ‘language groups’ according to self- 
identification as speaking the same language. For example, Kuy and Yederr clans 
both identify their language as Magati Ke and agree that they speak the same lan-
guage, although furthermore, and without contradiction, these clans may iden-
tify their languages more specifically as Magati Kuy and Magati Yederr. (For all 
the language names treated here except Jaminjung, the first part means ‘speech’: 
murrinh, marri, magati, ngan’gi.) The categorization of clans into language groups 
is not always straightforward, as some clans identify with two or three neighbour-
ing languages either simultaneously, or at different points in time. For example the 
Papa Ngala clan is recorded as Murriny Kura by Ward (1983), but later in Barwick 
et al (2009) identified as Ngan’giwumirri; the Pulampa clan is identified by Ward 
as both Marri Ngarr and Ngan’giwumirri. But other clans are identified consist-
ently with one language. For example the Nangu and Maninh clans are unambigu-
ously identified as Murrinhpatha people; Wakal Bengkunh and Wudipuli clans are 
unambiguously Marri Ngarr people. Adding to the difficulty of a stable taxonomy, 
most clans can be referred to by more than one name, and some of the languages 
also have multiple designations (Sutton, 1991).

Another superordinate grouping for clans is ‘ceremony groups’, which are 
activated for initiation rites as well as funerary smoking ceremonies and any other 
events involving traditional song and dance. The importance of these groups in 
ceremonial exchange and in transactions with the spirit realm has been exten-
sively documented by Marett (2005) and Barwick (2006, 2011). The situation with 
ceremony groups is much as with language groups, with some clans identifying 
with more than one ceremony group, or changing group over time. The groups 
Djanba, Wangga and Lirrga are the most solidly attested, though in recent times 
some clans also identify as Balga or Wurlthirri, each of which may or may not be 
distinct from Djanba. All of these group names can also be regarded as the names 
of song and dance genres.

Moiety and subsection groups have also been used at Wadeye, but these 
categories have both fallen into disuse. Kartthin ‘chicken hawk’ and tiwungku 
‘eagle hawk’ were the patrilineal moieties, seemingly well-established in the 
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social structure at the time of earliest documentation (Stanner 1936). It is unclear 
why moieties have ceased to be recognised in Wadeye. Subsections, on the other 
hand, were an innovation only briefly borrowed in the early twentieth century 
from the Jaminjung and other groups to the south, being discarded after just a few 
decades’ currency (Blythe, in press). Around the same time, some Wadeye men 
experimented with the penile subincision ceremony they had encountered among 
people to the south. This too proved a rather brief fad (Mark Crocombe, p.c.).

2.4 Contact and settlement

Murrinhpatha peoples’ contact with European (mostly British) colonisers began 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but at this stage amounted to 
only brief and sporadic encounters when Australian settlers stopped off at their 
coastline on journeys of exploration or commerce (Walsh, 2011). More exten-
sive contact probably came from Murrinhpatha people themselves travelling, 
especially to the cattle stations that had already been established in Jaminjung 
country to the south. But at this stage there were no non-Aboriginal people resi-
dent in Murrinhpatha country.

In 1935 Father Richard Docherty founded the first Catholic mission in the 
area at a site behind some coastal dunes named Werntek Nganayi, in Kirnmu 
( Murrinh patha) clan territory. After four years, it was decided that an alternative 
site was superior, a few kilometres to the north in Dimirnirn (also  Murrinhpatha) 
clan  territory. At this site, on the high ground between the Wadeye creek and 
a system of mangrove inlets, the permanent Port Keats Mission was founded, 
which later became the contemporary town renamed Wadeye (Pye, 1972, n.d.). 
The decision to site the mission here on Murrinhpatha country would later prove 
propitious in supporting the survival of the language, while other languages 
around it ceased to be spoken. Offering rations of flour, tea and tobacco, as well 
as respite from inter-clan territorial disputes, the mission soon attracted all clans 
from within about a 50km radius. At first there were not sufficient resources to 
provide for the demand, and clans were therefore allotted alternating fortnights 
staying at the mission, and returning to the bush. Later the mission grew large 
enough that the clans were able to settle there permanently (Pye, 1972, n.d.).

Though spear-fights were not unknown at the mission (Pye, 1972, p. 30), 
life was fairly harmonious. The mission received basic goods imported by barge 
from Darwin, but otherwise was largely cut off from urban Australia, as over-
land travel to Wadeye was arduous in the dry season, and impossible in the 
wet season. The Murrinhpatha people shared in the missionaries’ vision of 
improving living conditions with housing, medical treatment and literacy, and 
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the ideology of spiritual improvement through salvation in Christ. In fact the 
Murrinhpatha proclaimed that Jesus and the Virgin Mary were already known 
to them, having appeared to the Dimirnirn man Mollinjin in a dream before 
Docherty’s arrival (Reynolds, 1999, pp. 74–78). Another Dimirnirn man, Ngiparl 
Boniface Perdjert, became the first Australian Aboriginal deacon. In this way 
the Dimirnirn’s ownership of the land on which Wadeye was founded became 
partly transferred into authority within the new spiritual regime. The mission 
instituted a rather paternalistic regime of farm work and church attendance for 
adults, and school attendance for children. This must have been a great con-
trast from semi-nomadic bush life, which responded to vagaries of weather and 
food availability, rather than relying on a structured regime of agriculture and 
imports. Murrinhpatha people also now found themselves living in a much larger 
permanent group than they had ever experienced in the bush, at first numbering 
a few hundred, but soon growing into the thousands. Perhaps the most drastic 
life change was that imposed on children, who spent week-days living under the 
care of the missionaries in girls’ and boys’ dormitories, forming gendered peer 
groups that cut across clan and tribal affiliations. Children who had spoken a 
range of Aboriginal languages as their first language all learnt Murrinhpatha as 
a peer lingua franca in the dormitory, anticipating what would soon become a 
generalised language shift.

2.5 Post-missionary Wadeye

In 1975 the mission was dissolved and the secularised town was officially 
renamed as Wadeye. The new form of governance combined mainstream Austral-
ian bureaucracy and jurisdiction together with a local Aboriginal council, first 
Kardu Numida (‘one people’) established in 1978, which later disintegrated, and 
was replaced by a new council Thamarrurr (‘gathering of delegates’), which per-
sists at the time of writing (Ivory, 2009). The town population continued to grow 
rapidly, reaching its current level of some 2500 people (Taylor, 2010). The origi-
nal town now has two outlying ‘suburbs’, Manthathpe and Nilinh. A small plane 
transports people and goods to and from Darwin twice a day, while road access 
is much improved, at least in the dry season. There are now several shops selling 
food, clothes and hardware in the Wadeye main street, a large medical clinic has 
been built, and the school is expanded.

Local leaders and some non-Aboriginal educators or public servants have 
worked strenuously to develop social cohesion and economic development in 
the town. However, their best efforts have at times been frustrated by social 
problems and civil disturbances, for which Wadeye has been somewhat 
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 notorious (Bailey & Coren, 1988; Brady, 2017, p. 107ff.; Ivory, 2009, p. 270ff.). 
Neither Australian government bodies nor the local Thamarrurr council are able 
to fully impose their authority on the town, and there is an unfortunate lack of 
employment or economic activity to help the Murrinhpatha people make sense 
of settlement life. Hunting and ceremonial activities persist, but somewhat 
peripherally, no longer providing core subsistence or substantial integration of 
a body politic. As in other remote Aboriginal communities, the lives of many 
Wadeye residents are restricted by economic stagnation and welfare depend-
ency (Pearson, 2000).

Boredom and lack of authority in post-missionary Wadeye frequently foment 
open conflict between kin groups. Medical care has greatly reduced birth mor-
tality, but has not substantially improved life expectancy, so that youth outnum-
ber the elderly by around ten to one (Taylor, 2010, p. 12). During the 1980s and 
1990s the availability of alcohol at a licensed canteen in Wadeye exacerbated 
violent conflict, until a local anti-alcohol group took matters into their own 
hands and destroyed the canteen with a front-end loader (Brady, 2017, p. 118ff.). 
Alcohol was subsequently banned from the town, which to this day does not 
permit drinking by Aboriginal people. Some alcohol is still consumed in a covert 
manner, though it is not especially common. 

The persistent power vacuum in Wadeye, and its bottom-heavy age demo-
graphic, has created space for young men to develop their own unsanctioned 
forms of social organisation and conflict. Their groups have been labelled ‘gangs’ 
in scandalised newspaper reports (e.g. Murdoch, 2006, Figure 3), though they 
are unlike classical urban crime gangs, and in fact have much in common with 
traditional totemic kinship groups (Mansfield, 2013). Perhaps the most striking 
thing about these groups is that they name themselves after heavy metal bands 
seen on television. The gangs have names like Judas Priest, Slayer, Megadeth and 
Iced Earth. Revolving around heavy metal, marijuana, nocturnal street-fights 
and intense alienation from mainstream institutions, Wadeye youth have created 
an idiosyncratic local subculture with which most identify to some extent (Mans-
field, 2014a, 2018). These alienated youth speak Murrinhpatha as their main lan-
guage, like almost all Aboriginal residents of Wadeye.

Chronic fighting among the heavy metal gangs, especially the enduring war 
between Judas Priest and Evil Warriors, brought particularly negative attention to 
bear on Wadeye in the years 2006–2008. The Prime Minister of Australia visited 
the town to see the problem, and together with his Minister for Indigenous Affairs 
(not an Indigenous man), launched the Northern Territory Emergency Response, 
a package of crisis measures designed to combat what was seen as an epidemic of 
violence and abuse in remote Aboriginal communities (Altman & Hinkson, 2010; 
Toohey, 2008).
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Conflict in Wadeye has been somewhat alleviated since the crisis interven-
tion, and the greater attention has brought improved funding for housing and 
education. However conflict between kin groups still flares up intermittently, and 
the major underlying problem of unemployment persists. Despite secularisation 
of town governance, and the general lack of public order, the church continues to 
have a very active role in the community, and most of the population are devout 
believers in Christian salvation. One of my Murrinhpatha friends, himself a proud 
affiliate of Megadeth gang and a fierce fighter, always wears rosary beads, and 
wishes me goodnight with the words kangkarl-mawu kirranhipe ‘may Jesus (lit. 
the sky-dweller) watch over you’.

Figure 2.2: Front page of a Melbourne newspaper, 23 May 2006.
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2.6 Contemporary language ecology of Wadeye

Murrinhpatha has elsewhere been described as the ‘lingua franca’ of Wadeye and 
surrounds (Blythe, 2009, p. 26; Walsh, 1990). However, Murrinhpatha can be seen 
not just as a lingua franca, but as a sort of ‘official language’. The site of Wadeye 
is in the country of the Dimirnirn clan, and since Murrinhpatha is the language of 
the Dimirnirn, Murrinhpatha is the proper language for Wadeye (Rumsey, 1993).

Virtually all Aboriginal people at Wadeye speak Murrinhpatha as their 
primary day-to-day language, and for some young people this is their only fluent 
language. The main exceptions are Aboriginal people who have recently married 
into Wadeye, who of course are not fluent in Murrinhpatha, but quickly begin to 
acquire the language. I do not know how long this acquisition process takes, but 
I have observed Aboriginal people who have lived at Wadeye for a few years con-
versing comfortably in Murrinhpatha. I have also heard recently arrived Aborigi-
nal people using Kriol (a northern Australian, English-lexified creole (Sandefur, 
1979)), both among themselves and to address Murrinhpatha speakers.

There is a striking contrast between the successful acquisition of Murrinh-
patha by Aboriginal in-migrants, and the non-acquisition of Murrinhpatha by 
non-Aboriginal people. There are only a handful of non-Aboriginals who can speak 
or understand Murrinhpatha, while other medium-term residents (school or clinic 
workers who stay for a few years) generally learn a few isolated words. The contrast 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people is undoubtedly because of their 
totally different types of social integration in the community, with Aboriginal people 
entering into kin relationships and Aboriginal households, while non- Aboriginals 
remain socially segregated in their own sub-community. But it is perhaps also a 
testament to Aboriginal peoples’ disposition to multilingualism, compared to non- 
Aboriginal Australians’ expectation that the only language they should need to 
speak is English (and perhaps an immigrant language of their parents).

Murrinhpatha is also spoken by some Aboriginal people outside of Wadeye. 
The nearest town, Nganmarriyanga (also known as Palumpa), has a  population 
of some 300–400 people who generally speak Murrinhpatha as their main 
 language. This is despite Nganmarriyanga not lying on traditional Murrinhpath 
land, and the main resident clans not being Murrinhpatha clans. Nganmarriyanga 
appears to have taken up Murrinhpatha as its main language under the influence 
of its larger neighbour Wadeye. There is further ‘diasporic’ use of Murrinh patha: 
around 25 regular speakers at Kununurra, a few at Peppimenarti, Daly River and 
Katherine, and a few dozen living in Darwin ‘town camps’ (Aboriginal housing 
estates), or living rough in the city’s parks. In Darwin, Murrinhpatha is some-
times used with non-Murrinhpatha people from distant tribes, indicating that 
new forms of multilingualism are developing in this large urban centre.
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2.6.1 Status of neighbouring Aboriginal languages

By the time the Port Keats Mission was fully settled, Murrinhpatha people were a 
minority of the population, and Western Daly language groups the majority (i.e. 
Marri Ngarr, Magati Ke, Marri Tjevin and Marri Amu people). An early estimate 
counts 200 Murrinhpatha people and 500 from Western Daly languages (Falkes, 
Docherty, & Gsell, 1939). But though the majority of the contemporary Wadeye 
population comes from other Aboriginal language groups, these languages are 
now moribund. Nor do any of these languages remain vibrant in other locations. 
Mendhe, Ngan’gi and Jaminjung are all moribund in their homeland communities 
(Reid & McTaggart, 2008; Schultze-Berndt, 2000, p. 10), while Wadeye was the 
major place of settlement for Western Daly tribes as a whole. Marri Tjevin and 
Marri Amu both have just one or two full speakers still living in Wadeye; Marri 
Ngarr has a few full speakers living at Wudipuli outstation some 40km away, but 
none as far as I know at Wadeye; Magati Ke has no living full speakers as far as I 
know; Jaminjung has one or two full speakers living at Wadeye. The actual usage 
of these other Aboriginal languages in Wadeye is limited to encounters between 
older Western Daly or Jaminjung speakers, and one-way usage when they speak 
their own language to address younger kin, who however reply in Murrinhpatha.

The convergence of multiple language groups onto a single language hap-
pened very rapidly at Wadeye. Levels of linguistic competence and people’s child-
hood recollections calibrated against their ages suggest that languages other than 
Murrinhpatha stopped being fully acquired in the 1950s – that is to say, barely a 
decade after the Mission was settled. An explanation for this rapid language shift 
can be found in the widespread Aboriginal philosophy of language, wherein the 
connection between language and place is axiomatic (Rumsey, 1993). As men-
tioned above, there is a consensus that Murrinhpatha is the proper language for 
Wadeye, so that even though Murrinhpatha people were not the largest popula-
tion group, their language became the lingua franca of the Mission. Note however 
that this process has not been automatic in all multilingual settlements of north-
ern Australia. Rather, it may be that the group on whose land a settlement is built 
need a certain minimum of political power or assertiveness to stake the claim 
of their language. For instance Maningrida (est. 1957) was built on Ndjébbana 
country, but the speakers of this language lacked sufficient political power in the 
early settlement to give their language the status of lingua franca (Elwell, 1982, 
p. 86). Maningrida has instead settled on another language, Burarra, as lingua
franca, while at the same time remaining highly multilingual (Vaughan, in press).

Rapid language shift to Murrinhpatha was facilitated by the dormitories that 
children stayed in during the mission days. One of the first acts of the  missionaries 
was to construct two dormitories, one for boys and one for girls, with school 
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 children staying there during the week and returning to their family camps for 
weekends and ‘bush holidays’ (Pye, 1972). The aim of such dormitories seems to 
have been to interrupt the socialisation patterns of the Aboriginal people, so that 
they might be partly re-socialised according to the missionaries’ ideas of moral 
and educational betterment (Choo & McCoy, 2010). But though the Port Keats 
missionaries were generally supportive of maintaining Aboriginal language (and 
‘culture’, or at least those parts that did not contradict Christianity), their dor-
mitories may have unwittingly also interrupted language socialisation. Several 
 middle-aged Marri Ngarr people have told me that they spoke Marri Ngarr as chil-
dren, but switched to Murrinhpatha when they went to live in the dormitory.

The last full Magati Ke speaker (PN, 1930–2014) recounted a fateful event in 
the decline of his language. One day in the early mission era, Magati Ke men were 
sitting in a public area discussing how they were going to arrange an upcoming 
ceremony. Some Murrinhpatha men accused them of planning something subver-
sive behind the veil of their own language, and a spear fight ensued, in which the 
Murrinhpatha men were victorious. After this the Magati Ke people decided not to 
speak their language at the mission, and from that point on, their children grew 
up speaking Murrinhpatha (story via Mark Crocombe, p.c. 2013-12). There have 
been other, deeper conflicts between clan and language groups at Wadeye. One 
Marri Ngarr clan was in chronic conflict with various Murrinhpatha, Marri Tjevin 
and Marri Amu groups during the mission era (DP 2012-06-20_25). More recently 
there has been a long-simmering conflict between another Marri Ngarr clan and 
a Marri Tjevin clan. Since Marri Ngarr are inland, fresh-water people, and the 
clans with which they have fought are coastal, the long-term enmities in Wadeye 
are sometimes characterised by Aboriginal people as saltwater versus freshwater 
conflict. In terms of recent gang fighting, this has been loosely translated into the 
conflict between Evil Warriors (saltwater) and Judas Priest (freshwater). However 
there are many youth who affiliate to the group that does not align with their 
patrilineal language heritage.

The counter-balance to the history of conflict described above is the exten-
sive social intermingling and inter-marriage of all Aboriginal groups at Wadeye, 
and in particular the kinship ties that allow any individual to relate to any other 
individual within a very few steps of recognised relatedness. A certain discourse, 
presumably growing out of these links, centres on statements of unity. The 
wording in official council or public business is usually kardu numida, murrinh 
numida ‘one people, one language’, but in informal discourse I have recorded it 
as wan darrikardu, wan femili, wan lengwitj thanamngerrenngime ‘one people, one 
family, we speak one language’ (MAK, 2013-07-11_02). But such statements may 
be made alongside others that draw attention to the differences between various 
clan groups in Wadeye. Rather than simple assertions of unity, they must instead 
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be seen as assertions of unity underlying difference. The following statement was 
made in a video recording of two youth whose clan heritage is Marri Ngarr, though 
like all Wadeye youth they speak Murrinhpatha5:

Kardu kanhi thumemluluruy-thanam kardu da wan len thanamnime. Kardu wan Murrinh-
patha thanamngerrennime da purtek karrim kanhi. Neki-kathu-ka rispek pumarrabath pi. 
Purtkit kanhi-yu, da komuniti ngala kanhi-yu. […] Neki-ka da manangka da-wa kanhi-yu. Da 
ngathayida tjirrampunmawu Murrinhpatha mup-nu.

The people here are always in conflict, (but) we’re of the same country. We all speak the 
same language in this country. This is the Murrinhpatha peoples’ place, the two of us 
respect them. All of us have respect here in Port Keats, the whole community. […] This 
country isn’t the country of us two. We’re just outsiders living here with the Murrinhpatha 
people. (JL, 2013-06-22_02)

2.6.2 Youth speech

Across northern and central Australia, dozens of Aboriginal languages are becom-
ing moribund as young people grow up speaking Kriol or English, but Murrinh-
patha is among the handful that continue to be learnt by children as their first lan-
guage.6 Murrinhpatha as spoken by contemporary young people is not identical 
to the language as it was spoken at the founding of the Mission, but it is still con-
fidently identified by both young and old as ‘Murrinhpatha’ (Mansfield, 2014b). 
The speech of young people is not considered to be a separate language variety, 
but it is widely recognised that youth speak in a ‘slang’ way, which can be labelled 
Murrinh Kura (lit. ‘water language’). This is somewhat confusing, given that this is 
also the name of a moribund traditional dialect, as mentioned above (§2.2).

The grammar of youth speech does not diverge radically from that of older 
people, but there are a handful of minor morphological differences, and very 
occasional insertions of English/Kriol grammatical structures. On the other hand, 
there is massive lexical borrowing from English/Kriol (Mansfield, 2015b, 2016a). 
This re-lexicalisation has led to the rapid obsolescence of inherited vocabulary – 
a topic which is the subject of ongoing corpus research. It has also affected the 

5  Both youth have Marri Ngarr heritage, which makes them freshwater people. However they 
have strong social ties with Murrinhpatha clans (i.e. saltwater), reflected in their affiliation to 
the Evil Warriors grouping. This may influence their positive comments about the Murrinhpatha 
language and people.
6  Other languages still spoken by children include Yolngu varieties, Kunwinjku, Burarra, Wik 
Mungkan, Anindhilyakwa, Western Desert varieties, Warlpiri, Arrernte varieties and Kala Lagaw 
Ya (Evans, 2007; Walsh, 2007).
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balance between phrasal verb and compound verb structures, giving more prom-
inence to analytic phrases (§8.2). Youth also tend to use a more lenited pronun-
ciation than older people, producing a laconic speech style in keeping with their 
esoteric subculture (Mansfield, 2015a).

The phonological and morphological structures described in this book apply 
equally to contemporary youth speech and to ‘classical Murrinhpatha’, as evi-
denced in archival recordings from the mission era. The essential phonological 
and morphological patterns of the language have not changed in this period. 
However some minor changes observed in youth speech include the loss of 
word-initial laminal nasals (§3.3.1), changes in inflectional allomorphy in the 
finite verb stem (§5.6), mergers in tense categories and in number marking on 
oblique pronominal suffixes (§5.2.2, §6.2.1), the decline of the nominal inflected 
predicates (§6.5), and the aforementioned shift from compound to phrasal verbs 
(§8.2).

2.6.3 English and Kriol

There is a wide range of English competence among the Aboriginal population 
of Wadeye, but usually people over the age of about 40 have a greater command 
of English, and among young people women have a greater command than men. 
Overall, English competence among adults ranges from complete fluency, to only 
basic communication (especially among young men). The heavy use of English 
lexical borrowings in youth speech is not directly connected to bilingualism. 
Rather, it is a sociolinguistic style indexing generational consciousness, which 
can be acquired and deployed by all youth irrespective of their English bilingual-
ism (Mansfield, 2015b, 2016a).

It is rather unusual to observe an Aboriginal community in which use of 
English is less among the young than the old. The phenomenon is explained by 
the greater success of non-Aboriginal institutions in the mission era, compared 
to the post-mission era in which contemporary youth have grown up. Young 
men speak limited English because they have not spent much time at school 
or in other English-speaking, non-Aboriginal environments. By contrast, older 
people attended the mission school regularly, and acquired more English. Lack of 
English discourages young men from engaging with  non-Aboriginal institutions, 
thus creating a vicious circle of disempowerment and alienation.

For the many young men whose participation in school and work is only 
fleeting, the main sources of their English exposure are non-institutional con-
texts. There is substantial mobility of people between Wadeye and Peppime-
narti, Daly River, Emu Point, and other small communities inland. Aboriginal 
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people from all these places are likely to speak Kriol, and communicate with 
Wadeye  Murrinhpatha speakers using various mixtures of English, Kriol and 
 Murrinhpatha. It has previously been reported that Kriol is ‘by and large … 
absent’ at Wadeye (Blythe 2009: 30), but it does in fact have some currency, both 
among temporary visitors and some permanent residents. As a very rough esti-
mate, I would guess that there are a couple of dozen permanent Wadeye resi-
dents who primarily use Kriol rather than Murrinhpatha. If Murrinhpatha faces 
any future threat of language shift, it is from the expansion of this Kriol-speaking 
 population.

2.6.4 Digital diglossia

When we turn to other modalities of linguistic communication the situation is 
quite different. In mobile digital media there is a most notable switch into English, 
which I label ‘digital diglossia’ (Mansfield, 2014b, p. 107ff.). The switch is proba-
bly related to literacy: young people have some limited literacy in English, though 
this might be characterised as ‘digital literacy’ related to mobile phone use (Kral, 
2014). In recorded music Murrinhpatha shares dominance with English-language 
music, but on television (including DVDs) English dominates.

Print media is not extensively used by Aboriginal people in Wadeye outside 
of the school and the church, unless we include the prolific use of graffiti under 
this rubric. A few older people read Darwin newspapers or globally distributed 
comics that are available at the store. A certain amount of official mail is received, 
in English, which for many people requires assistance from someone with greater 
literacy.

A fairly substantial body of educational and religious material in Murrinh-
patha has been produced over the years at the Literacy Production Centre attached 
to the school. More recently books in other local Aboriginal languages have been 
added to the collection. However I have not observed how these are deployed in 
the classroom, and it is unclear how much these materials are used outside of 
the school. Printed songsheets of hymns in Murrinhpatha are used in the church, 
which is closely associated with the school. Outside of these institutions, the only 
use of Murrinhpatha print media I have observed is the writing down of secular 
song lyrics so that they can be correctly remembered for a recording session.
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2.7 Summary

In this chapter we have seen that Murrinhpatha was traditionally spoken by semi- 
nomadic hunter-gatherers of northern Australia. However, since the establishment  
of a missionary settlement in 1939, creating the town now known as Wadeye, 
the world of Murrinhpatha speakers has undergone rapid and radical change. 
Murrinhpatha people are wrestling with a difficult transition to urbanised life, 
consumer goods and Australian government institutions. Poverty, ill-health and 
unemployment are rife. However, the Murrinhpatha language remains vibrant as 
the main everyday language of Wadeye, and continues to be learnt by children 
as their first language. In fact its speaker numbers are growing, thanks to a high 
birth rate, and the shift of other language groups to Murrinhpatha. Naturally, 
the language itself is changing, but the grammatical system in the language of 
Murrinh patha youth is essentially the same as that of their forebears. The fol-
lowing chapters present an exposition of the phonological and morphological 
dimensions of this system.
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3 Segmental sound patterns

3.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the phonological building blocks from which  Murrinhpatha 
words are formed – the segmental inventory, and the way in which segments 
combine into syllables and words. Murrinhpatha phonology fits broadly into 
familiar patterns of Australian languages, but has a somewhat larger range of seg-
mental and syllabic structures than most Pama-Nyungan languages. In  particular, 
Murrinhpatha has three types of obstruents: voiceless stop, voiced stop and 
 fricative. It also has obstruents in coda position, which produces a wide range 
of hetero-syllabic clusters. As we will see in later chapters, both the  obstruent 
contrasts and the clusters are subject to extensive  morpho-phonological alterna-
tions, which contributes to opacity in word structure.

The vowels of Murrinhpatha are few and analytically uncomplicated. The 
consonants are more complex, exhibiting nuanced distinctions of voicing, 
closure type and length. The longest section of this chapter is dedicated to 
describing how these distinctions interact to produce obstruent manner con-
trasts. Furthermore, there is an interesting lengthening effect rendering some 
consonants much longer in word-medial position than word-initially. For most 
obstruents this is not contrastive; however there is contrastive gemination of 
apical sonorants and voiced stops, but only in a closed class of finite verb stems. 
Finally, I dedicate some space to describing apical consonant retroflexion, which 
has an ‘intermediate’ phonological status, neither wholly contrastive nor wholly 
predictable.

The last two sections of this chapter describe phenomena that are not crucial 
to understanding the core segmental structures of the language, but shed light 
on phonological variation and change. The first of these is the phonetic reduc-
tion of connected speech. This phonetic variation sheds light on morpho- 
phonological alternations described in the next chapter. The second topic here 
is  ‘lexico- phonological strata’, that is to say, sub-sets of the vocabulary consist-
ing of loanwords that retain segmental patterns from their source languages. 
The patterns of assimilation and innovation observed here help reinforce some 
of the main principles of Murrinhpatha’s core phonology. Overall, these last two 
sections explore the gap between systemic segmental phonology, and the actual 
phonetic speech stream of contemporary Murrinhpatha discourse.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503306


3.2 Segmental inventory   43

3.2 Segmental inventory

Murrinhpatha has a very simple vowel system, about which little needs to be said. 
There are four vowels, /i, e, a, u/, realised approximately as [ɪ, ɛ, ɐ, ʊ]. The vowels 
/i, e/ can be grouped as front vowels, since they have a common effect in pala-
talising a preceding laminal consonant (§3.8), while /e, a/ can be grouped as low 
vowels, sharing a common ablaut pattern in the formation of some paucal subject 
agreement morphology (§5.4.4).

It is the consonants that demand most of our attention. These can be divided 
into four familiar main types: obstruents, nasals, liquids and glides. There are 
typical peripheral places of articulation: labial /p, b, m/ and dorsal /k, ɣ, ŋ/. 
Coronal articulations have a core distinction between laminals (/t ̪̪̪̪̪/ etc.) and 
apicals (/t/ etc.), though within each of these categories there are  marginally 
contrastive place distinctions, discussed in sections below. Apical coronals 
 sometimes exhibit an alveolar/retroflex contrast (/t, ʈ/ etc.), though this is not 
consistently realised (§3.6). Laminal coronals exhibit a dental/post-alveolar 
 contrast (/t,̪ ȶ/ etc.), though this is almost entirely restricted to Jaminjung and 
English lexico-phonological strata (§3.8). In most discussions of  phonology 
throughout this book it is only the core place contrasts, /p, t,̪ t, k/ that are 
 relevant. Table 3.1  represents the ‘inherited stratum’ of Murrinhpatha consonant 
segments, including the alveolar/retroflex contrast but indicating its intermedi-
ate status by shading. An expanded inventory including loanword strata will be 
presented below (§3.8).

As with other Australian languages, Murrinhpatha’s coronal distinctions 
occur not just in obstruents /t,̪ ȶ, t, ʈ/ but also in nasals /n̪, ɲ, n, ɳ/. Laterals 
however lack the laminal articulation (though laminal laterals are found in some 
neighbouring languages, such as Marri Ngarr). The consonant inventory is com-
pleted by a typical Australian inventory of glides /w, ɻ, j/ and a trilled or tapped 
/ɾ/. The retroflex glide /ɻ/ is somewhat limited in that it only occurs intervocali-
cally, and usually only in morpheme-medial positions.7

7 /ɻ/ further occurs to a great extent as the result of lenition at morpho-phonological junctures, 
e.g. /da-ʈal-ʈal/ → /daɻaʈal/ ‘cut it!’. There is also some evidence of it occurring initially in bound 
morphemes, where it is subject to fortition if preceded by a consonant, e.g. /maŋan-ɻut-̪ɻut/̪ → 
/maŋaɳʈutʈ̪ut/̪ ‘he threw the finishing net (repeatedly)’ but in many cases there is no defini-
tive evidence for choosing between /ʈ, ɻ/ in the phonological representation of a bound stem 
(§4.4.3).



44   3 Segmental sound patterns

3.3 Word and syllable shapes

I begin here by describing the phonological shape of simple lexical stems in 
Murrinh patha, while the next chapter describes the phonology of morphologically 
complex constructs. Morphologically simple words in Murrinhpatha are usually 
composed of between one and three syllables, most of which have /CV/ or /CVC/ 
shapes. There are only a few four-syllable simple words, and none that are longer, 
though morphologically complex words (as described in subsequent chapters) can 
be much longer. There are a very few syllables with complex codas, i.e. /CVCC/.

Murrinhpatha words diverge somewhat from a rather restricted sound pattern 
that has been observed to characterise words in most Australian languages. Three 
major restrictions are common, either as categorical constraints on a language, or 
as strong tendencies with only a few lexical exceptions (Baker, 2014, pp. 144–148; 
Dixon, 1980, p. 127ff.; Hamilton, 1996, p. 75ff.):
(a) Words have two or more syllables;
(b) Syllable codas are sonorant, not obstruent8;
(c) Word-initial position uses a substantially restricted subset of the consonant 

inventory, which is therefore only fully exhibited at word-medial position.

The outcome of these restrictions is an inventory of ‘standard Australian’ word 
shapes, formulated here using C1 = initial (restricted) consonant, C2 = medial 
intervocalic (unrestricted) consonant, N = sonorant and V = vowel:

8 The ‘sonorant coda’ restriction has previously been formulated in terms of word-final position 
rather than syllable codas, due to a resistance to syllabic analyses as described below.

Table 3.1: Murrinhpatha consonant inventory (inherited stratum). Shading  
indicates that the alveolar/retroflex contrast is not consistently realised.

Labial Laminal Apical Dorsal
Alveolar Retroflex

Obstruent Voiceless p t ̪ t ʈ k

Voiced b d ɖ

Fricative ð ɣ

Nasal m n̪ n ɳ ŋ

Lateral l ɭ
Trill / tap ɾ
Glide w j ɻ
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/C1VC2V/
/C1VC2VN/
/C1VNC2V/
/C1VNC2VN/

The Australian ‘standard’ word is heavily biased towards Pama-Nyungan 
 languages; the northern Australian non-Pama-Nyungan languages, including 
Murrinh patha, often violate requirements (a, b) i.e. minimally disyllabic words, 
and sonorant codas (e.g. Ngalakgan: Baker, 2008; Bardi: Bowern, 2004, p. 74ff.; 
Bininj Gun-wok: Evans, 2003a, p. 89; Limilngan: Harvey, 2001; Marra: Heath, 
1981, p. 19; Gooniyandi: McGregor, 1990, p. 74). Murrinhpatha in addition has 
a less severe than usual version of (c), the restricted set of word-initial conso-
nants, thanks to its unusual word-initial use of obstruent voicing contrasts (§3.4). 
However we will see in the next chapter that Murrinhpatha word shapes are more 
diverse only in the open lexical classes, while conforming to the Australian stand-
ard in closed classes and in bound grammatical morphology.

The highly standardised shape of words in most languages has given rise to a 
tradition in Australianist phonology of analysing whole-word shapes rather than 
syllables, based on the prototypes above in which the first and second ‘syllables’ 
have sufficiently different constraints that they should not be treated as iterations 
of the same unit (Baker, 2014, pp. 143–145; Dixon, 1980, pp. 159–178). However 
because these constraints don’t hold in Murrinhpatha, the syllable remains 
a valid analytic construct. There are plenty of monosyllabic words /CV/ and  
/CVC/, obstruent codas are common, and although it is true that the two halves 
of a /CVC.CVC/ word have somewhat different constraints, they also have much 
in common. Both open and closed syllables are common in Murrinhpatha, and 
there are a few complex codas /lk, ɭk, lm, lŋ, ɾk/. Exemplary shapes of morpho-
logically simple words are shown in (1–12). Constraints on consonant clusters at 
syllable boundaries will be discussed below.

 Monosyllables
(1) ke ‘shell sp.’
(2) wak ‘crow’
(3) buɾk ‘excellent’

 Disyllables
(4) pa.ta̪ ‘good’
(5) ta̪.pak ‘fog’
(6) kuk.pi ‘carpet snake’
(7) kik.mun ‘wax’
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(8) tu̪n.pit ̪ ‘red flowering kapok’
(9) walm.pu ‘testicles’

Three or four syllables
(10) pi.ɣu.ɳu ‘they (pl.)’
(11) ŋun̪.pa.lin ‘black whip snake’
(12) mal.ki.ma.ɾin ‘vein’

3.3.1 Restrictions by word and syllable position

We can distinguish three Murrinhpatha word/syllable positions in terms of the 
consonant types that can occupy them:
 C1 Syllable onset, either word-initial or post-consonantal;
 C2 Syllable onset, intervocalic word-medial;
 C3 Syllable coda.

These positional consonant classes can be configured freely in word shapes:

/C1VC2V/
/C1VC2VC3/
/C1VC3C1V/
/C1VC3C1VC3/
/C1VC2VC2V/ … etc.

Notice that the three position classes can be characterised in terms of whether 
they have CV and VC transitions, when considered independently of neighbour-
ing words or affixes (Table 3.2).

Table 3.2: Consonant position types analysed  
according to transitions.

CV VC

C1 y n
C2 y y
C3 n y

The perceptual cues produced in these transitions presumably explain the differ-
ent ranges of consonants that can be distinguished in the three classes (J. Blevins, 
2004). As in other Australian languages, the intervocalic C2 position hosts the full 
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array of consonant contrasts (as in Table 3.1 above). Position C1, the word-initial 
or post-consonantal onset, is constrained by lacking the alveolar/retroflex con-
trast found elsewhere (§3.6), and lacking both ‘rhotic’ consonants, glide /ɻ/ or 
trill /ɾ/ (Table 3.3). It is also worth noting that the laminal nasal /n̪/, while it does 
occur word-initially, occurs in just three common words, and in these is often 
phonetically deleted.9

Labial Laminal Apical Dorsal

Obstruent
Voiceless p t ̪ t k

Voiced b d

Nasal m n̪ n ŋ

Lateral l

Glide w j

Table 3.3: C1 consonants: Syllable onset, either word-initial or  
post-consonantal. Shaded /n̪/ is rare in this position.

Table 3.4: Syllable coda (including word-final) consonant inventory.

Labial Laminal Apical Dorsal

Alveolar Retroflex

Obstruent p t ̪ t ʈ k

Nasal m n̪ n ɳ ŋ

Lateral l ɭ

Trill / tap ɾ

Glide j

Position C3, the syllable coda position, hosts contrastive retroflexion, but alto-
gether collapses the distinctions of obstruent closure and voicing (Table 3.4). The 
merged coda obstruents are realised as voiceless, unreleased stops. Two of the 
three glides are also absent: the laminal glide /j/ occurs but neither the labial glide 
/w/ nor the rhotic glide /ɻ/ occur (unlike in Western Daly, which has coda /ɻ/).  

9 The only common words with initial /n̪/ are /n̪ini/ and /n̪inta/ (both anaphoric demonstra-
tives), and /n̪in̪i/ 2sg. The demonstratives are often pronounced without their initial nasal, while 
the 2sg pronoun is pronounced by many younger speakers as /nin̪i/, perhaps under contact in-
fluence from Western Daly languages (e.g. Marri Ngarr /nin̪/ 2sg, Marri Tjevin /nan̪/ 2sg). I am 
grateful for Joe Blythe for first drawing my attention to this alternative pronunciation.
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Laminals /t,̪ n̪/ in this position have a distinctly palatalised allophone, producing 
a high-front offglide on the preceding vowel, e.g. /kaɾat/̪ → [kaɾa͡iȶ] ‘devil’.10

3.3.2 Consonant cluster constraints

Further constraints apply to codas and onsets when they occur in heterosyllabic 
clusters, i.e. /C1VC3.C1VC3/ (Street & Mollinjin, 1981, p. 204). I focus here on evi-
dence from morphologically simple words, while also introducing evidence from 
morpho-phonological alternations, which will be more fully explored in the next 
chapter (§4.4.3). There are two constraints observable in consonant clusters, 
both of which reiterate patterns found throughout Australian languages, though 
the possibilities in Murrinhpatha are again more diverse than Pama-Nyungan 
 languages. These are constraints against increasing sonority (*obs-son) and 
peripheral-coronal place sequences (*per-cor). These are in addition to the 
cluster constraints that follow directly from positional classes described above 
(i.e. coda limitations and post-consonantal onset limitations).11

The constraint against increasing sonority is both a trans-Australian cluster 
constraint, and a common global pattern (Murray & Venneman, 1983; Seo, 2011). 
For many Australian languages this constraint has a quite restrictive version in 
which only sonorant-obstruent (son-obs) clusters are permitted (Hamilton, 1996, 
p. 155ff.), but for Murrinhpatha there is a more permissive version that also allows 
equal-sonority clusters (obs-obs and son-son), and constrains only increas-
ing sonority, i.e. *obs-son. However even this is not an absolute constraint in 
Murrinh patha; there are a handful of unanalysable roots attested with obs-son 
clusters, including /kikmun/ ‘wax’ and /ŋut̪ŋen/ ‘ordinary’. However these are 
notably rare in the lexicon compared to clusters with level or decreasing sonority 
profiles; and of course these few exceptions may indeed represent historical mor-
phology that has become totally opaque.

The second major constraint, against peripheral-coronal place sequences 
(*per-cor), is this time a pattern that is endemic to Australian languages  (Hamilton, 
1996, pp. 109–113), but runs counter to a constraint observed on other continents. 
Evidence has been adduced from several unrelated languages that there is a 

10 This palatalisation is the strongest co-articulation allophony I have observed in Murrinh-
patha. I suspect that it has a functional motivation in making perceptible the coda distinction / 
t,̪ t/, which would otherwise be very weakly cued in the VC transition (Ohala, 1990).
11 Note also that there is a general scarcity of the palatal glide /j/ in clusters, even though by 
sonority preferences we might expect to find it in coda position. Some of the few monomorphe-
mic exceptions are /tu̪jkem/ (place name) and /paljiɾ/ ‘rock’. This is again a common Australian 
pattern (Hamilton, 1996, p. 167).
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general constraint in the opposite direction, i.e. *cor-per (J. Blevins, 2004, p. 126; 
Blust, 1979). For example, it has been observed that English uses regressive place 
assimilation to avoid *cor-per (e.g. footprint [fʊp.pɹɪnt]), while allowing per-cor 
(e.g. riptide [rɪp.ta᷇ɪd]) (Blust, 1979, p. 103). Australian languages show the oppo-
site tendency, i.e. *per-cor. In Murrinhpatha, this constraint is quite categorical 
among unanalysable roots, as there are no roots with /__{p, k, m, ŋ}.{t,̪ ʈ, n̪, ɳ}__ / 
etc. On the other hand, there are a few compound lexemes, even some deeply lexi-
calised (semantically opaque) ones, in which *per-cor is violated (13–16).

(13) ŋapkapti
 ŋap-ŋap-ʈi
 sense-plur-bottom
 sorcerer who steals kidney fat
(14) ken̪ti̪pta̪ɾ
 kem-ti̪p-ta̪ɾ
 sit.3sg.prsnl-dark-quite
 (place name)
(15) bekta̪j
 bek-ta̪j
 howl-mouth
 open mouth
(16) baŋmaŋta̪j
 baŋ-baŋ-ta̪j
 pierce-plur-tree
 breakable tree

Evidence from morpho-phonological juncture processes confirms both the appli-
cation of the two constraints, *obs-son and *per-cor, and the non-categorical 
nature of their enforcement. For both constraints, there is more than one type of 
resolution that can be used to avert a violation. For *obs-son, the most common 
resolutions affect the C1 (onset) sonorant, which can either be strengthened to an 
obstruent to produce a more harmonic obs-obs cluster, or deleted altogether so 
that C3 becomes a simple, intervocalic onset (17, 18). Also attested, but in fewer 
constructions, is the deletion of the C3 (coda) obstruent to produce a simple inter-
vocalic onset (19). Finally, we see that the constraint is not absolute in lexical 
compounds, as the *obs-son contour sometimes is left unresolved (20).

(17) ŋiɾkkiɾk
 ŋiɾk-ŋiɾk
 growling (Street 2012)
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(18) letetmam
 let-let-mam
 stick-stick-do.3sg.nfut

sticky
(19) puniŋkawaɭawaɭakta̪
 puni-ŋka-waɭak-waɭak-ða

slash.3sg.pst-eye-rub-rub-pst
they fell asleep (LCh, 2009-11-21_03)

(20) ta̪pŋini
 ta̪p-ŋini
 touch-body

physically attractive (Street 2012)

For *per-cor, there are again both complex constructions that resolve the con-
straint, and others that retain a violation. Cases of resolution all target the C3 
(coda) position, either assimilating it to the same place of articulation as the C1 
onset, or deleting it altogether (21, 22). This pattern supports a cross-linguistic 
observation of regressive place assimilation in consonant clusters, reflecting the 
domination of CV onset transitions over VC coda transitions (J. Blevins, 2004, 
p. 118; Gordon, 2016, p. 128). As we might expect from the *per-cor violations
exhibited above for lexicalised constructs, this constraint is also sometimes vio-
lated in transparent constructs (23).

(21) nuŋan̪tu̪k
 nuŋam-tu̪k
 use.feet.3sg.nfut-search

she searches
(22) kanaɖi
 kanam-ɖi
 be.3sg.nfut-enter

she went in
(23) tumtum
 tum-tum
 dry-dry

Cluster resolution phenomena in morphological constructs in addition shows 
some interaction between *obs-son and *per-cor constraints, and most impor-
tantly for the current study, some variation depending on the type of morphologi-
cal construct involved. These matters will be addressed in the next chapter as part 
of the discussion of morphologically specific phonology (§4.5).
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3.4 Obstruent voicing, closure and length

In terms of obstruents, Australian languages can be divided into those with a 
single obstruent series, and those with contrastive fortis and lenis obstruents. 
Murrinhpatha and other Daly languages are outliers of the fortis/lenis group. The 
single obstruent series languages constitute the largest group, especially among 
Pama-Nyungan languages (Dixon, 1980, p. 132ff.; Evans, 1995). But there is also 
a substantial number of fortis/lenis languages, where the contrast appears only 
in word-medial positions and involves a phonetic distinction of both closure 
duration and voicing (Butcher, 2004; Stoakes, 2013). These languages are found 
in a genetically diverse cluster in the Top End (e.g. Gupapuyngu, Bininj Gun-
wok, Wagiman), and in more closely related clusters in eastern central Australia 
(e.g. Wangkumarra, Adnyamathanha) and in Cape York Peninsula (e.g. Mbiywom, 
Wik Muminh) (Austin, 1988). The main environment for these contrasts is inter-
vocalic, though in some languages they also occur in clusters after sonorants 
(nasals, laterals or trills). For some languages they are closely related to distinc-
tive vowel lengths, with the fortis obstruent following short vowels, and the lenis 
obstruent following long vowels, e.g. /ăʈa, aːɖa/.

The Murrinhpatha fricatives /ð, ɣ/ follow the general pattern of the fortis/
lenis systems, in that they are word-medial and weakly articulated. But the 
 Murrinhpatha voiced stops /b, d/ produce a different type of contrast, both 
in that it is more specifically a voicing contrast between stops, and because it 
occurs in syllable onsets of any position. This should therefore be seen as a third 
type of obstruent contrast in Australian languages, a ‘true voicing contrast’. As 
far as I know, the only other clear attestations of a true voicing contrast are in 
 Murrinhpatha’s neighbouring languages, the related language Ngan’gi (Reid, 
1990, p. 39ff.), and the Western Daly languages (Green, 1989, p. 17ff.).12

Previous analyses on Murrinhpatha have posited a simpler voiceless/voiced 
category distinction (e.g. Street & Mollinjin, 1981; Walsh, 1976), but I here present 
distributional and realisational evidence for a three-way split: voiceless stops, 
voiced stops and fricatives. Further, I here explore a non-contrastive pattern of 
voiceless obstruent lengthening in word-medial positions. This is necessary for 
fully understanding the system of obstruent contrasts, and the geminate sono-
rant phenomena described in the following section.

12 Two Paman languages from distant Cape York are also claimed to have a true voicing contrast 
(Kunjen, Umbuygamu: Sommer, 1969, 1976), but the purported contrast has not been described 
in detail and it is not clear whether it is operative word-initially. Kala Lagaw Ya does have a 
well-attested, true voicing contrast, but in general it shows many signs of combining Australian 
grammatical features with Papuan phonology (Mitchell, 2015).
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3.4.1 Voicing and closure contrasts

Voiced stops /b, ɖ/ can be distinguished from fricatives /ð, ɣ/ firstly on the 
grounds of phonetic realisation. The dental fricative is usually realised with actual 
 frication, while dorsal fricative may involve either frication or an approximated 
constriction. The voiced stops have full closure, but maintain voicing through-
out. But there is also a distributional distinction. Voiced obstruents occur in both 
C1 and C2 onset positions (24–26), while fricatives occur only as C2, i.e. in word- 
medial intervocalic onsets (27, 28). Note that the latter statement refers only to 
‘phonologised’ fricatives, i.e. those that are consistently realised as  continuants. 
There are phonetic lenition effects that produce variably fricated realisations 
of voiceless stops in C1 position (§3.3.1.). Further positional neutralisations that 
affect all obstruent types will be discussed below.

(24) bamam ‘white’
(25) kiɾikbe ‘bird’
(26) pibim ‘they are standing’
(27) ŋam-ŋkuðuk ‘I licked it’
(28) kiɣaj ‘young man’

In fact the distribution of fricatives is limited not just to C2, but in most cases is 
limited to C2 at the onset of bound morphs. Almost all examples of /ð/ are at the 
beginning of bound morphs such as /-ðap/ ‘shut’ and /-ða/ pst, with just a few 
morph-medial instances such as /-ŋaða/ ‘brief’ and /kuɻaɣaða/ ‘boomerang’.13 
/ɣ/ occurs mostly just in bound coverb onsets such as /-ɣuɖuk/ ‘drink’ and 
/-ɣuma/ ‘make smoke’, though there are also a handful of morph-medials such as 
/kiɣaj/ ‘young man’ and /niɣunu/ ‘she’.

Aside from distribution in word structure, there is a further morpho- phonological 
difference between voiced stops and fricatives. Voiced stops are subject to progres-
sive nasalisation in compounds (29) (§3.7), while fricatives in the same position 
remain as oral obstruents, but lose their manner contrast (30, see below).

(29) demmuɣaɭ
 dem-buɣaɭ
 pierce.rr.3sg.nfut-melt
 it’s melted    (DP, 2015-06-29)

13 The rare demonstrative /ti̪ ~ ði/ ‘there’ may be something of an exception, as it often appears 
to have voicing and/or frication in its initial obstruent, despite it being in word-initial position.
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(30) den̪ta̪p
 dem-ðap
 pierce.rr.3sg.nfut-shut
 it’s shut

The contrastive voiced obstruents /b, ɖ/ have a broad distribution and no obvious 
signs of developing as a result of morpho-phonological process, while the  fricatives 
/ð, ɣ/ have a limited distribution and may be explicable as a result of phonolo-
gised lenition in bound morphemes. Further light will be shed on this topic in the 
sections on phonetic obstruent length (§3.7) and  morpho-phonological juncture 
lenition (§4.4).

3.4.2 Positional neutralisations

Obstruent voicing and closure contrasts, e.g. /p, b/ or /t,̪ ð/, occur only in syllable 
onsets. Coda obstruents are neutralised to a voiceless unreleased stop, [p̚] etc.14 
Further, there are no contrasts in nasal-obstruent clusters, where the only obstru-
ent type is short and has variable voicing. I represent these manner-neutral 
obstruents using the symbols /p, t,̪ ʈ, k/, which in the post-nasal context should 
be understood as having no voicing or manner specification. When a voiced 
obstruent is brought into a post-nasal environment at a morphological juncture, 
the obstruent is either nasalised (§3.7), or realised as a manner-neutral obstruent 
(31). Bound stems beginning with either voiceless stops or fricatives are realised 
as manner-neutral (32, 33).

(31) nuŋammat ~ nuŋampat
 nuŋam-bat
 use.feet.3sg.nfut-throw.weapon
 he threw the weapon
(32) dan̪ta̪p
 dam-ta̪p
 pierce.3sg.nfut-taste
 she tasted it
(33) dan̪ta̪p
 dam-ðap
 pierce.3sg.nfut-close
 she closed it

14 There are two apparent exceptions, /ɟebɟeb/ ‘food’ and /ɟegɟeg/ ‘play’.
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3.4.3 Phonetic realisation of contrasts

Murrinhpatha voiceless stops are realised with voicing lagging behind stop release 
by around 20–60 ms, and with an ‘aspirated’ burst of air. The voiced obstruents, 
by contrast, have voicing active before release, and have little or no burst. This is 
consistent with Butcher’s (2004) articulatory findings using airflow measurements, 
which show that Murrinhpatha voiceless obstruents are produced with much higher 
intra-oral pressure than their voiced counterparts. Measurements and sample spec-
trograms presented here are typical tokens from careful speech; analysis of the range 
of phonetic variation is beyond the scope of this study. Figure 3.1 (a, b) shows sample 
spectrograms from the same speaker, exhibiting the word-initial contrast for /p, b/.

Figure 3.1(a): Spectrogram for /putput/ ‘pregnant’ (GM, 1990_AB).

In word-initial position there is no length contrast for voiceless/voiced stops, i.e. /p, 
b/ and /t, d/ all have durations around 50–100 ms. This is evident in tokens where 
the target words are phrase medial, as in Figure 3.4(a) below. However in word-me-
dial intervocalic position, the contrast is of both voicing and duration, with only 
voiceless obstruents subject to a phonetic lengthening pattern described in the 
next section. Figure 3.2 illustrates the contrast, with medial voiceless /p/ closure of 
172 ms, and medial voiced /b/ closure of 88 ms (cf. Walsh, 1976, pp. 320–324). Voicing 
is clearly visible in /b/, while /p/ lacks voicing, and has a distinctive release burst.

The voiceless stop / fricative contrast, as mentioned above, is in word- medial 
intervocalic onsets only. Fricatives contrast with stops by making only partial 
closure, during which voicing continues. For the laminal there is generally light 
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Figure 3.1(b): Spectrogram for /burbur/ ‘cold’ (GM, 1990_AB).

Figure 3.2(a): Word-medial intervocalic /p/, duration 172 ms (MiJa, 2013-01-08).
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Figure 3.2(b): Word-medial intervocalic /b/, duration 88 ms (MiJa, 2013-01-08).

Figure 3.3(a): Acoustic realisation of laminal fricative /ð/ (JaDo, 2013-01-21).
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Figure 3.3(b): Acoustic realisation of dorsal fricative /ɣ/ (AxLa, 2013-01-15).

frication [ð], while for the dorsal there is either frication or merely approximation 
[ɣ ~ ɰ]. Figure 3.3 shows sample spectrograms.

3.4.4  Word-medial obstruent lengthening

As mentioned above, voiceless obstruents /p, t,̪ t, k/ in word-medial position have 
a long closure duration, typically in the range 150–200 ms, while in word-initial 
position both voiceless and voiced stops are around 50–100 ms. This phenom-
enon merits discussion because it is related to morpho-phonological lenition 
effects in complex words (§4.4), and because it may explain the limited distribu-
tion of the fricative obstruent phonemes /ð, ɣ/.

Figure 3.4 illustrates the positional effect on voiceless obstruent length, with 
tokens of /p/ in initial position (79 ms) and medial position (150 ms).

We might ask if the different obstruent lengths should be analysed as an 
effect of prosodic prominence, since the medial obstruents in disyllabic words 
always follow the vowel that anchors pitch accent /CV́CːVC/, and it has been 
argued for various Australian languages that post-stress consonants are length-
ened (Fletcher & Butcher, 2014, pp. 120–121; Fletcher, Stoakes, Loakes, & Singer, 
2015). However evidence from trisyllabic and quadrisyllabic words undermines 
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Figure 3.4(a): Short initial /p/ in [puʈek] ‘dirt’ (McKu, 2013-01-07).

Figure 3.4(b): Long medial /p/ in [ta̪pːak] ‘fog’ (McJa, 2013-01-02).

this hypothesis. Obstruents in these longer words are lengthened either after or 
before the prominent syllable (34–38), which is always penultimate (§4.3).

Long obstruents in trisyllabic words
(34) [kumúkːuɾ] ‘fighting stick’ (DP, 2015-09-29_AT)
(35) [dakːá:ɾan̪] ‘polygynous’ (DP, 2015-09-29_AT)
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 Long obstruents in quadrisyllabic words
(36) [kalamátːi] ‘malevolent spirit known for biting people’
(37) [lametːíŋi] ‘uncircumcised boy’ (RaTu, 2016-07_FN)
(38) [ti̪t ̪ː imámpe] ‘fan fern’ (DP, 2015-09-29_AT)

However there does seem to be one restriction on voiceless obstruent length-
ening in word-medial positions. Where a longer word contains more than one 
medial voiceless obstruent, only the right-most of these is long. Words with a 
medial voiceless obstruent only at the first syllable juncture exhibit length-
ening as expected (39, 40), but words with another voiceless obstruent at the 
next juncture exhibit lengthening only on the right-most obstruent (41, 42, 
Figure 3.5).

(39) [ŋipːilin̪] ‘river’
(40) [ŋapːuɭu] ‘breast’
(41) [ŋapapːa] ‘sugar glider’
(42) [mutitːi]  ‘lower back’

Figure 3.5: Right-most obstruent lengthening in [ŋapapːa] ‘sugar glider’ (DePu, 2013-01-11).

Note that multiple voiceless obstruent syllable junctures (i.e./CVKVKVC/, where 
/K/ = any voiceless obstruent), are rare in Murrinhpatha simple words. Exam-
ples (41, 42) appear to be historically complex: /mu-ʈi-ʈi/ ??-buttocks-plur ‘lower 
back’; /ŋa-pa-pa/ ??-screech-plur ‘sugar glider’. Apart from these lexicalised 



60   3 Segmental sound patterns

outliers, we can posit a general phonological constraint */CVKVKVC/. Indeed 
precisely this constraint is found in a northern Australian language, Ngalakgan, 
where it applies to phonemically long obstruents (Baker, 2008, p. 291). Baker 
analyses these as geminate onset clusters, and observes that there can only be 
one such cluster within a lexical word.15

The positionally determined lengthening of obstruents occurs only in the 
voiceless series /p, t,̪ t, k/, and not in the voiced alternates /b, ɖ/. The latter main-
tain about the same duration range, around 50–100 ms, in both initial and medial 
positions.

We will see below that non-lengthened voiceless obstruents are subject to 
phonetic lenition, often being articulated without full oral closure.

For independent words, the lenition of unlengthened obstruents is a pho-
netic variable (i.e. /p/ → [p̆ ~ β ~ w]), usually in word-initial position. But at initial 
position in bound lexical stems, the fricative or glide realisation is  phonologised 
following a vowel. Voiceless obstruents therefore morpho-phonologically 
 alternate with fricatives and glides (§4.4). This alternation may indeed be the orig-
inal source of the fricative phonemes /ð, ɣ/, which as we saw above, are limited 
to word-medial positions, mostly at the beginning of bound morphs. The stem- 
medial examples, such as the synchronically unanalysable /kiɣaj/ ‘young man’ 
may of course be the residue of now opaque morphology.

3.5 Geminate sonorants and voiced stops

Murrinhpatha has contrastive single/geminate consonants of a type that is quite 
unusual among Australian languages.16 Various northern Australian languages 
have contrastive consonant length, but in all other cases this is an obstruent 
contrast, usually described as a phonemic distinction between short/long stops 
(Butcher, 2004; Stoakes, 2013). We have just seen that in Murrinhpatha, voiceless 
obstruent lengthening is a phonetic phenomenon determined by word position. 

15 Another interesting comparison is that Ngalakgan geminates in suffixes are reduced to sin-
gleton if they are preceded by any geminate, or other obstruent cluster, within the prosodic word 
(Baker, 2008, pp. 252ff.). Compare this to the short length of the voiceless obstruents succeed-
ed by another voiceless obstruent in Murrinhpatha /ŋapapːa/, /muʈiʈːi/. The blocking of length 
seems to work in opposite directions in Ngalakgan and Murrinhpatha, just as the two languages 
assign prosodic prominence from opposite ends of the word.
16 This may also be quite unusual at a global level. An earlier work on geminate typology 
suggested that geminate sonorants are only found where there are also geminate obstruents 
 (Podesva, 2002), but Blevins (2004, p. 178) uses a wider sample of languages to show that this 
is not the case.
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Phonologically contrastive length applies instead to two sonorants and a voiced 
obstruent, all of which are apical: /n, l, ɖ/. Note that the alveolar/retroflex status 
of these phonemes is rather unclear (§3.6).

Contrastive geminates appear in finite verb stems, where gemination of the 
stem consonant marks plural subject inflection (§5.5). This type of systematic son-
orant gemination has not been reported for any other Australian language except 
Ngan’gi (Reid, 1990, p. 407ff.), though a lexically limited contrast is attested for 
various other languages.17

The geminate contrast appears in stem alternations on nine of the 39 finite 
verb stems: /ni/ ‘be’, /nu/ ‘use feet’, /na/ ‘use fire’, /la/ ‘wipe’, /la/ ‘eat’, /ɖu/ 
impel, as well as associated reflexive verb stems. These verb stems alternate a 
singleton form for singular subject with geminate form for plural subject, e.g.  
/ŋu-nu-ŋam/1sg-use.feet.sg-nfut, /ŋu-nnu-ŋam/ 1pl-use.feet.pl-nfut. The 
alternation is quite paradigmatically regular for the verbs in which it operates,18 
and for first-person forms it is the sole marker of plural inflection, thus forming 
minimal pairs as above. For second and third person it sometimes combines 
with alternations in the word-initial consonant, e.g. /di-la-Ø/ 3sg-wipe.sg-pst,  
/pi-lla-Ø/ 3pl-wipe.pl-pst (§5.5). Figure 3.6 illustrates the realisation of the length 
contrast, in this instance with closure durations /n/ = 50 ms and /nn/ 153 ms. 
These are careful speech tokens, and in spontaneous speech the durational dis-
tinction seems to be more subtle.

The historical source for contrastive geminates is a plural */ɾ(V)/ prefix that 
preceded finite verb stems (Green, 2003). For apical-onset stems this assimilated 
to the stem consonant, e.g. */ŋu-ɾ-nu/ 1-pl-use.feet > /ŋu-nnu/ 1-use.feet.pl,19 
while for labial or velar consonants it has been deleted (presuming that it also 
appeared with these verb stems). It is also deleted in three verbs with laminal 
nasal-obstruent clusters in their stems – /n̪ta̪/ ‘crouch’, /n̪ti̪/ ‘perch’ and /n̪ti̪ 
/ ‘have’ – though since all of these have clusters, it is unclear whether /ɾ/ has 
deleted because they are laminal, or because of illicit CCC clustering. In fact the 
/ɾ/ formative only remains present in some verbs with stems that have lost all 
consonants e.g. /ŋi-i-ni/ 1-sit-pst, /ŋa-ɾ-i-ni/ 1-pl-sit.pl-pst (§5.5) (Green, 2003, 

17 Andrew Butcher (p.c.) has drawn my attention to a scattering of attested contrasts between 
singleton and geminate sonorants in Adnyamathanha, Wik Mungkan and Bajjamalh. But none 
of these languages makes extensive use of geminate sonorants. 
18 The gemination pattern is only broken for the pst forms of /ni/ ‘be’, which have a singleton 
suppletive /ɖi/ for both singular and plural subject.
19 The apical assimilation has unusual consequences for the tap /ɾ/, for which Green (2003: 143) 
suggests reconstructions like */ŋuɾɾu/ > /ŋuɻu/ go.1sg.irr. Murrinhpatha’s flap verb-stems /ɾu/ 
‘go’ and /ɾa/ ‘watch’ do indeed alternate with retroflex approximants in plural forms.
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Figure 3.6(a): Singleton /n/ in /ŋaj ŋunuŋam-me-t ̪uɾ/ ‘I stepped on it’ (LP, 2015-07-08_LS).

Figure 3.6(b): Geminate /nn/ in /ŋanki ŋunnuŋam-me-t u̪ɾ/ ‘we stepped on it’ (LP, 2015-07-08_LS).
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p. 138ff.). These reconstructions explain why contrastive gemination appears for 
apical /n, l, ɖ/, and not for other places of articulation. The absence of gemina-
tion for voiceless stops may be simply because finite verb stems have no (unclus-
tered) voiceless stops (§5.4).

I here label the long sonorant phones as ‘geminates’, and represent them 
as two-segment strings e.g. /nn/, averting the need to posit further phonemic 
contrasts e.g. /n, nː/. Note however that this is somewhat problematic for the 
geminate voiced obstruent /ɖɖ/. To maintain a two-segment analysis here we 
must posit a voiced obstruent in a syllable coda, e.g. /ŋuɖ.ɖan/ impel.1pl.nfut, 
though this is unusual since coda obstruents are otherwise voiceless. Alterna-
tively we might posit a complex onset, i.e. /ŋu.ɖɖan/, though this would again 
be highly unusual, since all other onsets are simple. In summary, both possible 
segment/syllable analyses of gemination violate otherwise very solid phonologi-
cal patterns in the language.

3.6 The intermediate status of retroflexion

Contrastive alveolar and retroflex apical consonants are found in many Austral-
ian languages, though the contrast is usually neutralised in word-initial position 
(Fletcher & Butcher, 2014, p. 103), and in some languages the contrast is not consist-
ently realised (e.g. Garrwa: Mushin, 2012; Central Arrernte: Tabain, 2009). Several 
Daly region languages lack the contrast altogether (Dixon, 2002a, p. 565), and in 
Ngan’gi there is non-contrastive variation between alveolar/retroflex articulations 
(Reid, 1990, p. 41). In Murrinhpatha there is some evidence for contrastive retroflex-
ion, though it is not consistently realised. Alveolar and retroflex apicals are there-
fore in an ‘intermediate’ phonological relationship, neither fully contrastive pho-
nemes nor totally unpredictable allophones (Goldsmith, 1995; Hall, 2013). Linguists 
working on Murrinhpatha have not reached consistent judgements about whether 
particular lexemes have alveolar or retroflex phonological representations, and 
native speakers I have worked with do not give clear guidance on this point. There-
fore acoustic data analysis would be required to rigorously investigate this topic. In 
this discussion I confine myself to sketching the outlines of the problem.

Street (2012) lists many lexemes as having contrastive alveolar/retroflex 
apicals in word-medial and word-final positions, and supportive evidence can be 
found for some of these in speech data from some speakers. For example, speaker 
AMN (b. 1962) produces distinctive vowel transitions into the word- medial later-
als in /kala/ ‘bandicoot’ and /kaɭaj/ ‘fishing net’, with a subtle (to my percep-
tion) rhotic colouring for the retroflex. The most visible effect this has on formant 
 structure is a lowering of F3 and F4. For the alveolar apical in /al/ the formants stay 
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flat at about 2500Hz and 3500Hz respectively, while for the retroflex apical in /aɭ/ 
they descend to around 2000/2800Hz on transition to the consonant (Figure 3.7).

Figure 3.7(a): Alveolar apical lateral in /kala/ ‘bandicoot’ with highlighting on F3 and F4 
transitions for /al/ (AMN, 2015-07-02_AT).

Figure 3.7(b): Retroflex lateral in /kaɭaj/ ‘fishing net’ with highlighting on F3 and F4 transitions 
for /aɭ/ (AMN, 2015-07-02_AT).

A second speaker, PeBu (b. 1958), illustrates the obstruent contrast attested by 
Street in the roots /-bat/ ‘hit, throw’ versus /-paʈ/ ‘leave’. Again this is reflected in 
an acoustic contrast between flat F3/F4 formants for /at/ and descending transi-
tions for /aʈ/ (Figure 3.8).
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Figure 3.8(a): Alveolar apical obstruent in /bat-bat/ ‘right hand’ (PeBu, 1990_AB).

Figure 3.8(b): Retroflex obstruent in /kanam-paʈ/ ‘she left it’ (PeBu, 1990_AB).
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However not all data supports Street’s proposed contrasts. Various speakers 
produce /bat/ ‘hit, throw’ and /paʈ / ‘leave’ without a clear retroflexion contrast 
(Figure 3.9). Most of the high-quality audio data available is for younger speak-
ers, and it is possible that merger of the alveolar / retroflex contrast is a gen-
erational change. However there is also some evidence of non-contrastiveness 
from somewhat older speakers (e.g. AMN, b. 1962), and Street’s (2012) dictionary 

Figure 3.9(a): /t ̪unu-bat/ ‘throw it!’ (DePu, 2016-06_AMP).

Figure 3.9(b): /t ̪ani-paʈ/ ‘leave it!’ (DePu, 2016-06_AMP).
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also suggests some variability among older speakers, for example listing both  
/kuli ~ kuɭi/ ‘bereaved parent’ and /wanaŋkal ~ waɳaŋkal/ ‘healer’. More exten-
sive acoustic data analysis would be required to delineate the distribution of the 
retroflexion contrast within the speech community.

In the word-initial position, which has been recognised as a neutralising 
context for apicals in previous studies (e.g. Street & Mollinjin, 1981), there is again 
variable realisation, though with a general tendency for retroflexion to occur after 
a vowel. In this book the representation of apicals as alveolar or retroflex gener-
ally follows the decision reached by Street (2012), except for in few cases where 
examples I have collected appear to directly contradict Street’s version. It should 
be kept in mind that apicals can generally be produced with varying degrees of 
retroflexion, according to the speaker.

In summary, some acoustic data does support the notion of contrastive ret-
roflexion in Murrinhpatha, while other data casts doubt upon it. One possible 
explanation is that this is a matter of inter-speaker variation, perhaps related 
to diverse personal language histories in contact with other languages of the 
Daly Region. Murrinhpatha sits on a historic borderline between languages to 
the south that have contrastive retroflexion (e.g. Jaminjung), and languages to 
the north and inland that do not (e.g. Marrithiyel, Ngan’gi, Malak-malak) (Dixon, 
2002a, p.  565ff.). An intermediate phonological contrast may here reflect an 
‘intermediate’ position in linguistic geography.

3.7 Connected speech processes

Phonetic reductions that occur when words are spoken together in fluent, connected 
speech may be seen as marginal phenomena, separable from the more systematic 
phonological structures of the language. However, connected speech processes 
are of interest as some form the basis for morpho-phonological juncture effects in 
complex words (§4.5). The connected speech reductions discussed here are subdi-
vided into those that involve progressive assimilation of morpheme- initial conso-
nants, and those that involve degemination. These are of course not the full range 
of connected speech reductions that occur, but they are some of the most salient 
because they involve phonemic segments becoming phonetically identical to other 
phonemic segments, e.g. /p/ → [w]. The phonetic reductions described here are sys-
tematic and frequent in connected speech, but tend to disappear in careful speech.20

20 Note however that some of the pronunciations described here appear even in elicited, self- 
monitored speech tokens, especially when produced by younger male speakers (Mansfield, 2015a). 
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3.7.1 Progressive consonant assimilation

I describe here three progressive consonant assimilations: nasal liquidation /ln, 
ɾn/ → [ll, ɾɾ], labial glide fortition /mw/ → [mp ~ mm], and a class of intervocalic 
obstruent lenitions /p, t,̪ k/ → [β, ð, ɣ].

Nasal liquidation
Nasal liquidation predominantly affects three suffixes beginning with /n/: /-nu/ 
fut, /-nime/ pauc.m and /-nukun/ gen, advers (43–45). There is no reason to 
suspect that it is specific to these morphological structures; rather, these are 
simply by far the most common constructions producing /ln, ɾn/ sequences. 
Unlike the other assimilations described here, nasal liquidation does not have a 
phonologised counterpart attested for compound word structures, however this 
may simply be due to the lack of /l-n, ɾ-n/ sequences across morphological junc-
tures in compounds. Furthermore, there are no /ln, ɾn/ clusters attested in simple 
stems, suggesting that there is a general phonological constraint against such 
sequences. Nasal liquidation has not been attested as a phonetic or phonological 
process in any other Australian language as far as I know, though it does occur in 
the Caucasian language Udi (Harris, 2002, p. 34).

(43) baʈallu
 ba-ʈal-nu

affect.3sg.irr-chop-fut
she will chop it

(44) kawuɾɾime
 ka-wuɾ-nime
 carry.3pl.irr-drag-pauc.m

they (pauc.) might drag it
(45) naŋkallukun
 naŋkal-nukun
 who-gen

whose (is it)?

Labial glide fortition
Labial glide fortition also occurs predominantly with suffixes, /-waɖa/ seq, /-wuɾan/ 
go.impf, /-waŋu/ dir (46–48). The phonetic fortition to [p ~ m] is likely not a binary 
choice so much as a cline of gesture timing between closure of velum and labial 
release (Browman & Goldstein, 1992). Labial glide fortition also occurs as a phonol-
ogised alternation, but only at compound-internal morphological junctures (§4.5).
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(46) ŋunuŋampaɖa
 ŋunuŋam-waɖa
 use.feet.1sg.nfut-seq
 I’m going now  (FeBu, 2004-06-24)
(47) ŋaɾa mampuɾan 
 ŋaɾa  mam-wuɾan
 intg do.3sg.nfut-go.impf
 what does it do?  (AMN, 2015-01-30_Pr3-D1)
(48) jeɾpilammaŋu
 jeɾpilam-waŋu
 place.name-towards
 towards Yerrpilam  (JaLo, 2013-06-22_02)

Voiceless obstruent lenition
Voiceless obstruent lenition mainly affects morph-initial segments, and is exhibited 
not just in suffixes, but also at the beginning of independent words. Many lexical 
stems begin with voiceless obstruents, and the required context for lenition, a preced-
ing vowel, is very frequent. Three voiceless obstruents /p, t,̪ k/ are subject to lenition, 
becoming realised as fricatives (often voiced), approximants or deleted altogether. 
For simplicity I here represent voiced fricative realisations only: [β, ð, ɣ]. The lenited 
variants are more common for /p, k/ at the beginning of both independent words 
and bound lexical stems, while for /t/̪ lenition is mostly limited to suffixes (49–51) 
(Mansfield, 2015a). The apicals /t, ʈ/ do not usually exhibit phonetic lenition (52).

(49) miβaɳu  βuɖanwiβaɳam
 mi-paɳu  puɖan-wi-paɳam
 veg-grass impel.3pl.nfut-smoke-be.impf
 they are smoking marijuana
(50) ɣaɖuɣaɲi  niŋaɲȶiɣanam
 kaɖu-kan̪i niŋam-ti̪-kanam
 pers-this use.fire.3sg.nfut-cook-be.impf
 this person is cooking
(51) naɲȶita̪pak  ȶipmam  wuɾiniwaɭakta̪ðaɾa
 nan̪ti̪-ta̪pak ti̪pmam wuɾini-paɭak-ta̪-ta̪ɾa
 thing-mist black go.3sg.pst-slither-pst-move
 black mist settled
(52) kutiwuŋku
 ku-tiwuŋku
 anim-eagle
 eagle
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Voiceless obstruent lenition generally occurs only on morpheme-initial seg-
ments because these are phonetically short, while morpheme-medial voiceless 
obstruents are long, and thus protected from lenition (§3.4.4). However, as we saw 
above, voiceless obstruents are not long when there is another voiceless obstru-
ent occurring to their right within the word. In these cases phonetic lenition is 
just as frequent, if not more so, than in word-initial position (53). We may there-
fore observe that the more precise target of lenition is any non-lengthened voice-
less obstruent, though for simplicity of exposition it will generally suffice to refer 
to ‘initial obstruent lenition’.

(53) ŋaβapa
 ŋapapa

sugar glider

Bound morphemes beginning with voiceless obstruents phonologise lenition 
when they are lexical elements of compounds (coverbs, body-part nominals; 
§8.4, §8.5). In the phonologised lenition, glides and fricatives are produced, and
the apical obstruent is also lenited: /p, t,̪ ʈ, k/ → /w, ð, ɻ, ɣ/.

3.7.2 Degemination

Murrinhpatha has geminate consonants at morphological boundaries in com-
pounds, and in some finite verb stems where erstwhile morphological bounda-
ries become somewhat opaque (§5.4). In both cases geminates may be reduced to 
singleton length in connected speech (54, 55).

(54)  baŋamelmelwuɾan
 baŋam-melmel-wuɾan
 affect.3sg.nfut-flatten.plur-go.impf

he is flattening it
(55)  pulamat ̪
 pullam-at ̪
 eat.3pl.nfut-eat

they ate it

Degemination of vowels may occur whenever these are brought together by pho-
netic deletion of the consonant in between (56). A few coverbs have phonologised 
initial consonant deletion (§8.4), and when these are brought into contact with a 
preceding vowel there is phonologised (obligatory) reduction to a single vowel. 
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For most sequences it is V1 that remains (57), while the /ia/ sequence is merged 
to /e/ (58).

(56) ɖiɾaŋaɻatu̪
 ɖiɾaŋaɻa-katu̪
 place.name-from
 from Dirrangara
(57) maŋan̪n̪eʈ
 maŋan-n̪e-aʈ
 use.hands.1sg.nfut-3sg.obj.f-get
 I got it for her  (Street, 1987, p. 110)
(58) pibet
 pibi-at
 stand.3pl.pst-stand
 they stood   (Street, 1987, p. 110)

3.8 Loanwords and lexico-phonological strata

A substantial proportion of the lexicon used in contemporary Murrinhpatha 
speech consists of recognisable loanwords from English and Jaminjung (a Mirndi 
language bordering Murrinhpatha territory to the south, (Schultze-Berndt, 
2000)). Loanwords have had a major effect in expanding the segmental and 
syllabic inventory of Murrinhpatha, though they have not affected the morpho- 
phonological structures of the language. Loanwords as a rule are independent 
lexical words,21 and may host nominal or phrasal morphology, but cannot act as 
stems of finite verbs. Examples throughout this book include few English loan-
words, because inherited vocabulary often provides more complete illustrations 
of morphology. It should be noted that examples are in this sense somewhat 
unrepresentative of the contemporary lexicon.

Loanwords are sometimes completely assimilated to the phonology of the 
receiving language (e.g. Fr. crêpe > Eng /kreɪp/), but in other instances they 
maintain phonological structures (segmental, phonotactic or prosodic) that were 
 previously not in the phonology of the receiving language (e.g. déjà vu > /deɪʒavuː/). 
 

21 There are a handful of exceptions where English-derived nouns have become ‘bound roots’, 
occurring only in compounds (§7.1.1.).
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The receiving language thus has distinct sound patterns associated with 
lexical subsets of distinct etymological provenance, and these can be labelled 
 ‘lexico-phonological strata’ (Itô & Mester, 1995). Though the strata have their 
origin in lexical borrowing, they are ultimately defined by phonology rather than 
etymology. Not all loanwords from a given source language will bring with them 
the imported sound pattern (some words may be phonologically assimilated), 
and with time these strata may no longer be recognised by speakers as borrow-
ings, even though they maintain distinctive phonological structures (e.g. Latin 
loanwords in English, Chomsky & Halle, 1968, pp. 171–174; Sanskrit loanwords in 
Malayalam, Mohanan, 1986).

Murrinhpatha is undoubtedly replete with loanwords from various neighbour-
ing languages, which however cannot be easily distinguished on phonological 
grounds. But there is a clear stratum of lexemes that betray their origin in Jaminjung 
by their use of a post-alveolar laminal obstruent before back vowels, i.e. /ȶa, ȶu/.22 
In Murrinhpatha’s older hereditary stratum there is a single laminal obstruent /t/̪,  
which is realised with a dental place of articulation before back vowels [ta̪, tu̪], 
and a post-alveolar articulation before front vowels [ȶe, ȶi]. Jaminjung, by contrast, 
has contrastive palatals as in thabba ‘stick out’, jab ‘get detached’. Jaminjing > 
Murrinhpatha loans that have the post-alveolar before a back vowel maintain the 
source phonology, rather than integrating to the older Murrinhpatha allophony, 
thus establishing a laminal contrast in Murrinhpatha. Such loanwords and loan 
stems include /ȶaɳʈu/ ‘boat’, /ȶalaŋka/ ‘billabong’, /-ȶuŋ/ ‘kiss’, /ȶanpa/ ‘cere-
mony genre’, /kaȶawula/ ‘ceremonial head-dress’, /ȶalput ~ ȶelput/ ‘house’, and 
various subsection names such as /ȶaŋaɭa/. Loanword strata of this type have 
elsewhere been identified as a common source of laminal contrasts in Austral-
ian languages (Dixon, 2002a, p. 562). Murrinhpatha also has a noun classifier  
/ȶu/ violence (§7.2), which may have been borrowed or otherwise influence by 
related forms in the sister language Ngan’gi, where laminals are usually palatal 
(Reid, 1990, pp. 46, 287).23 The existence of this one apparently non-Jaminjung 
item in the post-alveolar contrast stratum for the moment remains unexplained.

The English lexico-phonological stratum, which at the oldest might have 
begun development in the late nineteenth century (Walsh, 2011), contributes a 

22 In fact some of these could be from other languages to the south that have /ȶa, ȶu/, though 
Jaminjung is the most likely source, being the immediate southern neighbour and with extensive 
contact with Murrinhpatha (§2.2.1). Intensive social contact between Murrinhpatha and Jamin-
jung speakers was focused on cattle stations where the two worked alongside one another in the 
early twentieth century (Harvey, 2013; Stanner, 1936).
23 Potentially related forms are Ngan’gikurungurr yuri ‘striker’ and tyun ‘large woomera’ (Reid, 
1990, p. 287).
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much larger proportion of the contemporary Murrinhpatha vocabulary, and a 
much larger range of distinctive phonological structures (Mansfield, 2015b). These 
have been borrowed both directly from contact with Australian English speakers, 
but also via contact with the English-lexified Kriol spoken by many Aboriginal 
people across northern Australia (Sandefur, 1986), and perhaps earlier via contact 
with a pidgin variety used for trade and labour. The English stratum adds several 
new contrastive segments: fricatives /f, s, ʃ/ in syllable onsets, one new simple 
vowel /o/ (and, marginally, a tense vowel /ʉ/), and two diphthongs /ai, ei/ (59–63).

(59) finit ̪ ‘finish’
(60) seip ‘save’
(61) ʃeip  ‘shape’
(62) taim ‘time’
(63) tʉ ‘two’

The English stratum also introduces new phonotactics for already existing seg-
ments: word-initial /ɻ/, word-initial onsetless syllables V(C), and the full range of 
English onset clusters, /sp, pl, tɻ/ etc (64–68).

(64) inpol ‘involve’
(65) ɻait ‘right’
(66) spidi ‘speedy’
(67) pleit ‘plate’
(68) tɻaj ‘try’

Some older English borrowings, though they assimilate fricatives to the pre- 
existing voiceless stop series, nonetheless add further vocabulary to the laminal 
contrast stratum, e.g. /ȶaba/ ‘afternoon’ (< Eng. supper), /ȶuɣa/ ‘sugar’, /atȶat/̪ 
‘outside’. The English stratum also introduces a laminal contrast to the nasals, 
e.g. /ɲuwan/ ‘new’. On the other hand some English sound patterns are assim-
ilated rather than imported, including the /h/ segment, various other vowels, 
coda obstruent manner distinctions, and coda clusters (69–74).

(69) ospaip ‘hose-pipe’ /həʉz/
(70) atȶait ‘outside’ /æɔtsaɪd/
(71) bek24 ‘bag’ /bæg/

24 I represent English voiced obstruent codas as assimilating to the non-contrastive 
 Murrinhpatha coda obstruent series, even though in some loanword tokens the contrast does 
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(72) fɻit ̪ ‘fridge’ /fɻɪdʒ/
(73) fɻen ‘friend’
(74) teis ‘taste’

Finally, it is worth noting that some English loanwords introduce word-final 
accentual anchoring, breaking the general Murrinhpatha pattern of penultimate 
accent (75) (§4.3). On the other hand, there is some evidence of English word- 
initial stress lexemes being assimilated to the Murrinhpatha accentual pattern 
(76), though this has not been investigated extensively.

(75)  antastén ‘understand’
(76) keméɻa ‘camera’  (MaMi, 2015-07-21)

The expanded consonant inventory of contemporary Murrinhpatha, combining 
the inherited lexicon with Jaminjung and English lexico-phonological strata, 
is illustrated in Table 3.5. Shading indicates recently absorbed phonemes. The 
expanded vowel inventory is illustrated in Figure 3.10.

Table 3.5: Contemporary Murrinhpatha consonant inventory. Shading indicates recently 
absorbed lexico-phonological strata.

Labial          Laminal                    Apical Dorsal

Dental Post-alveolar Alveolar Retroflex

Obstruent

Voiceless p t ̪ ȶ t ʈ k

Voiced b d ɖ

Fricative f ð ʃ s ɣ

Nasal m n̪ ɲ n ɳ ŋ

Lateral l ɭ

Trill / tap            ɾ

Glide w          j            ɻ

 appear to be maintained, e.g. /beg/ ‘bag’. I have not yet gathered evidence sufficient to confi-
dently attest this as an imported sound pattern.
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3.9 Summary

We have seen in this chapter that the basic phonological structure of Murrinh-
patha words follows some of the typical characteristics found in other  Australian 
 languages: simple syllable shapes, maximised consonant contrasts in word- 
medial intervocalic position, cluster constraints. But it has rather broader pos-
sibilities than has been reported for other Australian languages, especially those 
of the Pama-Nyungan family: obstruent codas, obstruent manner contrasts in 
onsets, and a more variable satisfaction of cluster constraints. We have in addition 
noted an interesting pattern of phonetic obstruent lengthening at word- medial 
positions, which however is not applied to bound morphs with initial obstruents. 
The unlengthened obstruents are subject to lenition, which is phonologised as 
morpho-phonological juncture alternations for many bound stems, as we will see 
in the next chapter. The next chapter will also explore how the building blocks 
described here are deployed more specifically in different morphological struc-
tures, and in particular how these structures combine with supra-segmental fea-
tures (vowel length and pitch) to mark out prosodic word and phrase units.

Figure 3.10: Contemporary Murrinhpatha 
vowel inventory including (greyed) recently 
absorbed lexico-phonological strata.
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4 Morphologically specific sound patterns

4.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the morpho-phonology of Murrinhpatha – that is to say, 
the ways in which certain morphological structures exhibit specific phonological 
patterns. Some morphosyntactic classes in Murrinhpatha use restricted subsets 
of the full phonological inventory. A related phenomenon is allomorphic alterna-
tion where morphological elements combine. These phenomena are mediated by 
higher level phonological structures, i.e. the ‘prosodic constituents’ of prosodic 
word and syllable, which are introduced in this chapter. These prosodic constit-
uents mediate the relationship between segmental phonology (described in the 
previous chapter) and the structure of stems, affixes, derivation and compound-
ing (described in the following chapters).

The first part of this chapter (§4.2) introduces morphosyntactic classes, with 
particular attention to their phonological characteristics. Murrinhpatha phonol-
ogy exhibits patterns specific to morphosyntactic classes, the most dramatic of 
which is that open lexical classes use obstruent codas, while the closed classes 
(which includes finite verb stems) have only sonorant codas. The two open 
classes, nominals and coverbs, are lexical stem classes in which some members 
are independent words, some can be either independent or compounded, and 
some appear only in compounds. Finite verb stems can also be considered a 
lexical class, though some members are highly grammaticalised, as explained 
in later chapters (§5, §8). Finite verb stems are a closed set of just 39 members, 
clearly distinguished from the other lexical classes by the fact that they always 
appear in inflected (finite) form. In addition to the lexical classes, I identify five 
classes of bound grammatical morphs. Finally, there is a small closed class of 
function words: independent words with grammatical meanings.

The second part of the chapter (§4.3) describes the prosodic word (PWord, ω), 
one of the key analytical concepts in this book. The PWord is the basic sound 
shape of a minimal utterance, and is characterised by a minimal requirement 
of bimoraic phonological weight. PWords may have prosodically adjunct bound 
morphs attached to them (§1.8), and one or more PWords together with their 
adjuncts form a prosodic phrase (PPhrase, ɸ). The PPhrase is marked by a single 
pitch accent, anchored on the penultimate syllable of the right-most PWord in 
the phrase. On this basis we can classify a few basic types of PPhrases: phrase 
consisting of a standalone PWord, which itself may be morphologically simplex 
or complex (1, 2); phrase consisting of PWord with adjuncts (3); phrase consisting 
of multiple PWords and any adjuncts (4).

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503306
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(1) [[malkimáɾin]ω]ɸ

 vein
(2) [[ŋunuŋám-ku]ω]ɸ

 use.feet.1sg.nfut-throw
 I threw it away
(3) [[puma-pát ̪̪a]ω-nu-ŋime]ɸ

 use.hands.3pl.irr-make-fut-pauc.f
 they will make it
(4) [[kale]ω [nukúnu]ω-ðaŋunu]ɸ

 mother 3sg.m-source
 from his mother

The final part of the chapter (§4.5) describes phonological alternations that occur 
at morphological junctures within PWords. These are specific to PWord-internal 
junctures, and have a tendency to mask the morphological constituents of the 
PWord, especially in cases where the alternations are not predictable by rules. 
Nonetheless there are clear patterns evident in the alternations, and these can 
be motivated by positing phonological constraints, the most complex of which 
involve consonant clusters. One of the major constraints on consonant clusters 
is a dispreference for peripheral-coronal place contours, *per-cor (Hamilton, 
1996). This is of considerable interest from the point of view of phonological 
typology, because it is the inverse of place contours observed on other continents, 
which exhibit a *cor-per constraint (Blust, 1979; Lahiri, 2012).

4.2 Morphological categories and their phonological shape

I here lay out the morphological categories of Murrinhpatha, each of which will 
be described in more detail in the remaining chapters of the book. The morpho-
logical categories are identified by their distinct distributions – the positions they 
may fill in phrase structures and complex word structures – however, they also 
have distinctive phonological characteristics. In this chapter, our focus is on the 
phonological characteristics of the morphological categories, in particular their 
prosodic constituency and their distinctive use of the language’s overall segmen-
tal inventory.

I identify three ‘lexical’ classes – nominals, coverbs and finite verb stems – 
though the last of these has only a semi-lexical character, since it is a closed class 
and some of its members are highly grammaticalised. Each of the lexical classes 
has distributional sub-categories referencing particular phrase or word struc-
tures in which some members of the class are constrained to appear – i.e. some 
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may appear only as independent words, while others appear only in compounds. 
But there are other members that can be either bound or independent, thus moti-
vating the superordinate category. The notion of ‘independent word’ that I draw 
upon here refers to morphs that can be spoken alone as a meaningful utterance, 
though in the final chapter I discuss alternative approaches to wordhood in 
Murrinhpatha (§9.4). In addition to the lexical classes, there are six grammati-
cal classes – i.e. closed classes, whose members have more abstract semantics 
such as tense or number categories. These are semi-regular inflectional forma-
tives, predicate inflectional suffixes, adverbials, discourse tags, case markers and 
 function words.
(a) Nominals are an open lexical class, typically referring to either entities or 

properties of entities. To some extent nominals might be further subclassed 
into nouns and adjectives, distinguishing those that denote an entity versus 
those that denote a property of an entity (Wierzbicka, 1986). However there 
is no clear morphosyntactic distinction between these (Dixon, 1980, p. 272; 
Walsh, 1976, p. 126ff.), so for the purposes of this book they are treated 
together as a single class. However, multiple nominals can be combined in a 
noun phrase, the structure of which suggests further sub-categorisation into 
generic nouns, specific nouns, adjectives and determiners (§7.3). Some adjec-
tives can also function as adverbs, specifying the manner of action or event.

i. Free nominals are those that appear as independent words, and account
for most of the category. These are mostly of a lexical, i.e. semantically
specific character, but also include paradigmatic sets, in particular
demonstratives, pronouns, numerals and interrogatives.

ii. Incorporated body parts are a closed class of body-part nouns that are
compounded to coverbs, which are in turn compounded to finite verb
stems (§8.5). Some incorporated body parts also appear as free nominals, 
whereas others appear only as incorporated.

iii. Classifier nominals are a closed class that occur both as independent
words or as the first element of nominal compounds, in which they clas-
sify nominal referents according to an ontological paradigm (§7.3). In
view of the latter function, they may also be considered a distinct class of 
bound grammatical morphs.

(b) Coverbs are the other open lexical class. The distinction from nominals is not 
sharp, because there are some lexemes that can be used both as nominals 
and as coverbs (Mansfield, 2016a, p. 412), and neither is there a sharp distinc-
tion in the bound morphology they host (§8.4). However we can posit distinct 
nominal and coverb syntactic roles, where the nominal forms part of a noun 
phrase (§7.3), while the coverb forms part of a phrasal verb or compound 
verb. In some cases the same lexeme can take on either of these roles.



4.2 Morphological categories and their phonological shape   79

  i. Free coverbs are those that appear as distributionally independent 
words, and may take up the position before a finite verb in a phrasal verb 
construction (§8.2). Most free coverbs can also appear as bound coverbs.

ii. Bound coverbs are those that appear compounded to finite verb stems. 
The majority of coverbs are bound only, though a few can be either bound 
or free.

(c) Finite verb stems are a closed class that is sharply distinct from the categories 
above. These have a clear morphosyntactic distinction in that there are no 
non-finite or ‘bare stem’ forms, but only forms inflected for person, number 
and tense. This inflectional morphology is very unpredictable in form 
(§5.2), and is not shared with other word classes. In most parts of this book, 
finite verb stems are represented as single units, e.g. /wuɾan/ go.3sg.nfut. 
However in sections that focus on their inflectional patterns, segmented 
versions are presented, e.g. /wu-ɾa-n/ 3sg-go-nfut. Where segmentation is 
applied, the lexical element such as /ɾa/ ‘go’ is labelled an ‘inner stem’ (see 
below).
a. Simple verb stems are those finite verb stems that can form a verbal word 

along with any appropriate inflectional morphs, but without any com-
pounded coverb. There are 11 simple verbs, and ten of these can also 
appear as classifier verb stems (only /ma/ ‘do, say’ is always simple).

b. Classifier verb stems are those that combine with a coverb to form a com-
pound verb. There are 28 stems that appear as classifiers only, and some 
of these have lost much of their lexical semantic character (§8.3).

(d) Semi-regular inflectional formatives are the ‘inner stems’ and inflectional expo-
nents of finite verb stems, e.g. /wu-ɾa-n/ 3sg-go-nfut. Semi- regular formatives 
capture patterns shared only among subsets of the finite stem class. To the 
extent that some patterns occur only on a few finite stems, it is unclear whether 
they form part of the mental grammar of speakers (§1.7, §5.7). The exponence of 
an inflectional category is usually marked not by a single semi-regular forma-
tive, but rather is distributed over inner stem and affix formatives (§5.4).

(e) Predicate inflectional suffixes are bound inflectional exponents that exhibit fully 
regular patterns, i.e. without the lexical specificity of semi-regular inflectional 
formatives (§6). Regular inflectional suffixes can be hosted by either finite verbs 
or nominals, whichever has the predicating function in the clause. They specify 
inflectional categories of pronominal person, role, number and event TAM.

(f) Adverbials are a closed class of bound elements, marking fairly abstract 
modal, temporal or spatial categories (§7.6). Adverbials are not specific about 
the stem class to which they attach. They are hosted to the right of the final 
word in the phrase, though on verbs or predicating nouns they may be posi-
tioned amidst predicate inflectional affixes.
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(g) Discourse tags are pragmatic elements that, like adverbials, attach to phrases 
rather than a specific stem class (§7.7). However, unlike adverbials, discourse 
tags are always the final element at the right edge of the phrase.

(h) Case markers indicate the semantic role of a nominal argument. They attach 
to the final word of the argument noun phrase (§7.5).

(i) Function words are a handful miscellaneous independent words not included 
any of the categories above. These are a multi-purpose preposition and com-
plementiser /ŋaɾa/25; negators /meɻe/ and /manaŋka/. These host only 
phrasal morphology that can attach to any phrase type, and thus have limited 
relevance to matters addressed in this book.

The morphological classes deploy rather different versions of the segmental 
sound patterns described in the last chapter. The open lexical classes, nomi-
nals and coverbs, use the full range of segmental patterns. Closed classes use 
more restricted segmental patterns: finite verb stems more closely conform to the 
‘standard Australian word’ profile described in the last chapter, with only sono-
rant codas, and only homorganic clusters. Bound grammatical morphs are also 
somewhat closer to the standard Australian segmental structure, though unlike 
the lexical classes, they are not always syllabic.

4.2.1 Open lexical classes: Nominals and coverbs

Nominals deploy the full set of sound patterns described in the previous chapter, 
which is to say that the maximally diverse range of ‘word’ patterns described there 
can more specifically be read as a description of Murrinhpatha nominal lexemes. 
Coverbs use the same full range of segmental patterns exhibited by nominals, but 
are unusual in that the vast majority of coverb roots are monosyllabic, in some 
cases open CV (5–7) but more frequently closed CVC(C) (7–11). Coverbs that are not 
attested as independent words are here cited with a left-edge hyphen.

(5) du ‘weep’
(6) -pa ‘scream’
(7) -la ‘climb’
(8) -paʈ ‘leave’
(9) biɭ ‘open eyes’

25 /ŋaɾa/ also acts as a general interrogative, but in that case it has similar morphosyntactic and 
prosodic behaviour to a nominal. There are also more specific interrogatives, /t ̪aŋku/ ‘which’,  
/naŋkal/ ‘who’, /mint ̪iɻe/ ‘when’, which behave morphosyntactically as nominal.
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(10) -ɭuj ‘turn’
(11) -t ̪aɾk ‘tie’

There are a few disyllabic coverb roots (e.g. /ɣuɖuk/ ‘drink’, /putet ̪̪/ ‘feel move-
ment’), and some of these are nominals that double as coverbs (e.g. /pat ̪a/ 
‘good n., make cv.’). But coverb lexemes are very often multisyllabic, even though 
coverb roots are typically monosyllabic, because so much of the coverb lexicon 
involves compounding of coverbs with body parts (12–14, §8.5), or reduplicative 
derivatives which would have once marked pluractional event structure but have 
become lexicalised as the basic form of the coverb (15, 16, §8.6).

(12) -paɳ-t ̪aɾk ‘tie loincloth’
 -groin-tie
(13) -t ̪e-pup ‘listen’
 -ear-sit
(14) -ŋka-bat ‘be surprised’
 -eye-hit
(15) -lili ‘walk’
(16) -jiɾjiɾ ‘boil’

The monosyllabic tendency among coverb roots may be linked to historical 
sources in ideophones – in some instances an ideophonic quality remains 
transparent, e.g. /du/ ‘cry’. This pattern has been observed in other northern 
Australian languages that have coverbs (Warlpiri: Nash, 1982, p. 185; Jamin-
jung: Schultze-Berndt, 2003, p. 161). There is another interesting comparison 
with other coverb languages. Pama-Nyungan (PNy) languages have very limited 
possibilities for coda consonants, either using very limited segmental types 
or no codas at all (Hamilton, 1996). But in some PNy languages with coverbs, 
such as Warumungu, a much wider range of coda consonants (including 
obstruents, laterals, approximants and trill) appear just in the coverb lexicon 
(Simpson, 1998, p. 711). This suggests that the unusual phonotactics of coverbs 
in these languages may be attributed to borrowing from non-PNy languages 
to the north. In Murrinhpatha, by contrast, we find /CVC/ word shapes with 
obstruent codas not just in the coverb lexicon, but also throughout the nominal 
vocabulary. On the other hand, we will see below that Murrinhpatha finite verb 
stems and bound morphs do not use obstruent codas, instead adhering to PNy 
 phonotactics.

Some coverbs appear as independent words, but many appear only in bound 
form, compounded to the right of finite verb stems (§8.2). Some bound coverbs 
have shapes that would not be permissible if they were independent words. Two 
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consist of only an onsetless syllable (/aʈ / ‘get, /at ̪/ ‘eat’), while several have 
complex /ŋk/ onsets (e.g. /ŋkaj/ ‘probe’, /ŋke/ ‘prevent’). In both cases, the 
coverb must combine with the preceding morph in the compound to produce a 
permissible syllabic structure (17, 18).

(17) ma.ŋa.naʈ
 maŋan-aʈ
 use.hands.1sg.nfut-get

I got it
(18) ŋaŋ.kaj.nu
 ŋa-ŋkaj-nu
 pierce.1sg.irr-probe-fut

I’ll probe it       (Street 2012, -ngkay)

Several coverbs also begin with non-word-initial continuants /ð, ɣ, ɻ/, though 
some or all of these cases can be analysed as the result of a lenition process applied 
at morpho-phonological junctures (§4.4.1), in which case we might suppose that 
historical free forms would have had voiceless obstruent onsets /t ̪, k, ʈ/.

4.2.2 Finite verb stems and semi-regular inflectional elements

Murrinhpatha finite verb stems are rather unusual in their highly irregular inflec-
tional morphology, and in the fact that they form a closed class, with just 39 
members. From a phonological point of view, what makes the finite verb stems 
interesting is that, compared to the open classes of nominals and coverbs, they 
are much closer to standard Australian word shape.

Within finite verb stem forms, we can distinguish prefix, suffix and ‘inner 
stem’ elements (§5.3). Prefixes can be further broken down into consonant and 
vowel elements, while inner stems exhibit consonant and vowel feature alterna-
tion patterns. Example (19) shows finite verb stem structure, with prefix conso-
nant and vowel, suffix, and a consonant feature alternation on the inner stem. 
Example (20) shows another example, with a vowel frontness inner stem alter-
nation. Inner stems and inflectional formatives are unlike other classes of bound 
morphology in Murrinhpatha in two ways: firstly, their relationship to grammat-
ical meanings is highly unpredictable; secondly, they are prosodically minimal, 
with some being less than a syllable in size, and others consisting of phonolog-
ical features rather than segments. It is only the whole finite verb stem that has 
a word-like shape. The morphological structure of finite verb stems is discussed 
extensively in the next chapter.
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(19) p-i-ɾi-ni
 PrefC-PrefV-Inner[c:rhotic]-Suffix
 sit.3pl.pst
(20) p-u-me-ø
 PrefC-PrefV-Inner[vf:front]-Suffix
 do.3pl.pst

The inflected forms of finite verb stems use a restricted range of segmental pat-
terns compared to nominals and coverbs. As we saw in the previous chapter, the 
open lexical classes use a range of consonants in syllable codas, supporting an 
analysis of word composition as built up from a common syllabic unit (21–23). 
But when we turn to finite verb stems, we instead find only nasals in coda posi-
tion, and the only cluster type is homorganic nasal-stop (24–27). There are also 
geminate sonorants that are not found in the open classes at all (28, §3.5), and 
all intervocalic obstruents are voiced obstruents, deriving from the fact that the 
inner stems have only voiced obstruents and homorganic nasal-stop clusters 
(e.g. /ba/ affect, /ɖu/ impel, /n̪t ̪i/ ‘have’), rather than the three-way voiced/
voiceless/continuant contrast of the open classes (29). Finite verb stems gener-
ally have a higher proportion of sonorant consonants than open class words, 
which also aligns them more closely with the general profile of Australian sound 
patterns (Fletcher & Butcher, 2014, p. 101).

 Open class word shapes
(21) wak ‘crow’
(22) maɾ.kat ̪ person’s name
(23) buk.man̪.t ̪aɾ ‘red’

 Finite verb stem (closed class) word shapes
(24) ŋi sit.1sg.irr
(25) nu.ɻu go.2pl.irr
(26) pum.pan go.3pl.nfut
(27) kan̪.t ̪a.ŋan crouch.3sg.nfut-
(28) ŋun.nu use.feet.1pl.irr
(29) pu.bam affect.3pl.nfut-

One respect in which Murrinhpatha finite verb stems do not conform to the 
standard Australian word shape is that there are many monosyllabic verb stems, 
whereas the Australian standard is minimally disyllabic (Dixon, 1980, p. 159; 
Evans, 1995, p. 739).
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4.2.3 Bound grammatical morphs

The various classes of bound grammatical morphology (predicate inflectional 
suffixes, adverbials, case markers and discourse tags) share common segmental 
patterns, though they have distinct prosodic constituencies. Bound morphs need 
not conform to syllabic structure, since they can be syllabified with the stems or 
other bound morphs to which they attach. However, for the most part they are 
made up of whole syllables and are similar phonologically to standard Australian 
word shapes, even though they do not appear as independent words.

All bound morphs are suffixes or enclitics and many are prosodically 
‘adjunct’, that is to say they are external to the prosodic word unit formed by their 
host lexeme (§1.8). They consist of up to three syllables (30–33), and their initial 
consonant may be one that is not permitted word-initially (34, 35).26

(30) =ka constituent
(31) -ŋi.me pauc.f
(32) =wa.ɖa sequential
(33) =ɖe.ji.da iterative
(34) =ɻe agentive, instrumental, perlative
(35) -ða past

There are no clear examples of grammatical prefixes in the regular morphology 
(as opposed to semi-regular inflections on the finite verb stems, which include 
prefixes). However classifier nouns are substantially grammaticalised, and can 
be analysed as ‘noun class prefixes’ (§7.1.2). These are also prosodically external, 
and have one or two syllables (36–38).

(36) ku- animate-
(37) t ̪uŋ.ku- fire-
(38) mu.ɾin̪- language-

Bound grammatical morphs are closer to the standard Australian word shape 
than are the open lexical classes of Murrinhpatha. Bound morphs have only son-
orant codas, though they do not have the same highly restricted set of medial 
consonants as finite verb stems (39–43). Murrinhpatha bound morphs thus 

26 I am analytically agnostic as to the underlying form of such morphs, since they alternate in 
manner according to the final segment of their host, and either alternant could be taken as de-
rived from morpho-phonological process. I.e. /V=ɻe ~ C=ʈe, V-ða ~ C-t ̪a/ (§4.4.1).
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conform to a widely observed pattern of affixes drawing on a restricted subset 
of the phonological inventory (Hopper & Traugott, 2003, p. 154), though this has 
been shown to be a pattern rather than a universal (Bybee, 2005).

(39) =nu.kun -genitive, adversative
(40) =ŋa.t ̪a -conditional
(41) =ŋaða -diminutive
(42) =wan.ku -comitative
(43) t ̪amul- spear-

There are a few exceptions to the otherwise whole-syllable structure of bound 
morphs. Interestingly, these are all prosodically internal suffixes, either object 
(obj) or oblique (obl) pronominal suffixes, or a paucal (pc) number modifier 
with which they combine (§6.2.4). Most obj/obl pronominals do have word-like 
shapes (44–46), but there are also three members of the paradigm (total N = 16) 
that are non-syllabic, being either /CCV/ or just /C/ (47–49). The final example 
(49) is an allomorph phonologically conditioned by a preceding vowel, which has 
led to phonologised lenition of the otherwise syllabic allomorph /-wun/. But for 
(47, 48) there are no syllabic allomorphs, so it remains unclear what sort of histor-
ical erosion or re-analysis might explain their non-syllabic shape.

(44) -ŋa 1sg.obl
(45) -wu 3pl.obl
(46) -nan 2pl.obj
(47) -mpa 2sg.obl
(48) -ŋku pc.obj
(49) -n 3pl.obj / V_

In the final sections of this chapter I will explain how segmental phonology is 
conditioned by PWord constituency. However before that it is necessary to intro-
duce both the Murrinhpatha PWord and the PPhrase.

4.3 The prosodic word

Many points of analysis in subsequent chapters will be based on identification of 
the prosodic word (PWord, ω), a structural unit that has great explanatory power 
in Murrinhpatha, as it does for many other languages (Gordon, 2016, p. 262ff.; 
McCarthy & Prince, 1993). I describe here the essential characteristics of the 
PWord, which is a minimally bimoraic, accent-anchoring unit of speech.
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The importance of PWords in Murrinhpatha has much to do with the units of 
speech that fall outside the PWord. This accounts for a significant proportion of 
bound morphology, which I label prosodically ‘external’ or ‘adjunct’ (§1.8). One or 
more PWords, together with their dependent adjuncts, together form a prosodic 
phrase (PPhrase, φ). There is exactly one pitch accent in each PPhrase, predictably 
anchored to the penultimate syllable of the right-most PWord within the PPhrase.

The PWord is a bimoraic speech unit that provides the anchor for pitch accents. 
If the PWord has two or more syllables, pitch accent is anchored on the penultimate 
syllable. Monosyllabic PWords anchor the accent on their single syllable. However 
not all PWords have accents, as multiple PWords combining into a PPhrase have 
just one accent, on the right-most PWord. The anchoring of pitch accents on 
PPhrase-final PWords is illustrated in (50) and Figure 4.1 (repeated from §1.8).

Figure 4.1: Example of Murrinhpatha prosodic constituent hierarchy.

(50) [[nukúnu]ω]φ [[palŋun]ω [peɾkénku]ω]φ [[kán̪t ̪in]ω-dim]φ

he woman two have.3sg.nfut-sit.impf
he has two women (LP, 2015-09-16_AT)

The PWord is coextensive with all morphologically simple words (nominals and 
coverbs) and with all finite verb stems including their semi-regular inflectional 
morphology. Accordingly, whenever these word types are right-most in a PPhrase, 
or indeed stand alone as utterances, they host a pitch accent on a monosyllable 
(51) or penultimate syllable (52–55).

(51) búɾk ‘great’
(52) pílin̪ ‘star’
(53) kaɖíɾak ‘eyebrow’
(54) ŋunúŋam ‘use.feet.1sg.nfut’
(55) malkimáɾin ‘vein’
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There are also combinations of lexical stems and bound morphs that are prosod-
ified within a PWord constituent. In the chapters that follow we will see several 
such constructs: verbs with pronominal suffixes and some number suffixes (§6.2), 
certain demonstrative–adverbial combinations (§7.5), predicating nominals hosting 
various inflectional and compound elements (§6.4), and compound verbs (§8.7).

As noted above, many Australian languages require two syllables for a 
minimal word. In Lardil, for example, this principle means that unaffixed mono-
syllabic lexemes require an epenthetic final /a/ to become pronounceable words 
(Wilkinson, 1988). In Murrinhpatha, as in some other non-Pama-Nyungan lan-
guages of the northern fringe, there are a substantial number of monosyllabic 
lexemes, and these are allowed to stand alone as words. The requirement here is 
not for disyllabic weight, but instead for bimoraic weight in a lone syllable. The 
bimoraic requirement is also found, for example, in Warray (Harvey & Borowsky, 
1999) and Ngalakgan (Baker & Harvey, 2003). For Warray nouns only the nucleus is 
moraic, which means that all monosyllabic words must have a lengthened vowel, 
whereas for Warray verbs, and for all Ngalakgan words, the rhyme is moraic, so 
that either a long vowel or a closed syllable satisfies the bimoraic minimum.

Bimoraic nucleus  CVː, CVːC (Warray nouns)
Bimoraic rhyme  CVː, CVC (Warray verbs, Ngalakgan nouns/verbs)

Murrinhpatha follows the latter pattern, requiring a bimoraic minimal word cal-
culated over the whole rhyme of the syllable (56, 57).

(56) baː ‘blowfly’
(57) wak ‘crow’

As we will see in the next section, open monosyllabic words such as (56) have an 
important role in allowing us to distinguish morphological constructs that are uni-
fied as a PWord, from morphological constructs that involve prosodic adjunction.

4.4 Prosodic phrases and prominence

Most descriptions of Australian languages posit a metrical grid of alternating 
primary and secondary stresses, most often involving trochaic feet aligned to the 
left edge. However these descriptions are usually impressionistic, and phonetic 
evidence, where available, has not always supported the phonological descrip-
tion. Some of these descriptions may have been influenced by an earlier theoret-
ical expectation, largely based on Germanic languages, that all languages have a 
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metrical grid. More recent research in prosodic phonology has largely dispelled 
this assumption (e.g. Goedemans & van Zanten, 2014; Hyman, 2014).

For Murrinhpatha there have been several phonological descriptions of stress, 
but these have not concurred on which syllables bear stress (more on this below). 
While I have not attempted a phonetic study using systematic measurements in 
controlled contexts, I have not been able to find acoustic correlates to support any 
of the earlier proposals for stress in Murrinhpatha, either by careful listening or 
by examining wave forms in Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 2012). The occurrence 
of PPhrase-final, PWord-penultimate pitch peaks, however, is very consistent, 
and can be easily detected visually or auditorily once utterances are inspected 
in Praat. In view of this, and emboldened by recent findings of stresslessness in 
prosodic phonology, I therefore propose that Murrinhpatha probably does not 
have any metrical grid of alternating stressed syllables. Rejection of the metrical 
grid is equivalent to proposing that syllables are grouped directly into PWord and 
PPhrase constituents, without the mediation of metrical feet (Hayes, 1995).

The only systematic form of prominence that I have identified is the pitch 
accent anchored to the penultimate syllable (see below). With a metrical foot 
structure, longer words should have further stressed syllables. However I have not 
been able to detect any such prominences in terms of pitch, duration, intensity 
or segmental quality. Longer PWords have only a single penultimate prominence, 
e.g. [malkimáɾin]ω ‘vein’, and lack other types of syllabic prominence by which 
we might diagnose foot structure, e.g. *[(màlki)(máɾin)]ω. On the other hand, two 
observations are indirectly suggestive of trochaic feet: (a) pitch accent is penulti-
mate, which could be neatly interpreted as anchoring on the final trochaic foot;  
(b) the PWord must be bimoraic, which could be interpreted as a requirement 
to map onto a bimoraic foot. But against these points we must weigh the lack of 
any secondary prominences that would provide positive evidence for non-final 
feet in longer words, especially those with uneven syllable counts, e.g. ?[kuj-(nu-
ŋku)-(kéɖe)]ω ~ ?[(kuj-nu)-ŋku -(kéɖe)]ω ‘they will tangle themselves’. Therefore 
I propose a ‘flat’ prosodic hierarchy, with the syllable directly dominated by the 
PWord (Figure 4.2).

Figure 4.2: Prosodic constituency for a compound verb forming a single PWord.
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(58) pumaɻiɣeɖek
 puma-ʈi-keɖek
 use.hands.3pl.irr-buttocks-finish
 they will finish it

The Murrinhpatha prosodic system therefore has no lexical contrasts, but rather 
has a demarcative function triangulating the boundary of PWord and PPhrase 
constituents (Hyman, 2014). The system is similar to that of French, which is 
also analysed as having demarcative pitch accents but no lexical stress (Jun & 
Fougeron, 2002); but among Australian languages no system of this type has 
been described.

4.4.1 The pitch accent

In pragmatically unmarked declarative sentences, the pitch accent that marks 
out distinct PPhrases involves a high tone immediately followed by a low tone. 
I tentatively analyse this as an H* pitch accent on the PWord’s penultimate syl-
lable, with a L- phrasal declarative tone anchored to the PWord’s final syllable 
(Ladd, 2008, p. 88). In monosyllabic PWords, the H*_L- sequence is compressed 
into a sharp HL fall within the single, lengthened syllable (see figures 4.3 and 4.4 
below). However pitch structure is not further analysed in this study. The main 
contribution of this study to higher-level prosodic analysis is the description of 
two syntactic phrase types, Noun Phrase and Preposition Phrase, that are real-
ised prosodically as single PPhrases. I briefly explore other syntactic constituents 
that are not prosodic phrases, and defer other aspects of phrase structure to a 
general study of Murrinhpatha syntax.

The position of accents was determined by viewing pitch contours super- 
imposed on spectrograms in Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 2012), though in some 
cases where the software fails to trace a clear pitch contour, the accent position 
was instead determined by listening to each syllable in isolation. Figures 4.3–4.6 
illustrate accentual peaks exhibited in monosyllabic, disyllabic, trisyllabic and 
quadrisyllabic PWords. In each case the PWord is right-most in the PPhrase 
because it is the only PWord in the PPhrase.

Figure 4.7 illustrates a PPhrase containing two PWords, a possessed noun 
and its pronominal possessor respectively (59). Only the right-most PWord exhib-
its the H*_L- tone sequence.
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Figure 4.3: Monosyllabic PWord [ɖa-[ɳíɳ]ω]ϕ ‘dream’ (DP, 2015-07-07_AT).

Figure 4.4: Disyllabic PWord [[dániɲ]ω]ϕ ‘tree sp.’ (DP, 2015-06-29_AT).
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Figure 4.5: Trisyllabic PWord [ku-[daɾáŋaɲ]ω]ϕ ‘John Dory fish’ (DP, 2015-06-29_AT).

Figure 4.6: Quadrisyllabic PWord [[kanuŋánku]ω]φ ‘my father’s father’ (DP, 2015-07-01_AT).
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Figure 4.7: Spectrogram for (59): PPhrase containing two PWords.

(59) [[kale]ω  [nukúnu]ω]φ

 mother 3sg.m
his mother  (OwB, 2013-01-03)

4.4.2 Prosodic adjuncts

Various bound grammatical morphs are adjoined to lexical stems while remaining 
outside of the PWord constituted by the stem. I label these ‘prosodic adjuncts’, or 
‘external’ as opposed to ‘internal’ bound morphs. Prosodic adjuncts are formed 
by many Murrinhpatha suffixes, and by the left head in nom-nom compounds, 
which includes the somewhat grammaticalised nominals that are labelled ‘clas-
sifier nominals’ (§7.2).

Lexical hosts that are open monosyllables /CV/ play a special role in 
revealing the prosodic status of bound morphs. With prosodic adjuncts, the 
host must satisfy the bimoraic PWord minimum on its own, which is to say 
that an open monosyllabic host must have its vowel lengthened (60, 61). This 
contrasts with internal bound morphemes or compounds, which contribute to 
the bimoraic minimum and therefore circumvent the need for vowel lengthen-
ing (62, 63).
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(60) [náː]ω-ða-ɖini
 use.feet.3sg.pst-pst-sit.impf
 she was going along
(61) ku-[kéː]ω

 anim-nerite.mollusc
(62) [ná-ŋe]ω

 say.2sg.irr-1pl.obl
 tell her
(63) [bé-puɭ]ω

 arm-wash
 wash away

As mentioned above, the monosyllabic or penultimate accent anchored to the 
PWord is the only systematic form of prosodic prominence in Murrinhpatha. 
Adjuncts are prosodically weak. Where verbs have multiple suffixes, adjunction 
can result in long strings of weak syllables. Figure 4.8 (64) exhibits two PPhrases, 
the second of which has five adjunct syllables. The pitch trace shows H*_L- 
sequences for each PPhrase, and the lack of any further tonal events disturbing 
the smooth declension of the second PPhrase after the right edge of the PWord  
/pumaðap/.

Figure 4.8: Spectrogram for (62), illustrating smooth pitch declension in external suffixes.
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(64) [[ȶúː]ω]φ [[pumá-ðap]ω-nu-ŋime-puɾu]φ

 fight use.hands.1incl.irr-stop-fut-pauc.f-go.imfp
we will stop fighting (AMN, 2015-01-29_PrT2SC1)

Figure 4.9 (65) illustrates another example of a PPhrase and its pitch countour. 
This time the PPhrase consists of a single polysyllabic verb, with the pitch contour 
ascending smoothly to the PWord-penultimate pitch accent, and smoothly declin-
ing in an adjunct suffix.

(65) [[mam-wun-ŋku-ðámdum]ω-nime]φ

 use.hands.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-pc.obj-squash-pauc.m
she is squashing them        (DP, 2015-06-29_AT)

Figure 4.9: Spectrogram and pitch contour for (63), illustrating single pitch peak in a 
polysyllabic verb.

4.4.3 Prosodic phrase mapping to syntactic phrases

There has been relative little research into phrase structure in Murrinhpatha, and 
the focus of this study is on more tightly bound ‘word’ units (§1.7.2). However 
some brief comments further elucidate the prosody of the PPhrase. Only two syn-
tactic phrase types have been identified that constitute single PPhrases. Firstly, 
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there a noun phrase (NP) of the form [Neg Noun+ Adj Det]NP (66, 67), where no 
element is obligatory and Det is a possessor, demonstrative or numeral (Blythe, 
2009, p. 102; Mujkic, 2013). The NP is further described in (§7.2.2). Secondly, there 
is a prepositional phrase of the form [Prep NP]PP (68), for which there is just a 
single polysemous preposition /ŋaɾa/.

(66) [[meː]ω [paŋu-ɖá=ŋu]ω]φ [[meː]ω [kan̪í=ŋu]ω]φ

 [foot there-loc=towards]np  [foot here=dir]np
 a foot over there, a foot over here  (SeDu, 2015-07-09_SL)
(67) [mi-[ŋiː]ω [wíje]ω]φ

 [veg-penis bad]np
 infected penis (MNi, 2013-07_clinic)
(68) [[ŋaɾa]ω [t ̪elput]ω [ŋáj]ω]φ [[ŋaɳe-ŋéɾen]ω-ða-nime]φ

 [loc house 1sg]PP [be.1pauc.irr-talk-pst-pauc.m]VP

 we were going to talk at my house    (DP, 2012-06-20_25)

As demonstrated by (66, 67), unaccented words in an NP still have PWord 
constituency as demonstrated by the bimoraic vowel. This is in contrast to 
 nominal-nominal (nom-nom) compounds that may be constructed of exactly the 
same lexical components, but prosodify the head nominal as an adjunct, and 
produce more lexicalised (non-transparent) meanings (§7.2).

Verbs combined with subject or object argument NPs prosodify as multiple 
PPhrases (69, 70). There is also flexibility of word order among these elements 
and frequent omission of argument NPs, so there is no obvious reason to posit 
syntactic phrase structure (§1.2). The same prosodic and syntactic independence 
is found in nominal + nominal copula clauses (71). Thus there is some evidence 
of a relationship between PPhrase integration and syntactic constituency: NPs 
have a set syntactic sequence of elements, and are bound into a unified PPhrase, 
whereas verb + nominal or nominal + nominal copula combinations have no 
fixed order and are prosodically independent.

(69) [[káɖu]ω]φ [[baŋam-t ̪awí-bu]ω-ɖim]φ

 person affect.3sg.nfut-mouth-incend-sit.impf
 he’s lighting up (a cigarette) (ArM, 2013-01-05)
(70) [[mam-pát ̪a]ω]φ [[káː]ω]φ

 use.hands.3sg.nfut-fix car
 he fixed the car  (McJa, 2013-01-02)
(71) [[réddan]ω=ka]φ  [[pépe]ω=waɖa]φ

 red=cst down=seq
 then the red one is downwards  (ArM, 2013-01-05)
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Coverb + verb combinations, on the other hand, have fairly rigid word order, but 
are prosodified as two PPhrases (72, 73). This word order is not altogether rigid: 
the vast majority of coverb + verb combinations place the coverb first, but there 
are very occasional examples of the coverb following verb (74, 75). Further inves-
tigation of phrasal constituency is deferred to a study of Murrinhpatha syntax.

(72) [[bé-puɭ]ω]φ [[wuɾíni]ω-ða]φ

 arm-wash go.3sg.pst-pst
he went along washing them away (KM, 2012-06-20_26)

(73) [[ɻáɻi]ω]φ [[ɖím-na]ω-kanam]φ

 worry sit.3sg.nfut-3sg.obl-be.impf
he’s worrying (McKu, 2013-01-07)

(74) [kaɖu-[ŋalán̪t ̪aɾ]ω]φ [[panam-ka-kámpa]ω-nime]φ [[kámpa]ω]φ

pers-old.man be.3pl.nfut-pauc-laugh-pauc.m laugh
the old men are laughing (AnBu, 2013-01-09)

(75) [[púma]ω]φ [[séip]ω]φ

 do.1incl.irr save
we’ll save it (PlPu, 2011-09-01_02)

4.4.4 Previous descriptions of Murrinhpatha stress

The prosodic description above is substantially at variance with previous 
descriptions of Murrinhpatha stress. Previous studies posit multiple stressed 
syllables within the PWord, though these descriptions may have been swayed by 
an expectation that Murrinhpatha stress should behave like the stress systems 
described for other Australian languages, which typically involve both primary 
and secondary stresses interpolated rhythmically across the length of the word. 
Phonetic studies of Australian stress systems have shown in some cases that 
earlier impressionistic descriptions were unreliable (Bowern, Alpher, & Round, 
2013; Tabain, Fletcher, & Butcher, 2014).

Previous descriptions of Murrinhpatha stress assignment are particularly 
problematic because they do not converge in their empirical claims. The four pre-
vious descriptions disagree substantially as to which syllables are prominent, as 
illustrated in Table 4.1.27 As mentioned above, this study does not posit any sys-
tematic prominence other than penultimate pitch accents.

27 Where aligned words are not exactly the same, they illustrate parallel morphological struc-
tures that would be expected to have the same stress pattern. Some forms in Walsh, Street & 
Mollinjin and Mansfield columns are constructed from stated rules.



4.4 Prosodic phrases and prominence   97

4.4.5 Comparison to other Australian prosodic systems

Other prosodic systems described for Australian languages involve, canoni-
cally, primary stress on the initial syllable, followed by secondary-stressed tro-
chaic feet, which are aligned where possible with morphological boundaries in 
complex words (Baker, 2014, pp. 153–164; Fletcher & Butcher, 2014, pp. 114–116). 
Representative examples can be illustrated from Warlpiri (76, 77).

Warlpiri stress
(76) wátijà-ɭa tree-loc
(77) wátija-ɭà-ɭu tree-loc-erg (Nash, 1980, p. 102)

There is some diversity of prosodic systems, especially in northern Australia, 
but I have not been able to identify any other Australian language that has been 
described as having a penultimate stress or accent, and no metrical footing. Tiwi 
(Osborne, 1974) is described as having a basic penultimate stress, but also with 
trochaic feet producing secondary accents to the left of this. Jingulu (Pensalfini, 
2003), Wardaman (Merlan, 1994) and Worrorra (Clendon, 2014) are also described 
as having basic penultimate primary stress, again combined with foot structure, but 
with some trisyllabic words lexically specified as stress- initial. Gaagudju (Harvey, 
2002, pp. 55–64) is the only other Australian language I have identified that is 
described as having words with a single pitch accent analysed as the only form of 
prominence in a word; this is also often penultimate, but not predictably so, and 
there is also ambivalent evidence for foot structure. Murrinhpatha’s best-described 
neighbouring languages, Ngan’gi (Reid, 1990) and Marrithiyel (Green, 1989), are 

Table 4.1: Disagreements about prosodic prominence. The shaded cells highlight the only 
points on which the descriptions agree 

Walsh 1976: 106–124 Street & Mollinjin 
1981: 206–209

Clemens 2013: 71–80 Mansfield 2014: 
176–189

? ? dím-pàɭ dím-paɭ
nígunú nígunù ? nígunu
páɳam-ká páɳam-kà pàɳám-ka páɳam-ka
púru-nú púru-nù púru-nu púru-nu
pán-ŋi-bát ? pàn-ŋí-bat pan-ŋí-bat
ŋám-ɲi-lú-wéwu ŋàm-ɲí-lu-wéwu ŋà-ɲi-ma-rígat-nu ?
? píri-kájkáj-ða pàɳi-cékcek-nu pàɳi-cékcek-nu
? nàm-píra pàn-ʈáʈal pan-ʈáʈal
? jùŋám-nin̪t ̪á-wuj bàŋam-ŋìn̪t ̪á-paɭ mùŋam-nin̪t ̪á-paɭ
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claimed to have the canonical Australian system of initial primary accent followed 
by trochaic feet. More detailed prosodic research is required for all these languages.

4.5 Prosodically internal juncture effects

We have seen above that the PWord is not always a simple lexeme, but may 
encompass morphological constructs including lexical compounds, and some 
bound grammatical morphology. The composition of such constructs may 
undergo a degree of phonological masking, as various phonological reductions 
and assimilations occur at the morphological junctures. These are  distinguished 
from general phonetic reduction by the fact that they are phonologised (occur 
both in fluent speech and in careful speech), and in many cases exhibit unpre-
dictable, lexically specified forms of reduction. Though the outcomes are not pre-
dictable by rule, we can observe some patterns in terms of interacting constraints 
on sonority, place of articulation, and inflectional versus lexical morphs.

4.5.1 Voiceless obstruent lenition

We saw in the previous chapter that non-lengthened voiceless obstruents, typi-
cally in morpheme-initial position, are subject to phonetic lenition. In connected 
speech, word-initial voiceless obstruents preceded by a vowel are frequently 
realised as fricatives, approximants, or deleted altogether. For many prosodically 
internal bound morphemes lenition is phonologised, causing voiceless obstruents 
to alternate with continuant or glide phonemes at the same places of articulation:

/p/ → /w/
/ʈ/ → /ɻ/
/t ̪a, t ̪e/  → /ða, je/
/k/ → /ɣ/

The application of this lenition to peripherals /p, k/ is quite systematic, though 
not all speakers apply the dorsal lenition (see below). For coronals /ʈ, t̪/ there is 
also phonologised lenition, but it is more piecemeal, perhaps reflecting the dif-
ferent degrees to which the obstruents are subject to phonetic lenition (§3.7). For 
example, initial obstruent lenition is attested for /-ʈibaj/ ‘fornicate’, but not for 
/-tett̪e/ ‘be alarmed’; for /-t̪e/ ‘ear’ and /-t̪aɾmu/ ‘shin’, but not /-t̪iɾi/ ‘wear pubic 
covering’ or /-t̪apka/ ‘be beautiful’. There are also instances where the laminal 
lenites despite being in a coverb-internal position, e.g. /-ða-ðap/ ‘touch’ plur, 
which departs from the system observed for peripherals.
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The morphs to which phonologised lenition applies are bound coverbs 
and body part nominals, which together form compound coverbs (§8.5). 
Coverbs, simple or compound, are in turn compounded with finite verb stems 
(79–81).

(79) mawat ̪anu
 ma-pat ̪a-nu
 use.hands.1sg.irr-good-fut
 I’ll make it
(80) ŋunuɻiðaɭnukun
 ŋunu-ʈi-ðaɭ=nukun
 use.feet.1sg.irr-bottom-open=advers
 I might slip over
(81) ɖijepup
 ɖi-t ̪e-pup
 hear.2sg.irr-ear-sit
 listen!

Lenition does not apply to voiceless obstruents at the onset of all bound lexemes, 
as some are protected by obstruent lengthening (§3.4). For morphologically 
simple words we have seen that the right-most intervocalic voiceless obstruent is 
phonetically lengthened to around twice the duration of other voiceless obstru-
ents, but this does not apply to obstruents that have another intervocalic obstru-
ent to their right (82–84).

(82) daɾipːi ‘skin’
(83) ŋipːilin̪ ‘river’
(84) ŋapapːa ‘sugar glider’

For bound lexemes, obstruent lengthening applies in a slightly different, and 
rather more complex set of circumstances. Firstly, lengthening applies when-
ever the voiceless obstruent is in the onset of a monosyllabic coverb that is the 
PWord’s final syllable. However lengthening also applies to obstruents that are 
initial in a coverb root, but medial in a coverb compound. In this way, compound 
coverbs behave somewhat like morphologically simple PWords. Roots with initial 
/p/ are used to illustrate, since they show the most consistent pattern of lenition. 
Examples (85a–87a) demonstrate protective lengthening in monosyllabic coverb 
roots, while (85b–87b) demonstrate how the same roots are otherwise exposed to 
lenition.



100   4 Morphologically specific sound patterns

(85a) dinípːiʈ
 dini-[piʈ]
 sit.3sg.pst-[come.off]

it came off
(85b) diniwíʈpiʈ
 dini-[piʈ-piʈ]
 sit.3sg.pst-[come.off-plur]

it came off bit-by-bit
(86a) kiɾan̪ípːe
 kiɾa-n̪i-[pe]
 stand.3sg.irr-1incl.obj-[head]

he will watch over us
(86b) ban̪iwéɭip
 ba-n̪i-[pe-ɭip]
 affect.3sg.irr-2sg.obj-[head-bash]

he’ll hit you on the head
(87a) memápːuɭ
 me-[ma-puɭ]
 use.hands.rr.3sg.irr-hand-wash

I will wash my hands
(87b) mawúɭpuɭ
 ma-[puɭ-puɭ]
 use.hands.3sg.irr-wash-plur

I will wash (some things)

Examples (88a–89a) demonstrate protective lengthening of obstruents which are 
morpheme-initial, but medial within a compound coverb. These need not be in 
the final, post-tonic syllable of the PWord. Examples (88b, 89b) demonstrate how 
some of the same obstruents are otherwise exposed to lenition.

(88a) ŋun̪imepːáɾaŋnu
 ŋu-n̪i-[me-paɾaŋ]-nu
 arc.1sg.irr-2sg.obj-[foot-numb]-fut

I’ll numb your foot (Street 2012, parrang)
(88b) ŋun̪iwáɾaŋnu
 ŋu-n̪i-[paɾaŋ]-nu
 arc.1sg.irr-2sg.obj-[numb]-fut

I’ll stun you (DP, 2015-07-10_AT)
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(89a) ɖempin̪ipːíŋkaɭdim
 ɖem-[win̪i-piŋkaɭ]-dim
 pierce.3sg.rr.nfut-[impose-knee]-sit.impf
 he’s kneeling (Street 2012, -winhipingkarl)
(89b) mawiŋkáɭeŋuɾu
 ma-[piŋkaɭ-ɭe]-ŋuɾu
 do.1sg.irr-[knee-turn]-go.impf
 I’ll walk with my knees turned in (Street 2012, -wingkarle)

As mentioned above, coronals /t, t̪/ are not lenited as systematically. For the 
dorsal /k/ some speakers do not produce morpho-phonological lenition in 
careful speech, and this non-leniting /k/ has been the version attested in pre-
vious  Murrinhpatha documentation (e.g. Street 2012). However most younger 
speakers produce morpho-phonological lenition /k → ɣ/ (90, 91), following the 
same patterns as other voiceless obstruents, and consistently maintaining the 
alternation even in carefully articulated speech.

(90) kaɖikampaða ~ kaɖiɣampaða
 kaɖi-kampa-ða
 be.3sg.pst-laugh-pst
 she laughed
(91) kaɖikajkajða ~ kaɖiɣajkajða
 kaɖi-kajkaj-ða
 be.3sg.pst-call.out.plur-pst
 she was calling out

4.5.2 Nasal spreading

When morphs within a PWord combine to form a cluster of nasal and voiced 
obstruent at their juncture (i.e. /n-b, m-b, n-d, m-d/), a nasal spreading process 
transforms the voiced obstruent into its nasal equivalent, e.g. /n-b/ → /nm/. By 
assimilating nasality across the cluster, this reduces the contrastive phonological 
features involved. However by increasing the sonority of the second consonant, 
it runs contrary to a general preference for declining sonority in clusters, formu-
lated as the Syllable Contact Law (Murray & Venneman, 1983; Parker, 2011, p. 
1171). I therefore treat nasal spreading separately from the cluster harmonisation 
patterns described in the following sub-section, which are heavily influenced by 
the preference for declining sonority.
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Nasal spreading appears to be categorical, or ‘fully phonologised’ in some 
compound verbs (92–94). However several other compounds show both applica-
tion and non-application of nasal spreading in careful speech (95, 96). The latter 
may be regarded as ‘partially phonologised’ assimilations.

(92) panmat
 [pan-bat]ω

arc.3sg.nfut-hit
he punched him

(93) bammat
 [bam-bat]ω

lower.rr.3sg.nfut-hit
it fell

(94) kanaɳɳum (regressive place assimilation, §4.4.3)
 kanamɳum
 [kanam-ɖum]ω

 be.3sg.nfut-not.visible
it is out of sight

(95) dembuɣaɭ ~ demmuɣaɭ
 [dem-buɣaɭ]ω

pierce.rr.3sg.nfut-melt
it’s melted

(96) mampunkuðamdumnime ~ mampunkuðamnumnime
 [mam-wun-ŋku-ða-ɖum-ɖum]ω-nime]φ

 use.hands.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-pc.obj-leg-squash-plur-pauc
he’s squashing them (DP, 2015-06-29_AT)

Nasal spreading also occurs occasionally as a connected-speech variable outside 
the PWord (97). The limited attestation of the PWord-external version may be 
accounted for by the fact that prosodic adjuncts with initial voiced obstruents are 
not common.

(97) wuɾannim
 [wuɾan]ω-dim
 go.3sg.nfut-sit.impf

it’s going (AMN, 2015-01-29_Pr2-EC2)

Progressive nasal spreading to a voiced obstruent also occurs in Malayalam (Dra-
vidian: Mohanan, 1986, p. 69) and Akan (Niger-Congo: Schachter & Fromkin, 1968). 
However it does not appear to be a common morpho-phonological process in lan-
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guages of the world (R. Walker, 2000, p. 23ff), and in Australia it is attested for only 
one other language, Lardil, where its occurrence is marginal (Round, 2017).

4.5.3 Cluster harmonisation

In the last chapter it was observed that there are two constraints on consonant 
clusters evident within unanalysable roots: one dispreferring rising sonority clus-
ters (*son↑), which are rare in roots; the other banning peripheral-coronal place 
contours (*per-cor), which are altogether absent. These two constraints are both 
also evident at prosodically internal morphological junctures, where a range of 
 harmonisation strategies avert the dispreferred cluster types (Mansfield, 2014b, 
p. 165ff.; Street & Mollinjin, 1981; Walsh, 1976, p. 69ff.).28 Most of these don’t occur 
as phonetic effects outside the PWord, the one exception being /w→p/ fortition 
in onsets (§3.7). However these harmonisations are not always applied: there is 
inter-lexeme variation, and in some cases inter-token variation. Dispreferred clusters 
are not always harmonised, and there is variation among harmonisation strategies.

Harmonisation strategies deployed are (in order of frequency):
(a) deletion of either coda or onset segment to avert either*per-cor or *son↑;
(b) regressive place assimilation of coda to avert *per-cor;
(c) fortition of sonorant onset to avert (*son↑).

The two constraints *son↑ and *per-cor, are balanced against the impulse to main-
tain the phonological form of the two morphological elements contributing to the 
juncture (Dressler, 1984). Drawing on the terminology of Optimality Theory (Prince & 
Smolensky, 1993), we can treat these as ‘faithfulness constraints’, MaxCoda and 
MaxOnset, representing the impulse to maintain realisation of the coda and onset 
elements in the cluster respectively. The variability of outcomes prevents us from 
constructing an overall constraint hierarchy of the type familiar in OT analysis, but 
within some cluster types we can observe degrees of weighting between constraints.

Variability of resolution strategies
When the most dispreferred sonority and place profiles *son↑ and *per-cor, 
are simultaneously threatened, harmonisation strategies tend to enforce both 
constraints. The deletion strategy averts both problems by reducing the cluster 
to a single intervocalic consonant (98), while place assimilation and sonorant 
fortition are often found in tandem when both constraints are threatened (99).

28 Previous descriptions of these phenomena have taken the form of lists of morpho- 
phonological alternations, without analyzing the underlying phonological patterns.
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(98) -lukuk29
 -luk-luk (*son↑, *per-cor)
 propose.idea-plur
(99) diɳʈel
 dim-ɻel (*son↑, *per-cor)
 sit.3sg.nfut-sing

he sang

On the other hand, both *son↑ and *per-cor are fairly frequently violated, 
sometimes both at the same time. The variation between enforcement and vio-
lation occurs between distinct complex lexemes that risk the same dispreferred 
cluster (100a, b), and also in some cases between different speech tokens of the 
same lexeme (101). The same lexeme may also have different resolution strategies 
applied in different tokens (102).

(100a) wuɖanwi
 wuɖan-wi (*son↑, *per-cor)
 impel.3sg.nfut-inflate

he smokes
(100b) panpeɾ
 pan-weɾ (*son↑, *per-cor)
 slash.3sg.nfut-tremble

the engine hums
(101) demt ̪ap ~ den̪t ̪ap
 dem-t ̪ap (*per-cor)

mouth.rr.3sg.nfut-shut
she is shut in (SM, 2011-08-08_2-11)

(102) dimpeɾeɾ ~ diweɾeɾ
 dim-weɾ-weɾ
 sit.3sg.nfut-tremble-plur

she is trembling (KeNa, MiJa, 2013-01)

Interaction of place and sonority contours
The morpho-phonological alternations applied to clusters demonstrate neg-
ative constraints against the most dispreferred place and sonority profiles as 
described above: certain place and sonority contours are avoided. However 

29 Unless otherwise specified, lexical evidence presented in this section is from Street’s (2012) 
dictionary. Some complex coverbs shown here occur only compounded to finite verbs, but this is 
not shown if it does not have any bearing on the morpho-phonological reduction under  discussion. 
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we can also observe ‘positive’ effects related to the most harmonic place and 
sonority profiles, namely cor-per and declining sonority son↓. As we might 
expect, the combination of these contours is never subject to reduction (103).30 
Harmonic cor-per clusters are never reduced in clusters with either level or 
declining sonority; they reduce only variably to avert the most dispreferred 
sonority profile, *son↑ (104–106). But this pattern is asymmetric with the most 
harmonic sonority profile, son↓, which is variably subject to reduction not just 
for the most dispreferred *per-cor, but also for homorganic cor-cor profiles 
(unfortunately there are no forms providing evidence for per-per) (107, 108). In 
other words, the most  harmonic place profile is resilient for both harmonic and 
‘semi-harmonic’ sonority profiles, while the most harmonic sonority profile is 
resilient only for the most harmonic place profile. HarmonicPlace has a more 
powerful positive affect in protecting clusters from reduction, compared to Har-
monicSon. Place-of- articulation appears to be more important than sonority.

Most harmonic place and sonority
(103) kuɭkuɭ
 kuɭ-kuɭ (cor-per, son↓)
 splash-plur

Most harmonic place contour
(104) -kutkut (HarmonicPlace > HarmonicSon)
 -kut-kut (cor-per, son~)
 -collect-plur
(105) ʈitmut (coverb-initial deletion, see §8.6)
 ʈi-mutmut (HarmonicPlace > HarmonicSon)
 ʈi-mut-mut (cor-per, *son↑)
 behind-give-plur

leftover food
(106) -mutut
 -mut-mut (cor-per, *son↑)
 -give-plur

Most harmonic sonority contour
(107) nuŋan̪t ̪uk (HarmonicSon > HarmonicPlace)
 nuŋam-t ̪uk (son↓, *per-cor)
 use.feet.3sg.nfut-search

30 There is a single attested exception, /biɭ-biɭ/ → /bibiɭ/ ‘rub off plur’.
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(108) -ɖaɖal
 -ɖal-ɖal (son↓, cor-cor)
 -lean-plur

The harmonisation of *per-cor heterorganic contours, contrasting with 
toleration of cor-per contours, presents a typological difference between 
 Murrinhpatha and other languages with respect to place contour constraints. 
As mentioned in the last chapter, Australian languages in general exhibit a dis-
crepancy with languages of other continents on this point (Hamilton, 1996). 
One of the founding observations for the theory of place contour constraints 
is that English boundary clusters show asymmetry between place assimilation 
in brown[mp]pear, versus resilience in home[mt]time (Lahiri, 2012). Further 
support has been adduced from German and from Austronesian languages 
(Blust, 1979). But what we find at the juncture in Murrinhpatha compounds is 
the direct inverse: a strong tendency to place assimilation in /ɖam[ɳʈ]ʈuʈ/ (use.
mouth-rise, ‘tide come in’), versus resilience to assimilation in /ban[np]pak/ 
(affect-put, ‘put down’). The *cor-per has been proposed as a universal (e.g. 
Paradis & Prunet, 1991), but the evidence from Murrinhpatha and other Austral-
ian languages undermines this assertion.

Targeting codas and onsets
There is some evidence for weighting of the faithfulness constraints, MaxCoda 
and MaxOnset, in different patterns of coda or onset deletion applied to different 
cluster types. As a general rule, the coda is more vulnerable to both deletion and 
place assimilation, i.e. MaxOnset > MaxCoda (cf. Côté, 2000). This is evident 
where either of the harmony constraints is risked, and also in a few clusters that 
would have been quite harmonic (109–111).

(109) ŋkawaɭawaɭak (MaxOnset > MaxCoda)
 ŋka-waɭak-waɭak (*son↑)
 eye-rub-plur

fall asleep
(110) nuŋan̪t ̪uk (MaxOnset > MaxCoda)
 nuŋam-t ̪uk (*per-cor)
 use.feet.3sg.nfut-search

she searched (for it)
(111) ʈaʈal (MaxOnset > MaxCoda)
 ʈal-ʈal (harmonic)
 cut-plur
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However there are some cluster types where the onset is instead deleted. The first 
of these is in reduplicated coverbs that risk *son↑, and that have heterorganic 
place contours, either the dispreferred *per-cor, or the harmonic cor-per. Het-
erorganic clusters that risk *son↑ are only ever resolved by onset deletion (112, 
113). This forms an interesting contrast with *son↑ clusters that have homorganic 
place contours: if these resolve the violation at all, they do so either by onset 
deletion or by coda deletion (114, 115).

(112) ðapep (MaxCoda > MaxOnset)
 ðap-ðap (*son↑, *per-cor)
 shut-plur
 shut (one’s mouth)
(113) wiɾiɾ (MaxCoda > MaxOnset)
 wiɾ-wiɾ (*son↑, cor-per)
 blow-plur
 wind
(114) letetmam (MaxCoda > MaxOnset)
 let-let-mam (*son↑, cor-cor)
 stick.plur-adjz
 sticky
(115) ɖuɖut (MaxOnset > MaxCoda)
 ɖut-ɖut (*son↑, cor-cor)
 wake.someone-plur

There is a potential explanation for this in maintenance of root identity cues in 
the acoustic signal. It is well established that most consonants are better identi-
fied by their CV transition than their VC transition (J. Blevins, 2004, p. 118). The 
coverbs illustrated above all have a CVC form, which naturally makes their onset 
C more perceptually salient than their coda C. Deletion of the coda in redupli-
cation, i.e. CV-CVC, gives the root onset two CV transitions, strengthening an 
already salient cue. But deletion of the onset in reduplication, i.e. CVC-VC, now 
gives each of the root consonants a CV transition, which ought to optimise the 
overall perceptual cuing of the CVC root base. For heterorganic pairs of conso-
nants this should be especially important, since each C will have quite distinct 
transition cues: thus the consistent appearance of CVC-VC patterns in the *per-
cor and cor-per clusters. But for homorganic clusters the transition cues are 
similar anyway, so there is less difference in transition cues between CVC-VC 
and CV-CVC: thus we see a mixture of the two patterns for cor-cor clusters.
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Vulnerability of verb inflections
To add a final complication, the cluster harmonisations described above for 
reduplicated coverbs exhibit a different pattern when they occur in compound 
verb junctures. Some compound verbs risk a violation of *son↑ in heterorganic 
clusters, but unlike reduplicated coverbs, they use only coda deletion as a har-
monisation strategy (116). This is however quite consistent with the lexical sig-
nalling hypothesis proposed above, since the nasal coda that is deleted in such 
compound verbs is not a lexical element, but rather is an inflectional formative 
signalling non-future tense, which is also signalled in other parts of the finite 
verb stem (§5.5).

(116) nuŋalili (MaxOnset > MaxCoda)
 nuŋam-lili (*son↑, *per-cor)
 use.feet.3sg.nfut-walk

she walks

There is further evidence that the nasal tense inflection forming the coda in com-
pound verb junctures is more vulnerable to deletion than lexical elements. When 
we examine nasal-obstruent clusters, a subtype of the harmonic son↓ profile, we 
find that reduplicated coverbs and compound nouns as a rule make no reduction 
to the cluster, even if it has the dispreferred *per-cor place profile (117, 118). By 
contrast, compound verbs risking the same cluster type are consistently reduced, 
either by place assimilation or by deletion to the coda nasal, again illustrating its 
extra-vulnerability to phonological reduction (119, 120).

(117) ʈumʈum (MaxCoda > HarmonicPlace)
 ʈum-ʈum (*per-cor)
 dry-plur
(118) baŋmaŋt ̪aj (MaxCoda > HarmonicPlace)
 baŋ-baŋ-t ̪aj (*per-cor)
 pierce-pierce-tree
(119) ɖaɳʈuʈ (HarmonicPlace > MaxCoda)
 ɖam-ʈuʈ (*per-cor)
 use.mouth.3sg.nfut-rise

the tide came in
(120) kanaɖi (HarmonicPlace > MaxCoda)
 kanam-ɖi (*per-cor)
 be.3sg.nfut-enter

she enters
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In summary, consonant clusters at morphological junctures are subject to inter-
acting constraints of place and sonority profile. In a few cases, there is also evi-
dence that morphosyntactic status has some influence, with inflectional con-
sonants more vulnerable to deletion or assimilation than lexical consonants. 
We might have hoped for further evidence on morphosyntactic factors, but the 
types of clusters formed in compound verbs are limited to nasal codas, and 
therefore lack points of comparison with most cluster types exhibited in coverb 
 reduplication and compound nouns. The interaction of place, sonority and 
morphosyntax in cluster phonology is subject to substantial variability between 
lexemes, showing that cluster alternations are to a certain degree ‘lexicalised’ 
in these often opaque constructs. But there is also variability among tokens of 
the same lexeme, showing that lexical specification is not a categorical effect.

4.5.4 Non-syllabifiable clusters

Murrinhpatha has a handful of bound morphs that begin with homorganic 
nasal-obstruent clusters. These cause no problem when preceded by a vowel- final 
morph, but they are not syllabifiable when preceded by a consonant-final morph, 
so that cluster reduction is necessary (121–124). There are not enough instances 
of this cluster reduction type to warrant analysis of patterns, though it is notable 
that in combinations of obj pronominals with /-ŋku/ pc.obj, it is always the apical 
coda nasal that is retained (122; §6.2.4). But in the (very common) compound verb 
/bam-ŋkaɖu/ ‘she saw’, there is variation between coda/onset deletion (124).

(121) kan̪t ̪impa
 kan̪t ̪in-mpa
 carry.3sg.nfut-2sg.obl-pst
 she carries it for you
(122) panpunkubatŋime
 pan-wun-ŋku-bat-ŋime
 slash.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-pc.obj-hit-pauc.f
 she hit them (paucal, female)
(123) men̪t ̪ik
 mem-n̪t ̪ik
 do.rr.3sg.nfut-be.helpless
 he is helpless
(124) bamkaɖu ~ baŋkaɖu
 bam-ŋkaɖu
 affect.3sg.nfut-see
 she saw
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4.6 Summary

In this chapter we have seen that the segmental phonology of Murrinhpatha 
plays out rather differently in different morphosyntactic classes. The open lexical 
classes, nominals and coverbs, have a distinctively non-Pama-Nyungan phonol-
ogy involving many monosyllabic words, and obstruent codas. On the other hand 
the closed classes – finite verb stems and bound grammatical morphs – are closer 
to the ‘standard Australian’ phonology typical of Pama-Nyungan languages to 
the south.

On the prosodic level, nominals, coverbs and finite verb stems all share the 
property of instantiating a PWord constituent, in some cases encompassing both 
the host lexeme and bound morphemes. In many other cases bound morphemes 
are prosodic adjuncts, and the combination of one or more PWords together 
with their adjuncts constitutes a PPhrase. The latter culminates in a single pitch 
accent, with no evidence of metrical stress. This is at variance with other descrip-
tions of Australian languages.

The PWord has several consequences for the phonology of morphologi-
cal junctures. At PWord-internal junctures a *per-cor place constraint is often 
enforced, which has been shown to be widespread in Australia (Hamilton, 1996), 
but appears to invert a pattern found on other continents in which per-cor is a 
particularly resilient place contour in consonant clusters (J. Blevins, 2004; Blust, 
1979; Lahiri, 2012). In Murrinhpatha the place constraint enters into complex 
interaction with a dispreference for rising sonority, as well as some morphosyn-
tactic factors, which overall yield unpredictable phonological outcomes. These 
tend to make the morphological composition of PWords rather opaque. The 
next chapter moves onto another opaque type of morphology: the unpredictable 
inflectional forms of finite verb stems. 
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5 Finite verb stem inflection

5.1 Introduction

This chapter explores one of the most unusual features of Murrinhpatha: the 
exponence of inflectional categories within finite verb stems. As explained 
below, the term ‘stem’ here must be understood relative to other morphologi-
cal structures in Murrinhpatha. The finite verb stem itself encompasses prefix 
and suffix elements, though these are sufficiently irregular that in previous 
work, the verb stem has usually not been presented as a morphologically 
complex (see references in §1.3). Meanwhile, the whole verb stem itself forms 
the base for more complex verb structures (§6, §8), and in this sense I label it 
a ‘stem’. However in this chapter where its internal morphology is analysed, 
I analyse the verb stem’s internal structure as consisting of prefix, suffix and 
‘inner stem’. As argued in the introduction (§1.7), I consider morphology to 
be a gradient phenomenon, with degrees of morphologicality corresponding 
to degrees of predictability or ‘regularity’ in the patterning of related words. 
The inflectional patterns discussed in this chapter show various degrees of 
regularity, and as a class I refer to their structural elements as ‘semi-regular 
inflectional formatives’.

The morphological structure of finite verb stems is just one of several typo-
logically unusual characteristics in Murrinhpatha verbs. Another unusual 
characteristic is that finite verb stems in Murrinhpatha are not an open class, 
but a closed class of 39 members, each of which appears in 42 inflecting forms. 
Thus in terms of lexical type count, it is a smallish closed class, but in terms of 
inflected forms, it is a ‘large closed class’ of  39×42=1638 members. However 
another unusual feature is the high degree of grammaticalisation in the class, 
with many members occurring only as bound stems in compound verbs, often 
without semantic compositionality (§8). Finite verb stems are therefore not 
altogether ‘lexical’ in their character, since some members lack clear lexical 
semantics, and the class is closed. However they are treated in this book as 
being more lexical than grammatical, in recognition of those finite verb stems 
that do behave as typical verb lexemes with meanings such as ‘go’, ‘stand’, 
‘have’ etc.

Each of the 1638 verb stem forms combines semi-regular inflectional forma-
tives: an inner stem, a prefix and suffix. Phonologically, these formatives are 
maximally /CVPREF-CCVINNER-CVCSUFF/. In some cases, inflectional categories are 
also marked by phonological feature alternations, rather than concatenative 
formatives (Mansfield, 2016b; Mansfield & Nordlinger, 2019). For example, pl 
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forms are sometimes marked by consonant gemination [+gem], and pst forms 
sometimes marked by vowel fronting [+front]. The reason why the inflectional 
structure of verb stems has elsewhere not been interpreted as morphology is 
that these patterns of inflectional exponence in some cases apply to only a few 
of the verb stems (Forshaw, 2016, p. 37ff.; Walsh, 1976, p. 224). For example, 
the pst vowel-fronting pattern applies to only 8 of the 39 stems, and in some 
of these does not apply consistently to all pst forms. However there are also 
some much more consistent patterns, such as /pV-/ pl prefixes that apply to all 
verb stems. These consistent morphological patterns motivate a general anal-
ysis of morphological structure in the finite verb stem, with various degrees of 
systematicity in the patterns. I describe these degrees of systematicity in terms 
of ‘predictability’. This analysis draws on a partial analysis of proto-Southern 
Daly verb morphology (Green, 2003), adding further observations of inflec-
tional patterns and interpreting the whole as synchronic rather than historical 
morphology.

The first part of this chapter provides a general description of morpholog-
ical structure in finite verb stems (§5.2). This is followed by a brief introduc-
tion to the linguistic phenomenon of paradigmatic inflection classes (§5.3), 
and further details of how inflectional formatives exhibit paradigmatic struc-
ture in Murrinhpatha (§5.4). I then present metrics comparing the degree of 
unpredictability in this system to other languages (§5.5), drawing on recent 
typological work in this field (Ackerman & Malouf, 2013; Stump & Finkel, 
2013). I then review evidence showing that the ‘system’ of finite verb stem 
inflection is not a fixed set of paradigms, but a dynamic network of intersect-
ing word analogies, resulting in variation and change of exponence (§5.6). In 
the final section of the chapter, I argue that the cognitive representation of 
verb stems is likely to involve both whole-form storage, and internal morpho-
logical structure (§5.7).

5.2 Morphological structure in the finite verb stem

The Murrinhpatha finite verb stem is a typologically unusual structure, and 
requires somewhat unusual use of linguistic terminology. In particular, the 
unit referred to as a ‘(finite) verb stem’ may itself include inflectional affixes, 
though these show varying degrees of regularity, as described in this chapter. 
Nonetheless, I use the term ‘stem’ for this structure because in most cases it is 
itself a base for forming morphologically complex words, rather than stand-
ing as a fully formed word in itself. Meanwhile, the fact that the verb stem in 
itself encompasses recognisable affixes necessitates that we must recognise 
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a stem-within-the-stem, which I label the ‘inner stem’. Thus forms like e.g. 
/wuɾan/ go.3sg.nfut, /da/ affect.2sg.irr are verb stem forms. The first of 
these encompasses a subject agreement prefix /wu-/, a tense suffix /-n/ and 
an ‘inner stem’, /ɾa/ ‘go’, which show semi-regular patterns when we compare 
them to other forms of ‘go’ and other 3sg.nfut stem forms. The second 
example has no segmentable affix elements, and consists of just an inner 
stem /da/ affect, which can be represented with zero affixes, as in /ø-da-ø/ 
affect.2sg.irr. For some verb stems, the inner stem element does not have a 
consistent form across the inflectional paradigm, but rather exhibits a range 
of stem alternations. For example /wu-ɾa-n/ go.3sg.nfut, /ku-ɾu-ø/ go.3sg.
irr and /pu-ɻu-ø/ go.3pl.irr exhibit three different inner stem alternants,  
/ɾa, ɾu, ɻu/.

Note that ‘(finite) verb stem’ refers to an abstract lexical entity, while 
‘(finite) stem form’ refers to any of the 42 inflected forms of a verb stem. For 
example, there is a verb stem meaning ‘go’, which appears in inflected forms 
such as /wuɾan, kuɾu, puɻu/, but has no uninflected bare form. Verb stems are 
lexical in the sense of appearing in particular lexical constructions, though 
only some of the verb stems have clear lexical semantics such as ‘go’, ‘stand’, 
‘use hands’ etc. Others have highly attenuated lexical semantics, e.g. affect, 
impel, and are only meaningful as part of compound verbs, reflected in upper-
case glossing for this type of verb stem (§8.4). In my analysis of inner stem 
alternation patterns I posit one such alternant as the underlying inner stem, 
and use this as a conventional representation for the verb stem as a lexical 
entity, e.g. /ɾu/ ‘go’, /ba/ affect. Inner stems are phonologically minimal, 
never more than an open monosyllable at most. Some eroded inner stem 
alternants can be analysed as consisting of a vowel only, while for a few verb 
stems, a vowel-only form is the best candidate for an underlying form, e.g. 
/i/ ‘sit’, /i/ ‘lie’, /a/ pierce. Table 5.1 illustrates three inflected forms of three 
verb stems, showing examples of inner stem alternation, vowel-only inner 
stems, and affixal allomorphy. These are small fragments of the full 42-cell 
paradigms, to be described below.

Table 5.1: Examples of finite verb stem forms.

3sg.irr
prefix-in.stem-suffix

3sg.nfut
prefix-in.stem-suffix

3pl.pst
prefix-in.stem-suffix

/la/ ‘wipe’ ki-la-ø di-la-m pi-lla-ø
/ɾu/ ‘go’ ku-ɾu-ø wu-ɾa-n pu-u-ɳi
/i/ ‘sit’ ki-i-ø di-i-m pi-ɾi-ni
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5.2.1 Basic and reflexive/reciprocal verb stems

The verb stem count breaks down into 27 basic verb stems, and 12 reflexive/recip-
rocal (rr) verb stems that are, at least etymologically, derived from transitive base 
stems. rr verb stems are generally distinguished from related bases by vowel 
fronting and sometimes raising on the inner stem (e.g. /ma/ ‘do’ → /me/ ‘do rr’; 
/nu/ ‘use feet’ → /ni/ ‘use feet rr’;), though this is not altogether predictable. To 
varying extents the rr verb stems have become distinct verbal lexemes, taking on 
semantic and constructional qualities that are not transparently related to their 
associated bases (Nordlinger, n.d.). I therefore count rr verb stems among the 
full set of Murrinhpatha finite verb stems, and not as inflectional forms of their 
bases. Most importantly for the current discussion, the rr verb stems usually 
exhibit different inflectional patterns from their non-rr bases. Table 5.2 lists the 
27 base stems and 12 rr stems, and associates stems with ‘exponence patterns’ – 
i.e. the complete matrix of affixes and stem alternations used for that stem’s par-
adigm. Shading highlights stems that share exponence patterns across their full 
paradigms, as well as some stems that exhibit more than one exponence pattern 
(details below). Stems that have reasonably clear lexical semantics are glossed in 
lower case, while those that have lost any consistent semantic content are glossed 
in upper case (§8.3). Numbering of exponence patterns is not consecutive, nor is it 
meaningful; rather, it follows numbering established in Blythe et al (2007), with 
some divergences imposed by differences of analysis.31

5.2.2 Stem paradigms

A finite verb stem inflectional paradigm consists of 42 inflected forms. Table 5.3 
illustrates a complete paradigm of inflected forms for one of the more regular verb 
stems, /na/ ‘use fire’.

The subject participant is marked for 1/2/3 person, cross-cutting a basic 
SG/PL number distinction, though for some tenses this expands to a three-way 
SG/PL/paucal (PC) distinction. There is also a 1+2 ‘we inclusive’ (1INCL) person 

31  Divergences of my exponence pattern numbers from the numbering in Blythe et al (2007) are 
as follows: VIII = 8, 13; X = 10, 11, 12, 15, 16. I analyse /ma/ ‘do, say’ and /ma/ ‘use hands’ as two 
homophonous verb stems, whereas previous works have analysed them as a single, polysemous 
verb stem. Similarly /a/ ‘pierce’ and /a/ ‘use mouth’. While I analyse /ma/ ‘do’, /ba/ affect and 
/ma/ ‘use hands’ as having two inflectional patterns each, previous works have treated each of 
these as a pair of two separate verb stems (respectively 8+34, 13+14, 8+9). All these differences 
follow from the current analysis of inner stems and inflections, as opposed to previous analyses 
of an unsegmentable morphological constituent (see main text).
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Table 5.2: Murrinhpatha finite verb stems, and sharing of inflectional paradigms. Shading 
 indicates verb stems with multiple paradigms, or paradigms that apply to multiple verb stems.

Base verb stem Exponence patterns Reflexive/reciprocal verb stem

/i/ ‘sit’ I

/i/ ‘lie’ II

/ɾa/ ‘stand’ III

/ni/ ‘be’ IV

/n̪ta̪/ ‘perch’ V

/ɾu/ ‘go’ VI

/nu/ ‘use feet’ VII XXXVIII /ni/ ‘use feet rr’

/mu/ coerce XI

/bu/ lower XVII XVIII /buj/ lower.rr

/a/ ‘use mouth’
XIX XXI /e/ ‘use mouth rr’

/a/ pierce /e/ pierce.rr

/a/ ‘appear’ XX

/n̪t i̪/ ‘carry’ XXII

/u/ slash XXIII XXIV /ju/ slash.rr

/ŋa/ ‘put together’ XXV

/la/ ‘wipe’ XXVI XXXVII /li/ ‘wipe rr’

/na/ ‘use fire’ XXVII

/ɾa/ ‘watch’ XXVIII XXXVI /ɾi/ ‘watch rr’

/ɖu/ impel XXIX XXX /ɖi/ impel.rr

/la/ ‘eat’ XXXI

/ŋu/ ‘pull’ XXXII XXXIII /ŋi/ ‘pull rr’

/n̪ta̪/ ‘crouch’ XXXV

/ba/ affect
XIV

/be/ affect.rr

VIII

/ma/ ‘use hands’
/me/ ‘use hands rr’

IX

/ma/ ‘do, say’
/me/ ‘do, say rr’

XXXIV

/mi/ ‘look’
                        X

/bi/ ‘hear’

TOTAL 27 VERB STEMS TOTAL 34 UNIQUE EXP. PATTERNS TOTAL 12 VERB STEMS
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Table 5.3: Inflectional paradigm of /na/ ‘use fire’.

 category, which has no number distinctions.32 These are the core number/
person categories of Murrinhpatha, but more specific sub-categories can be 
encoded using various suffixes outside the stem (§6.2). There are four basic 
tense/modality categories (henceforth ‘tenses’): non-future (NFUT), irrea-
lis (IRR), past (PST) and past irrealis (PSTIRR), as well as ‘sub-tense’ distinc-
tions between NFUT vs presentational (PRSL), and IRR vs future indicative 
(FUT), which apply only to third-person forms. Again, these core categories 
can be further specified by stem-external suffixes encoding tense, modality 
and aspect (§6.3; Nordlinger & Caudal, 2012). Each verb stem form therefore 
bundles feature information about person, number and tense. Some feature 
distinctions are lost to syncretism in particular verb stems. The most widely 
found syncretisms are PL/PC, PST/PSTIRR and 1SG/3SG, each of which is found 
in several verb stems.

Further systematic syncretism is exhibited by younger speakers, for whom 
the tense syncretism has become generalised such that pst/pstirr and even irr/
pst/pstirr are neutralised throughout their inflectional systems (Mansfield, 
2014b, p. 400ff.). However the inflectional system presented in this book is that 

32 1INCL almost never has unique forms: it is generally identical to 2SG in NFUT, PST and 
PSTIRR tenses, and identical to 3SG.FUT in IRR tense. There is just one inflectional paradigm, 
XXXIV (§Appendix), in which there is a unique 1INCL.NFUT form.

/na/ ‘use 
fire’

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋinaŋam ŋina ŋinaŋa ŋinaŋi

2 ti̪naŋam ti̪na ti̪naŋa ti̪naŋi

3 ninaŋam / kinaŋam kina / pina niŋa niŋa

INCL 1+2 ti̪naŋam pina ti̪naŋa ti̪naŋi

PL 1 ŋinnaŋam ŋinna ŋinnaŋa ŋinnaŋi

2 ninnaŋam ninna ninnaŋa ninnaŋi

3 pinnaŋam / kinnaŋam kinna / pinna pinnaŋa pinnaŋi

PC 1 ŋinna ŋinnaŋa ŋinnaŋi

2 ninna ninnaŋa ninnaŋi

3 kinna / pinna pinnaŋa pinnaŋi
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attested by speakers in the 1970s and 1980s (Street, 1987; Walsh, 1976), with four 
distinct major tense categories.

In 30 out of 39 verb stems, the exponence pattern of the whole paradigm is 
not shared by any other stem. Just four exponence patterns are shared between 
multiple verb stems, the most common being ‘X’, which is common to five verb 
stems (see Table 5.2 above). This gives 34 distinct exponence patterns in total. 
Note also that three verb stems, /ma/ ‘do’, /ba/ affect and /ma/ ‘use hands’, 
can each use two different exponence patterns. /ba/ affect selects from pat-
terns VIII, XIV according to compound verb constructions in which it is used, 
e.g. /bam-ŋkaɖu/ ‘she sees’, /baŋam-lele/ ‘she bites’.33 A similar relationship 
between compounding and inflection applies to /ma/ ‘use hands’, using pat-
terns VIII, IX. /ma/ ‘do’ selects freely from VIII, XXXIV when it occurs as a simple 
verb, but uses only VIII when it forms compound verbs.

5.2.3 Eroded inner stems and lexical identity

As noted above, inner stems are phonologically minimal, and eight of the 39 verb 
stems have vowel-only underlying forms (others have vowel-only inner stems as 
alternates in plural forms, see below). The inner stems in themselves are there-
fore not well equipped to express lexical differences. However these verb stems 
generally remain distinct, despite their eroded inner stems, because they have 
different prefix and suffix allomorphs (1–4). The same could be said for homoph-
ony among the whole-syllable inner stems (e.g. /la/ ‘wipe’, /la/ ‘eat’; /ma/ ‘do, 
say’, /ma/ ‘use hands’).

(1) ŋiniða
 [ŋi-i-ni]-ða
 1sg-sit-pst-pst
(2) ŋuða
 [ŋu-i-ø]-ða
 1sg-lie-pst-pst
(3) danibaŋta̪
 [da-a-ni]-baŋ-ða
 [3sg-pierce-pst]-pierce-pst
 she was stabbing

33 It would be tempting to posit these lexical/inflectional relationships as categorical, but there 
is some evidence for variation. For example, /bam-ŋkaɖu/ ‘she sees’ is predominately attested 
with VIII, but I have also recorded an instance with XIV (LuPa, 20133-11-28_FN).



118   5 Finite verb stem inflection

(4) punibaŋta̪
 [pu-u-ni]-baŋ-ða

[3sg-slash-pst]-pierce-pst
she was drilling

There is one pair of verb stems, /a/ ‘use mouth’ and /a/ pierce, which have both 
homophonous inner stems and identical exponence patterns. Therefore there 
is no formal reason for identifying these as separate verb stems. However I dis-
tinguish these on semantic grounds, since the set of compounds in which these 
forms occur encompasses two distinct semantic patterns (Nordlinger, p.c.).

5.3 Inflectional paradigms and inflectional classes

Nouns and verbs are said to belong to an ‘inflectional class’ when several 
lexemes share the same patterns of exponence throughout their inflectional 
paradigms (Stump & Finkel, 2013). Familiar examples can be found in the verb 
conjugation classes of Romance languages, or in English verbs that share pat-
terns of present and past tense exponence(e.g. sleep pres:: slept pst, keep pres:: 
kept pst). An analysis of inflectional classes implies that the number of classes 
is substantially less than the total number of lexemes in the morphosyntactic 
class, and that some or most classes have substantial sets of lexical members. In 
other words, inflectional classes imply substantial sharing of inflectional para-
digms. One can also analyse ‘sub-paradigms’, where lexemes have morpholog-
ical relationships for subparts of their inflectional paradigms, e.g. in one tense 
series but not another.

5.3.1 Inflection by intersecting formatives

In some languages, the paradigm of inflectional exponences defined for each 
lexeme can be more elegantly analysed not as a single paradigmatic pattern, but 
as the intersection of several paradigmatic patterns. For example, the paradigm 
may have a pattern of suffix allomorphs, and also a pattern of stem ablaut or 
tone alternations. These can be analysed as independent morphological struc-
tures if they are independently distributed in the lexicon – i.e. if lexeme A shares 
its suffix pattern with lexemes B, C and D, but shares its stem ablaut pattern 
with C, E and F. I describe such systems as consisting of ‘intersecting formatives’ 
(Mansfield, 2016b). There does not appear to be any well-established name 
for this type of exponence in the morphological literature, though it has been 
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 discussed for various languages including Italian (Carstairs-McCarthy, 2011, p. 
137ff.), Georgian (J. P. Blevins, 2006), Mazatec (Ackerman & Malouf, 2013; Jamie-
son, 1982), Russian (Brown & Hippisley, 2012, p. 71ff.) and Skolt Saami (Feist, 
2015, pp. 139, 200).

Our English past tense example is in fact an instance of intersecting formatives. 
For slept, there are two distinct formatives combining in the inflectional expo-
nence: {pst.suffix: /t/}, which is shared with a set of verbs including feel and 
mean; and {pst.vowel: [lax]}, which is shared with a non-identical set including 
flee and meet. Thus slept has inflectional relationships with two sets of verb 
lexemes, associated with different parts of its phonological structure; slept is 
located in the intersection of these two sets. The non-identity of the sets {pst.
suffix: /t/} and {pst.vowel: [lax]} can be seen by considering the verbs flee, 
feel and peel. Flee and feel are both members of {pst.vowel: [lax]}, but for 
the suffix formative they diverge as {pst.suffix: /d/} and {pst.suffix: /t/}, fled 
and felt, respectively. A sample of verbs occupying these intersecting formatives 
is illustrated in Figure 5.1.34

Note that there may be phonological stem constraints on which intersections 
a verb appears in. For example it may be that in English only verbs with stem-final 
voicing may occupy the {pst: suffix /d/, vowel: [lax]} intersection occupied by 
flee and bleed in the figure above. We will see below that a phonological con-
straint of this type applies to a plural stem class in Murrinhpatha (§5.4.4).

34  The interpretation of suffix classes here presumes that bled can be represented as /bled-d/, 
and met as /met-t/.

Figure 5.1: Sample of English verbs categorised according to Stem vowel and suffix formatives 
applying in past tense (Stump & Finkel, 2015, p. 123).
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5.4 Intersecting formatives in the finite verb stem

In Murrinhpatha, the inflectional patterns shared between one finite verb 
stem and another seldom account for the complete inflectional exponence 
of forms, but rather pattern across particular intersecting formatives. For 
example, /la/ ‘wipe’ and /na/ ‘use fire’ share the pattern of pl consonant 
gemination, but use different nfut tense suffix allomorphs. Thus it is these 
intersecting formatives – the subject prefix patterns, stem suffix patterns, and 
stem alternation patterns – that constitute the form–meaning relationships 
among verb stems. The complete exponences are epiphenomenal aggregates 
of the semi-regular formatives, and in the complete exponences we find few 
shared patterns. Taking one particular paradigmatic cell as an example, in 
1sg.nfut we can distinguish quite independent allomorphies for prefix vowel 
and suffix. PrefV and Suffix are thus two of the intersecting formatives exhib-
ited by the finite verb stems. Figure 5.2 illustrates their distribution for a 
sample of verb stems.

There are six semi-regular formative elements making up each inflectional 
exponence: PrefC, PrefV, InnerC, InnerV-Height (InnerVH), InnerV-Frontness 
(InnerVF), and Suffix. Table 5.5 shows the inflectional paradigm for /na/ ‘use fire’, 
the same verb stem that was illustrated above, but now with inflectional forms 
broken down into formative elements. In the illustration of the three intersecting 
stem features, only non-default features are labelled. For example [c:geminate] 
indicates that InnerC = geminate, InnerVF = default and InnerVH = default. 
Where all three features are default, the stem is labelled simply as [default]. 
Features are spelt out in full in table headers (e.g. geminate), and abbreviated in 
the table body (e.g. gem). Note that some analyses assume morpho- phonological 

Figure 5.2: Intersection of PrefV and Suffix formative allomorphs on a sample of verb stems.
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vowel merger (see §5.4.4 below), following the same pattern found elsewhere in 
the phonology (§3.7.2). Full formative analyses of all finite verb stems are pre-
sented in Appendix I.

Table 5.4: Sample verb stem inflection paradigm illustrating semi-regular formatives.

/na/ ‘use fire’
Class: XXVII

INNER 
STEM:

/na/ default
/nna/ c:geminate
/a/ c:weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋinaŋam
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋam

ŋina
ŋ-i-[def]-Ø

ŋinaŋa
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋa

ŋinaŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪naŋam
t-̪…

ti̪na
t-̪…

ti̪naŋa
t-̪i-[def]-ŋa

ti̪naŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

3 ninaŋam / kinaŋam
n-… / k-…

kina / pina
k-… / p-…

niŋa
n-i-[weak]-ŋa

niŋa
n-i-[weak]-ŋa

INCL 1 ti̪naŋam
t-̪i-[def]-ŋam

pina
p-i-[def]-Ø

ti̪naŋa
t-̪i-[def]-ŋa

ti̪naŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋinnaŋam
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋam

ŋinna
ŋ-i-[gem]-Ø

ŋinnaŋa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋa

ŋinnaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 ninnaŋam
n-…

ninna
n-…

ninnaŋa
n-…

ninnaŋi
n-…

3 pinnaŋam / kin-
naŋam
p-… / k-…

kinna / pinna
k-… / p-…

pinnaŋa
p-…

pinnaŋi
p-…

PC 1 ŋinna
ŋ-i-[gem]-Ø

ŋinnaŋa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋa

ŋinnaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 ninna
n-…

ninnaŋa
n-…

ninnaŋi
n-…

3 kinna / pinna
k-… / p-…

pinnaŋa
p-…

pinnaŋi
p-…

5.4.1 PrefC

PrefC is tied to subject person/number categories. It varies primarily in 3sg forms, 
which have six allomorphs /p, w, d, n, j, k, ø/. Some of these allomorphs may 
have earlier been stem elements rather than person inflections (Green, 2003), 
though they now occupy the structural position of an inflectional prefix. In 1sg 
and 2sg forms the only allomorphy is between phonologically realised and zero 
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forms /ŋ, ø/ 1sg; /t̪, ø/ 2sg. For pl and 1incl forms, PrefC has fixed values, as 
illustrated in Table 5.5.

Table 5.5: Allomorphy of PrefC. Shading highlights that 3SG is the main locus of allomorphy.

NFUT (/PRSL) PST PSTIRR IRR (/FUT)

SG 1 ŋ, ø ŋ, ø ŋ, ø ŋ, ø

2 t,̪ ø t,̪ ø t,̪ ø t,̪ ø

3 p, w, d, n, j, k, ø k, ø / p, ø

INCL 1/2 t ̪ t ̪ p p35

PL 1 ŋ ŋ ŋ ŋ

2 n n n n

3 p / k p p k / p

PC 1 ŋ ŋ ŋ

2 n n n

3 p p k / p

Table 5.6: Sample of a PrefC formative paradigm.

PrefC NFUT (/PRL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋ ŋ ŋ ŋ

2 t ̪ t ̪ t ̪ t ̪

3 d / k k / p d d

Verb stems: /i/ ‘sit’, /a/ pierce, /e/ pierce.rr, /la/ ‘wipe’, /ɾa/ ‘watch, /li/ ‘wipe 
RR’, /ɾi/ ‘watch RR’, /a/ ‘use mouth’, /e/ ‘use mouth rr’

The PrefC formative paradigm for each verb stem therefore specifies allomorphy 
only for sg forms, as pl forms have fixed values. One such paradigm is illus-
trated in Table 5.6, together with the list of verb stems that share this formative 
pattern.35

35 The one clear distinction documented for the Murrinh Kura variety (§2.2) is that its INCL.IRR 
verb forms begin with /ŋamp/ instead of /p/. This inflection is shared with the Ngan’gi language 
(Reid, 1990), which borders Murrinh Kura but not Murrinhpatha .
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5.4.2 PrefV

PrefV is usually quite consistent across each verb stem’s paradigm. In other 
words, it is associated with the verb stem itself (i.e. a ‘theme vowel’), rather than 
any inflectional category. The most common PrefV is /u/, which is used for the 
most verb stems and most likely to be used consistently throughout a paradigm. 
Other vowels /a, e, i/ are used on fewer verb stems, and appear less consistently 
across a paradigms of those stems. The linking of particular PrefVs to particular 
verb stems probably derives from a historical pattern of vowel harmony, as sug-
gested by the fact that /a, e, i/ PrefVs tend to match the vowel of the inner stem. 
Verb stem vowel harmony is found in Murrinhpatha’s sister language Ngan’gi 
(Reid, 1990, p. 88).

Table 5.7: Sample of a PrefV formative paradigm.

PrefV NFUT IRR PST PSTIRR

SG a i i i

i i i i

i i i i

INCL i i i i

PL 1 a u a a

2 i u i i

3 i u i i

PC 1 a a a

   2 a i i

   3 a i i

Verb stems: /i/ ‘sit’ 

Table 5.7 illustrates one of the PrefV inflectional paradigms that is not consistent 
for all paradigmatic cells. This ‘irregular’ paradigm is specific to a single verb 
stem, /i/ ‘sit’. As in most other non-/u/ PrefV paradigms, the predominant vowel, 
/i/, matches the inner stem vowel. Note that the sub-tenses prsl and fut are not 
specified for PrefV, or indeed any other formative except PrefC. They are distin-
guished from their parent tenses nfut and irr only in prefix consonants.

There are several verb stems that have phonologically empty prefixes in sg 
forms – i.e. they do not realise a segment for either PrefC or PrefV. These could 
therefore be analysed as having distinctive PrefV paradigms with /ø/ allomorphy in 
some or all sg forms; but in the interest of positing fewer paradigms, I analyse these 
instead as having ‘underlying’ PrefV allomorphs for sg forms, matching the theme 
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Table 5.8: Sample paradigm for a verb stem analysed as having a consistent /u/ allomorph for 
PrefV, even though this is not realised in sg forms that have an empty PrefC, due to syllable 
constraints.

/ma/ ‘say, do’
Class: VIII

STEM: /ma/ default
/na/ c:apical
/me/ vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 mam
Ø-u-[def]-m

ma
Ø-u-[def]-Ø

me
Ø-u-[front]- Ø

me
Ø-u-[front]- Ø

2 nam
Ø-u-[apic]-m

na
Ø-u-[apic]-Ø

ne
Ø-u-[apic, 
front]-Ø

ne
Ø-u-[apic, 
front]-Ø

3 mam / mam
Ø-u-[def]-m

ma / ma
Ø-u-[def]-Ø

me
Ø-u-[front]- Ø

me
Ø-u-[front]- Ø

INCL 1 tu̪mam
t-̪u-[def]-m

puma
p-u-[def]-Ø

pume
p-u-[front]-Ø

pume
p-u-[front]-Ø

PL 1 ŋumam
ŋ-u-[def]-m

ŋuma
ŋ-u-[def]-Ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front] Ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front] Ø

2 numam
n-…

numa
n-…

nume
n-…

nume
n-…

3 pumam / 
k-umam
p-… / k-…

kuma / puma
k-… / p-…

pume
p-…

pume
p-…

PC 1 ŋuma
ŋ-u-[def] Ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front] Ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front] Ø

   2 numa
n-…

nume
n-…

nume
n-…

   3 kuma / puma
k-…/ p-…

pume
p-…

pume
p-…

vowel established in the rest of the paradigm. I propose that in sg forms with empty 
PrefC, the PrefV cannot be realised on the surface due to the constraint against 
onsetless syllables (§3.3). An example of this analysis is illustrated in Table 5.8.

5.4.3 Suffix

Suffix formatives are tied to tense categories. Unlike the prefix string, the suffix 
strings do not exhibit any independent sub-parts. In other words, the suffix is 
best analysed as a single formative, which is maximally CVC, and is linked to 
tense. There are different sets of allomorphs for nfut, pst and pstirr tenses 
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Table 5.9: Suffix allomorphy for finite verb stems.

NFUT /ŋam, ŋan, m, n/

PST /ɳa, ɳe, ɳi, n̪i, ŋa/

PSTIRR /ɳa, ɳe, ɳi, ji, ŋi, ŋe/

IRR /ø/

(Table 5.9), with verb stems usually selecting just one allomorph for all person/
number forms of a single tense, though in some cases a tense series switches 
suffix allomorphs between sg and pl forms. irr consistently has a /ø/ suffix for 
all forms in all verb stems.

Table 5.10: Sample suffix formative paradigms.

SuffPstirr

SG, INCL ŋi

PL ŋi

PC ŋe

Verbs: /n̪t̪a/ ‘perch’

SuffNfut  

SG, INCL ŋam

PL m

Verbs: /ø/ ‘appear’

SuffPst

SG, INCL ɳi

PL ɳi

PC ɳe

Verbs: /ɾu/ ‘go’, /ø/ arc

The Suffix formative exhibits ‘sub-paradigm’ structure across tense categories, 
because the allomorphy patterns that a verb stem selects for nfut, pst and pstirr 
respectively are quite independent of one another. For example, the suffix allo-
morph a verb stem selects for nfut forms is not predictable from the allomorph 
it selects for pst forms. Each verb stem is therefore specified by three independ-
ent formative patterns, SuffixNFUT, SuffixPST and SuffixPSTIRR, though each 
of these makes a very simple specification, defining the allomorph selection for 
each number category. Note that pc is analysed as a subcategory of pl, not always 
distinct (§6.2). Examples of each are illustrated in Table 5.10.

5.4.4 Inner stems

Inner stem alternations are themselves the complex intersection of three allomor-
phic features: consonant alternation (InnerC), vowel height alternation (InnerVH) 
and vowel frontness alternation (InnerVF). Inner stem alternation patterns are most 
often linked to tense, though they may also be linked to subject agreement. However, 
inner stems are the most irregular of the semi-regular inflectional formative types – 
i.e. their patterns are less predictable (Mansfield, 2016b). Murrinhpatha inner stem 
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feature alternations are a particularly complex form of the ‘stem grades’ attested for 
languages such as Fula (Anderson, 1976) and Saami (Sammallahti, 1998).

For verb stems with a vowel-only default inner stem, the inner stem element 
is opaque in many inflected forms, since it is adjacent to a prefix vowel and there-
fore subject to V-V → V merger (§3.3.2), e.g. /ŋa-i-m/ → /ŋem/ sit.1sg.nfut. The 
default vowel of the inner stem only becomes clear from an inner stem alternation 
that specifies InnerC = /ɾ/ for pl forms (see below), giving e.g. /ŋa-ɾi-m/ sit.1pl.
nfut., /ŋa-ɾa-m/pierce.1pl.nfut.

InnerC
InnerC features are most strongly linked to the sg/pl number distinction (§6.2.1), 
with a pattern of gemination (gem) in pl forms (e.g. /la/ → /lla/) affecting 11 verb 
stems. A further seven verb stems show a pattern of InnerC replacement with /ɾ/ 
in pl forms. These two synchronically divergent patterns actually derive from 
the same historic source, an erstwhile */ɾ(V)/ pl morpheme, which assimilated 
to following apical consonants, and simply replaced other consonants (Green, 
2003). Table 5.11 illustrates a sample verb stem with the pl gemination pattern, 
and Table 5.12 illustrates the rhotic pattern.

InnerC sg forms exhibit a pattern of labial → apical (apic) alternation in 2sg 
forms (e.g. /ma/ → /na/, /ba/ → /da/). Table 5.13 illustrates a verb stem paradigm 
exhibiting the apical pattern.

There are also a substantial number of suppletive InnerC alternants, which 
have no systematic relationship to morphosyntactic categories and thus are quite 
disruptive of morphological patterns. Table 5.14 illustrates a verb stem paradigm 
with especially irregular InnerC alternations.

InnerVH and InnerVF
Inner stem vowel alternations are again highly irregular, but have weak patterns 
linked to tense categories, and pc number category. In paradigms where one 
vowel dominates, suggesting a default vowel status, it is the irr tense that most 
consistently exhibits this vowel. Therefore, for paradigms with no clear default 
vowel, the irr vowel has been analysed as the default.

InnerV-Height alternations show a pattern of low alternants /i, u → e, a/ in 
nfut, pst or pstirr tenses, or in pc number forms. More occasionally inner stems 
exhibit a high alternant in some tenses. InnerV-Frontness is highly unpredictable, 
but its strongest pattern is a front alternant /a, u → e, i/, in pst and pstirr tenses. 
As with PrefV patterns (§5.4.2), InnerVH and InnerVF alternations probably derive 
from historical vowel harmony, in this case influenced by the vowels of the tense 
and number suffixes. For example, the pst = [front] alternation may be related to 
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Table 5.11: Sample verb stem illustrating the geminate InnerC alternation in pl forms.

/la/ ‘wipe’
Class: XXVI

STEM: /la/ default
/lla/ c:geminate

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋilam
ŋ-i-[def]-m

ŋila
ŋ-i-[def]-Ø

ŋila
ŋ-i-[def]-Ø

ŋilaŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪lam
t-̪…

t ̪̪ila
t-̪…

ti̪la
t-̪…

ti̪laŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

3 dilam / kilam
d-… / k-…

kila / pila
k-… / p-…

dila
d-…

dilaŋi
d-i-[def]-ŋi

INCL 1 ti̪lam
t-̪i-[def]-m

pila
p-i-[def]-Ø

ti̪la
t-̪i-[def]-Ø

ti̪laŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋillaŋam
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋam

ŋilla
ŋ-i-[gem]-Ø

ŋilla
ŋ-i-[gem]-Ø

ŋillaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 nillaŋam
n-…

nilla
n-…

nilla
n-…

nillaŋi
n-…

3 pillaŋam / killaŋam
p-… / k-…

killa / pilla
k-… / p-…

pilla
p-…

pillaŋi
p-…

PC 1 ŋilla
ŋ-i-[gem]-Ø

ŋilla
ŋ-i-[gem]-Ø

ŋillaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 nilla
n-…

nilla
n-…

nillaŋi
n-…

3 killa / pilla
k-… / p-…

pilla
p-…

pillaŋi
p-…

Table 5.12: Sample verb stem illustrating the rhotic InnerC alternation in pl forms.

/a/ pierce
Class: XXI

STEM: /a/ default
/ɾa/ c:rhotic

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋam
ŋ-a-[def]-m

ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋani
ŋ-a-[def]-ni

ŋe
ŋ-e-[def]-ø

2 t ̪̪am
t-̪…

ta̪
t-̪…

ta̪ni
t-̪…

te̪
t-̪…

3 dam / kam
d-… / k-…

ka / pa
k-… / p-…

dani
d-…

de
d-…

INCL 1 ta̪m
t-̪a-[def]-m

pa
p-a-[def]-ø

ta̪ni
t-̪a-[def]-ni

te̪
t-̪e-[def]-ø

(continued)
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Table 5.13: Sample paradigm exhibiting 2sg apicalisation of InnerC.

/bu/ lower
Class: XVII

STEM: /bu/ default
/ba/ vh:low

/du/ c:apical
/da/ c:apic, vh:low

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ban
ø-u-[low]-n

bu
ø-u-[def]-ø

buni
ø-u-[def]-ni

buj
ø-u-[def]-j

2 dan
ø-u-[low,apic]-n

du
ø-u-[apic]- ø

duni
ø-u-[apic]-ni

duj
ø-u-[apic]-j

3 ban / kuban
ø-u-[low]-n / k-u-[low]-n

bu / bu
ø-u-[def]-ø

buni
ø-u-[def]-ni

buj
ø-u-[def]-j

INCL 1 tu̪ban
t-̪u-[low]-n

pubu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪buni
t-̪u-[def]-ni

tu̪buj
t-̪u-[def]-j

PL 1 ŋuban
ŋ-u-[low]-n

ŋubu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubuni
ŋ-u-[def]-ni

ŋubuj
ŋ-u-[def]-j

2 nuban
n-…

nubu
n-…

nubuni
n-…

nubuj
n-…

3 puban / kuban
p-… / k-…

kubu / pubu
k-… / p-…

pubuni
p-…

pubuj
p-…

PC 1 ŋubu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubune
ŋ-u-[def]-ne

ŋubuj
ŋ-u-[def]-j

/a/ pierce
Class: XXI

STEM: /a/ default
/ɾa/ c:rhotic

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

PL 1 ŋaɾam
ŋa-[rhot]-m

ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋaɾani
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ni

ŋeɾa
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ø

2 naɾam
n-…

na
n-…

naɾani
n-…

neɾa
n-…

3 paɾam / kaɾam
p-… / k-…

ka / pa
k-… / p-…

pani
p-…

peɾa
p-…

PC 1 ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋaɾane
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ne

ŋeɾa
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ø

2 na
n-…

naɾane
n-…

neɾa
n-…

3 ka / pa
k-… / p-…

paɾane
p-…

peɾa
p-…

Table 5.12 (continued)
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/bu/ lower
Class: XVII

STEM: /bu/ default
/ba/ vh:low

/du/ c:apical
/da/ c:apic, vh:low

2 nubu
n-…

nubune
n-…

nubuj
n-…

3 kubu / pubu
k-… / p-…

pubune
p-…

pubuj
p-…

Table 5.14: Sample paradigm exhibiting highly irregular alternations of InnerC, including 
 suppletive inner stems.

/ɾu/ ‘go’ STEM: /ɾu/ default
/ɻu/ geminate
/u/ weak
/ji/ j (suppl), front
/mpa/ mp  
(suppl), low

/ɾa/ low
/ɾi/ front
/je/ j (suppl), front, low

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋuɾan
ŋ-u-[low]-n

ŋuɾu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuɾini
ŋ-u-[front]-ni

ŋuɾi
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 tu̪ɾan
t-̪…

tu̪ɾu
t-̪…

tu̪ɾini
t-̪…

tu̪ɾi
t-̪…

3 wuɾan / kuɾan
w-… / k-…

kuɾu / puɾu
k-… / p-…

wuɾini
w-…

wuɾi
w-…

INCL 1 tu̪ɾan
t-̪u-[low]-n

puɾu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ɾini
t-̪u-[front]-ni

t̪uɾi
t̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋumpan
ŋ-u-[mp,low]-n

ŋuɻu
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋuɳi
ŋ-u-[weak,-
front]-ɳi

ŋuji
ŋ-u-[j, 
front]-ø

2 numpan
n-…

nuɻu
n-…

nuɳi
n-…

nuji
n-…

3 pumpan / kumpan
p-… / k-…

kuɻu / puɻu
k-… / p-…

puɳi
p-…

puji
p-…

PC 1 ŋa
ŋ-a-[weak]-ø

ŋuɳe
ŋ-u-[weak, 
front]-ɳe

ŋuje
ŋ-u-[j, frnt, 
low]-ø

2 na
n-…

nuɳe
n-…

nuje
n-…

3 ka / pa
k-… / p-…

puɳe
p-…

puje
p-…

Table 5.13 (continued)
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Table 5.15: Sample paradigm exhibiting InnerVH and InnerVF alternations associated with tense 
and number

/ɖu/ impel
Class: XXXI

STEM: /ɖu/ default
/ɖa/ vh:low
/ɖi/ vf:front
/ɖe/ vh:low, vf:front

/ɖɖu/ c:gem
/ɖɖa/ c:gem, vh:low
/ɖɖi/ c:gem, vf:front
/ɖɖe/ c:gem, vh:low, vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋuɖan
ŋ-u-[low]-n

ŋuɖu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuɖini
ŋ-u-[front]-ni

ŋuɖi
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 tu̪ɖan
t-̪…

tu̪ɖu
t-̪…

tu̪ɖini
t-̪…

tu̪ɖi
t-̪…

3 wuɖan / kuɖan
w-… / k-…

kuɖu / puɖu
k-… / p-…

wuɖini
w-… 

wuɖi
w-… 

INCL 1 tu̪ɖan
t-̪u-[low]-n

puɖu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ɖini
t-̪u-[front]-ni

tu̪ɖi
t -̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋuɖɖan
ŋ-u-
[gem,low]-n

ŋuɖɖu
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋuɖɖini
ŋ-u-[gem,-
front]-ni

ŋuɖɖi
ŋ-u-[gem,-
front]-ø

2 nuɖɖan
n-…

nuɖɖu
n-…

nuɖɖini
n-…

nuɖɖi
n-…

3 puɖɖan / 
kuɖɖan
p-… / k-…

kuɖɖu / puɖɖu
k-… / p-…

puɖɖini
p-…

puɖɖi
p-…

PC 1 ŋuɖɖa
ŋ-u-[gem,low]-ø

ŋuɖɖene
ŋ-u-[gem,-
front,low]-ne

ŋuɖɖe
ŋ-u-[gem,-
front,low]-ø

2 nuɖɖa
n-…

nuɖɖene
n-…

nuɖɖe
n-…

3 kuɖɖa / puɖɖa
k-… / p-…

puɖɖene
p-…

puɖɖe
p-…

the vowels in /-ɳi ~ -n̪i/, which are the most frequent SuffixPST formatives. Simi-
larly the pc = [low] and nfut = [low] alternations may be related to vowels in the 
/-ka/ pc.subj suffix and the /-ŋam/ nfut formative respectively. Table 5.15 illus-
trates a verb stem paradigm with a range of InnerVH and InnerVF alternations.

5.5 Unpredictable exponence and cross-linguistic comparison

I have described above the prolific allomorphy found in the intersecting form-
atives of Murrinhpatha finite verb stems. I characterise this as ‘semi-regular’ 



5.5 Unpredictable exponence and cross-linguistic comparison   131

morphological structure, in reference to these patterns, status at the margins of 
morphology and unanalysable lexicon. In this section I quantify this degree of 
unpredictability, and compare it to measurements for other languages.

An intuitive measurement of allomorph irregularity can be reached by cal-
culating the overall predictability of allomorph selection. This is not the same 
as number of allomorphs, because it also takes into account how evenly they 
are distributed in the sample. For example let us imagine five allomorphs dis-
tributed across ten verb stems. If each allomorph applies to two verb stems, 
[a,a,b,b,c,c,d,d,e,e], we have much less chance of predicting an allomorph, 
than if one particular allomorph applies to six verb stems, [a,a,a,a,a,a,b,c,d,e]. 
The formula for measuring the predictability of such distributions is a weighted 
average probability of all outcomes (i.e. all allomorphs), known as entropy 
(Shannon, 1948). Higher entropy, measured in bits, indicates a greater quantity 
of information is required to reduce uncertainty to zero. Informally, we can think 
of this as ‘greater unpredictability’. For example, our six allomorphs with no par-
ticular favourite have entropy of 2.32 bits, while the same allomorphs distributed 
with one preferred allomorph has an entropy of 1.77 bits.

Predictability calculations for Murrinhpatha finite verb stem inflectional 
exponence find that inflectional cells range from 1.91 bits for 1incl.irr (which 
has no allomorphy at all in PrefV and Suffix formatives) to 4.41 bits for 2pl.
nfut and 3pl.nfut. The average across all cells is 3.72 bits. This type of meas-
urement may be unfamiliar in itself, but fortunately there is a cross-linguistic 
study of predictability in inflectional exponence that provides a point of com-
parison. Ackerman and Malouf (2013, p. 443) report the average predictability 
of cell exponence for 10 languages, including some that are informally regarded 
as having highly complex inflectional morphology. They find a range from 0.78 
bits (for Nuer) up to 4.92 bits (for Mazatec). Added to their list, Murrinhpatha 
would have the third-most unpredictable exponence out of 11 languages, as 
shown in Table 5.17 below. However, the two languages that show higher expo-
nence unpredictability, Mazatec and Arapesh, both have small inflectional par-
adigms: 6 cells and 2 cells respectively. Murrinhpatha verb stems, by contrast, 
specify 42 cells. Therefore Murrinhpatha inflectional morphology has among the 
higher rates of inflectional unpredictability observed cross-linguistically, but 
multiplies this unpredictability across a much larger paradigm of inflectional 
exponences, compared to languages attested with similar degrees of exponence 
unpredictability.

The effect of paradigm size on inflection predictability can be expressed 
with a simple extension to Ackerman and Malouf ’s cross-linguistic calcu-
lations, adding a ‘Complete Paradigm Predictability’ figure that sums the 
entropy of exponence scores for all cells, rather than averaging them. Given 
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Table 5.16: Complete Paradigm Prediction scores for cross-linguistic sample. Based on table in 
Ackerman and Malouf (2013, p. 443).

Language Paradigmatic cells Average cell 
 predictability (bits)

Complete Paradigm 
 Predictability (bits)
(Cells x Average cell 
 predictability)

Amele  3 2.88   8.65

Arapesh  2 4.07   8.14

Burmeso 12 1.00  12.00

Fur 12 2.40  28.47

Greek  8 1.62  12.97

Kwerba 12 0.86  10.37

Mazatec  6 4.92  29.52

Murrinhpatha 42 3.72 156.37

Ngiti 16 1.94  30.99

Nuer  6 0.77   4.67

Russian 12 0.91  10.93

that entropy is the amount of information required to reduce uncertainty 
to zero, the addition of cell entropies represents the total amount of infor-
mation required to predict all inflectional forms of a lexeme. Murrinhpatha 
has by far the largest Complete Paradigm Predictability score when added 
to Ackerman and Malouf ’s cross- linguistic sample. Table 5.16 illustrates 
the Complete Paradigm Predictability scores for the cross-linguistic sample 
including Murrinhpatha.36 We see that in this measurement, Murrinhpatha 
is an outlier in the sample, with 156.36 bits of unpredictability in an inflec-
tional paradigm, compared to scores ranging from 4.67–30.99 in the rest of 
the sample. However, this figure should be weighed against the fact that 

Murrinhpatha finite verb stems are a closed class of 39 lexical members, 
while other languages in the sample apply inflectional paradigms to open 
lexical classes (though usually only one paradigm is applied productively). 
Although the very high information content of the Murrinhpatha paradigm 

36  See Ackerman and Malouf (2013) for a list of descriptive sources drawn on in developing this 
cross-linguistic comparison. 
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may seem  problematic for  learnability, speakers may be able to offset this by 
greater reliance on whole-form memorisation (Mansfield & Nordlinger, 2019), 
a question I return to below (§5.7).

The figures calculated above treat each inflectional cell as an independent 
problem for allomorphy prediction. However it has been argued that this is not a 
realistic model of language use or structure. Learners and speakers of a language 
are faced with a slightly different problem: predicting inflectional allomorphy of 
a form, given other forms that they have encountered of the same lexeme (Ack-
erman, Blevins, & Malouf, 2009; Ackerman & Malouf, 2013). The paradigmatic 
structure of languages is such that knowing the allomorphy selection of some 
forms generally reduces the uncertainty associated with other forms. The pre-
dictability of such implicational relations in Murrinhpatha is beyond the scope of 
this chapter, but has been investigated in detail in other work (Mansfield, 2016b; 
Mansfield & Nordlinger, 2019). This work shows that Murrinhpatha verb stem 
allomorphy remains highly unpredictable compared to other languages, even 
given the clues provided by paradigmatically related forms.

5.6 Variation and change in inflectional paradigms

The inflectional system described above is based on forms elicited from a handful 
of speakers in the 1970s and 1980s and documented by Street (1987). One par-
ticular speaker (GrMo, b. 1938) acted as the main informant for these paradigms 
(Street, p.c.). Representations of a grammatical system may always be to some 
extent a necessary reification of phenomena that are actually in flux, but this 
seems to be particularly the case for Murrinhpatha finite verb stem inflections. 
Data collected from a wider range of speakers, especially speakers born in the 
1960s–90s, who contribute most of the corpus (§1.5), exhibit considerable vari-
ation and signs of diachronic change. Much of this involves variable application 
of the formative analogies, which reinforces the interpretation of these as active 
morphological elements (Mansfield & Nordlinger, 2019).

Some variation of inflection can be ascribed to phonological optimisation, 
either reduction or harmonisation (5, 6).

(5) ŋamam ~ ŋam (VC haplology)
 ŋa-ma-m
 1sg-do-nfut 
(6) kuɖi ~ kuɖu  (vowel harmonisation)
 ku-ɖi-ø

 3sg-turn.rr-irr 
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However many other variables are not phonological but morphological: they indi-
cate variation in selection of formative allomorphs. These are likely to be changes 
in progress, because the available data suggests discrepancies between older and 
youngers speakers (Mansfield & Nordlinger, 2019). The change /na > nu/ go.2pl.
irr (7) provides one of the clearer examples. The earlier attested prefix vowel 
/a/ is unusual for a verb stem where most other forms have /u/. If we compare 
other verb stems that have, say, 1sg.irr with /ŋu-/ (e.g. /ma/ ‘do’, /ɖu/ ‘turn’), 
we find that they all have 2pl.irr with /nu-/. These verb stems provide sources of 
analogies because their inflectional paradigms use many of the same formative 
allomorphs as does /ɾu/ ‘go’.

(7) na > nu
na-ø-ø > nu-ø-ø

 na-[weak]-ø > nu-[weak]-ø
2pl-go-irr  (AlBu, 2013-01-15)

Other instances alter more than one formative at a time. The change /nam > 
ta̪mam/ do.2sg.nfut (8) switches allomorphs for both InnerC and the PrefC, 
in both cases drawing on analogical sources available from various other verb 
stems (e.g. /ni/ ‘be’, /n̪t i̪/ ‘have’). The change /paŋan > piɾim/ watch.3pl.nfut (9) 
switches PrefV, inner stem and suffix allomorphs, again with analogical sources 
for each formative (e.g. /ɾa/ ‘stand’, /n̪ta̪/ ‘perch’).

(8) nam > ta̪mam
ø-na-m > ta̪-ma-m
2sg-do-nfut (WaDo, 2013-01-24)

(9) paŋan > piɾim
pa-a-ŋan > pi-ɾi-m

 pa-[weak]-ŋan > pi-[front,high]-m
 3pl-watch-nfut (LuPa, 2015-07-05_AM)

In summary, we see a range of variants, likely indicating change-in-progress, all 
of which can be attributed to switches of analogical source in selection of form-
ative allomorphs. Research on child acquisition of finite verb stem inflection 
also shows that children’s selection of formative allomorphs sometimes does not 
match adult targets (Forshaw, 2016, p. 231ff.).

5.7 Whole-form storage or morphological structure?

I return now to the existential question for semi-regular inflectional formatives: 
do speakers represent these in their mental grammar, or are they merely an  
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artefact of elaborate morphological analysis? As mentioned earlier, previous 
work in Murrinhpatha has treated the verb stem as an indivisible unit, implicitly 
rejecting the morphological existence of semi-regular formatives.

Mainstream linguistic analysis usually presents the question of whole-form 
storage versus morphological structure as a pair of exclusive options. This follows 
from the traditional separation of lexicon and grammar (§1.7.3). However a con-
structional approach makes no such separation, and allows that Murrinhpatha 
stem forms may be stored as whole units, with morphological structure included 
in their representations. Such an approach is exemplified in (10–12). The stem 
form has constituency structure for inner stem, subject agreement and tense ele-
ments.37 Inner stem alternation is represented by a diacritic. Thus where stem 
forms share formative elements, such as the /-m/ suffix or the low inner stem 
vowel alternation, these patterns are captured in their representations.

(10) [SUBJ[[ŋi-[laDEF]INNER-m]TNS]]VS  → wipe.1sg.nfut
(11) [SUBJ[[wu-[ɾaLOW]INNER-n]TNS]]VS → go.3sg.nfut
(12) [SUBJ[[[daAPIC]INNER]TNS]]VS → affect.2sg.irr

These representations, combining whole-form storage with morphological 
structure, capture some of the salient facts we have noted about the verb stems. 
 Murrinhpatha verb stems have highly unpredictable inflectional exponence, 
and the cross-linguistic comparison above confirms that this unpredictability 
is typologically unusual (§5.5). However this is offset by the closed-class nature 
of the system, which although it is reasonably large (1638 forms), would seem 
to allow whole-form storage as a means of mitigating unpredictability. It is log-
ically possible that Murrinhpatha speakers store only inner stem elements, and 
derive inflected stem forms via affixation and alternation processes specified 
in the lexical entry. But the intricacy of these derivational processes would be 
highly inefficient, especially for those inflectional patterns that apply to only a 
few stems. Some degree of whole storage seems all but inevitable, and this is 
captured by the representations above.

On the other hand, the entire set of 1638 inflected stem forms would require a 
very large amount of linguistic input to be completely memorised. Inflected forms 
have a Zipfian distribution in discourse (J. P. Blevins, Milin, & Ramscar, 2017), 
which means that while some forms occur frequently, others are vanishingly rare, 
and large paradigms require many millions of words to provide complete cover-

37 I tentatively propose a more closely nested constituency for inner stem and tense, with sub-
ject agreement outside these, on the basis of inner stem alternations patterning more often with 
tense than with subject.
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age (Muradoglu, 2018). For Murrinhpatha verb stems, this means that speakers 
must occasionally parse or produce forms that they have not encountered before, 
or encountered only a handful of times. Paradigmatic relations provide the impli-
cational structure for dealing with this situation (Ackerman et al., 2009), but if 
whole-forms were stored without the internal constituent structure that instan-
tiates paradigmatic relations, this would not be possible. Therefore some degree 
of stem-internal structure seems a priori necessary, though we can only guess 
at how the use of this structure balances out with whole-form storage. The data 
from variation and change in inflectional exponence (§5.6) provides some empir-
ical evidence for implicational processes using stem-internal structure, because 
it shows the innovation and spread of variants that are clearly based on paradig-
matic analogies, rather than purely phonological processes. The representations 
above capture these requirements for stem-internal morphological structure.

5.8 Summary

In this chapter we have explored a highly unpredictable system of inflectional 
morphology applied to finite verb stems. In the next chapter we will explore 
morphology that contrasts with this in having predictable phonological forms, 
which attach to verb stem or nominal hosts irrespective of the particular lexeme. 
These grammatical suffixes are attached outside of semi-regular inflectional 
formatives. Finite verb stems will thus continue to feature in the next chapter, as 
their inflected forms in turn host grammatical suffixes. Finite verb stems will also 
feature in a later chapter on compound verbs (§8), where their semantic charac-
teristics and their rather ambiguous identity as ‘lexical’ elements will come to 
the fore.
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6 Predicate inflectional suffixes

6.1 Introduction

Murrinhpatha has a range of suffixes that specify grammatical categories asso-
ciated with a predicate, in particular its tense, aspectual and modal category, 
and the person, number and gender categories of its arguments. We must refer 
to these as ‘predicate’ inflections rather than verb or noun inflections, since 
they can be suffixed to either verb stems or nominals. However, the predicating 
lexeme that hosts these suffixes is much more commonly a verb, and there-
fore the main discussion of predicational suffixes in this chapter uses verbs as 
examples.

The grammatical categories encoded by predicational suffixes are inte-
grated with the categories encoded by finite verb stem inflection, described 
in the last chapter. Finite verb stem inflection encodes more general catego-
ries of number and tense, while predicational morphs provide more specific-
ity. The two types are strikingly different in their form–meaning relations. The 
‘semi-regular formatives’ described in the last chapter are highly unpredicta-
ble in their phonological form, determined by the particular verb stem lexeme 
to which they attach. But the suffixes described in this chapter involve neat 
chunks of sound–meaning correspondence that are totally independent of 
lexical host.

Predicate inflectional suffixes form two distinct layers as defined by a pro-
sodic criterion: some form a prosodic word (PWord, ω) together with their host, 
while others adjoin outside of the host PWord (cf. Anderson, 2005, p. 46; Selkirk, 
1996). The boundary between the two layers plays a significant role in verb 
compounding, where a coverb attaches at the point that forms the prosodically 
internal/external boundary on the associated simple verb (1, coverb underlined). 
Compound verbs appear in many of the examples in this chapter, but discussion 
of compounding is deferred until Chapter §8.

 Internal and external predicational morphs
(1) ŋeɾam-nu-ŋku-bat-̪nime-ŋibim
 watch.rr.1pl.nfut-rr-pauc.obj-look-pauc.m-stand.impf
 we (pauc, masc) are looking at each other (LP, 2015-06-27_AM-02)

The two layers of predicate suffixes have somewhat different morphological 
structure. The internal layer is characterised by dependencies between suffixes, 
and by fixed ordering among those suffixes. By contrast, the outer layer has 
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fewer dependencies among suffixes, and has considerable flexibility of suffix 
 sequencing. Section §6.2 describes the prosodically internal layer of predica-
tional morphs, and §6.3 the external layer. Section §6.4 provides an explicit sche-
matic formulation of the overall verb structure. Section §6.5 describes the binding 
of inflection suffixes to nominals when a clause has a nominal, rather than a 
verbal, predicate.

6.2 The prosodically internal layer

The internal layer of predicate inflectional suffixes encodes pronominal argu-
ments of the predicate, and number categories of these arguments. There are 
various dependencies in the ways that pronominal arguments and number 
markers combine. The general principles are (a) only one pronominal argument 
suffix can appear; and (b) prosodically internal number markers may only be 
adjacent to the pronominal argument they co-index, though further number 
specification can occur in the external layer. I summarise the system of pronom-
inal and number suffixes in Figure 6.1, which shows morphotactic attachments 
from left to right, with arrows indicating possible attachments. Examples (2–4) 
illustrate some possible combinations.

Figure 6.1:  Verb stem and its internal predicate suffixes.

(2) [pumpan-ka]ω

 go.3pl.nfut-pc.subj
 they (pauc.) are going
(3) [pumem-nu-ŋku]ω

 say.rr.3pl.nfut-rr-pc.rr
 they (pauc.) said to each other
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(4) [pumam-na-ɾa]ω

 say.3pl.nfut-2pl.obl-obl.plur
 they (pl.) said to you (pl.)

As shown in Figure 6.1, the finite verb stem encodes the first pronominal argu-
ment, subj, while internal suffixes may encode one (and only one) additional 
obj or obl argument, or the reflexive/reciprocal (rr) ‘pseudo-argument’, which 
is unspecified for person and number, but indicates that the subject of the verb is 
also the object. Pronominal argument suffixes occur before number suffixes, and 
prevent the prosodically internal hosting of any number suffix that co-indexes 
the subj of the verb stem. As noted above, the general principle is that number 
suffixes can be prosodically internal only if they are adjacent to their co-indexed 
pronominal. Thus where an obj/obl/rr suffix appears, number specification of 
the subj must appear in the external layer.

Figure 6.1 also indicates that different pronominal argument types select 
different number suffixes (e.g. pc.obj selects /-ŋku/, but pc.subj selects /-ka/). 
Murrinhpatha predicational morphology has a cascading system of number 
specification: pl (‘broad plural’) is an under-specified plural that can be further 
specified as either plur (‘specific plural’) or pc (‘broad paucal’); but pc in turn 
may be further specified with dual or pauc (‘specific paucal’). Cascading spec-
ification may require a series of two suffixes for a pronominal argument (e.g. 
/-wun-ŋku-ŋintha/ 3pl.obj-pc.obj-dual.f), but as shown in the figure, only the 
number suffix that is adjacent to the argument can be in the prosodically internal 
layer. The intricacies of this system are further explained in the sections below.

The prosodic integration of internal suffixes is shown by penultimate accent 
positioning, and the lack of bimoraic lengthening if the host is an open monosyl-
lable (5–11).

(5) [ná-ŋa]ω

 say.2sg.irr-1sg.obl
 tell me (GbM, 2011-08-21_Ep)
(6) [mam-wí-ɾa]ω

 say.3sg.nfut-3pl.obl-plur.obl
 he told them (ThN, 2008-09-25)
(7) [mam-ŋín̪ta̪]ω

 say.3sg.nfut-dual.f
 they (dual) said
(8) [paɳám-ka]ω -ŋime
 be.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-pauc.f
 they (paucal, fem) are (LTch, 2011-07-30)
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(9) [[páta̪]ω]φ  [[wuɾiní-ŋe]ω-ða]φ

good go.3sg.pst-3sg.f.obl-pst
he was good to her (MnMn, 2011-07-30)

(10) [ŋunuŋám-ka]ω

 use.feet.3sg.nfut-pc.subj
they (pauc) are going

(11) [mem-ŋin̪tá̪-nu]ω

 say.3sg.rr.nfut-dual.f-rr
they (dual) said to each other

Sub-sections below describe the details of argument and number encoding in the 
internal layer. However we first require an outline of the grammatical number 
categories, which are complicated by the fact that they have different degrees of 
specificity in different domains.

6.2.1 Pronominal number categories

Murrinhpatha has an unusually large set of pronominal number categories, 
adding both dual and paucal to the standard singular/plural. Number marking 
uses a complex system of distributed exponence, with some morphological 
elements marking broader categories, and others adding specificity. Gram-
matical number is marked only on pronominals, and never on other nominal 
 arguments. The analysis here draws on previous analyses of Murrinhpatha 
grammatical number (Blythe, 2009, p. 129ff.; Nordlinger, 2015), but reconfig-
ures the feature analysis to make more extensive use of broad or ‘underspeci-
fied’ category labels.

We have seen in the previous chapter (§5.2.2) that in finite verb stem inflec-
tion, the irr, pst, and pstirr tenses have a three-way number distinction, sg/
pc/plur, while the nfut tense collapses pc and plur into a more general pl cat-
egory, giving a two-way sg/pl distinction. obj and obl pronominal suffixes also 
have the sg/pl distinction, while free pronoun stems have the three-way number 
distinction, but in addition have a distinct ‘dual sibling’ category, giving a four-
way sg/pc/plur/dual.sibl (Street, 1987). Throughout the system, however, the 
distinctions unspecified in broad categories can nonetheless be specified using 
number suffixes, in either the internal or external layer. To neatly gloss this 
system of varying specificity, we require special abbreviations for our number cat-
egories. Table 6.1 illustrates the glossing conventions, and shows the hierarchical 
relationships of specificity: pl is a broad category, containing both plur and pc. 
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In turn, pc is a broad category containing pauc, dual and dual.sibl.38 The dual.
sibl number category has not been attested for any other language, and reflects 
the intense cultural importance of classificatory siblinghood (§2.3), as reinforced 
through interactional norms (Blythe, 2013).3940

Table 6.2 shows how the broader and more specific categories are encoded in 
different pronominal elements. Obj and obl pronominals collapse plur/pc into 
the broader pl category, and use a separate suffix to mark more specific number 
categories where applicable. The table also shows the number categories marked 
on finite verb stems, depending on tense, and on free pronouns. The free pro-
nouns have a special form distinguishing dual.sibl within the pc hyper-category, 
but only in third person. The third-person pc free pronouns are word stems but 
cannot appear independently, requiring a suffix to specify pauc or dual category,  
e.g. /peni-ŋin̪ta̪/ dual.fem. Gender is specified as feminine or masculine for 
some 3sg and 3pc forms, and fem is a default category, used for groups of mixed 
gender.

Figure 6.2 illustrates schematically how number becomes increasingly 
specified with the use of suffixes both internal and external. Arrows indicate  

38 Blythe (2009) proposes the same pc number category, but labels it ‘daucal’, as a portmanteau 
of ‘dual’ and ‘paucal’. Nordlinger (2015) has a slightly different analysis that posits this as a dual 
category, in view of its use for encoding dual siblings when no number suffix is present.
39 Paucal, same-sex classificatory siblings are generally encoded as plur category. Their only 
distinction from plur is as obj pronominals, where unlike plur number they induce the pc.obj 
suffix (Blythe, 2009, p. 129ff.). In practice the paucal sibling category is very rare.
40 The distinction between pc and plural number is arguably not so much about numerical 
quantity, as about recognisable reference [pc] versus non-referentiality or non-specificity [plur] 
(Blythe, 2009, p. 123).

sing Singular One exactly (for humans); animals and inanimates 
are usually marked sg for any number

pl Plural (broad) Any number greater than one
L plur Plural (specific) More specifically, greater than paucal 
L pc Paucal (broad) Greater than one, but not as many as plural40

  L pauc Paucal (specific) More specifically, greater than two

  L dual Dual Two exactly (who are not siblings, or not  
known to be)

  L dual.sibl Dual siblings Two classificatory, same-sex siblings

Table 6.1: Labels for number categories with varying degrees of specificity.
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morphotactic combinations from left to right, while dashed lines indicate the 
final number category output of each morphotactic combination. As explained 
below, there are distinct internal/external encoding options for dual number 
in subject pronominals. The internal number suffixes are further discussed in 
subsections below (§6.2.2, §6.2.4), while the external suffixes are discussed in the 
next section (§6.3). Examples (12–22) provide selected illustrations of the system.

 Verb stem subject, nfut
(12) [kanam-ŋin̪ta̪]ω

 be.3sg.nfut-dual.f
 they are (dual, fem)
(13) [paɳam-ka]ω-ŋime
 be.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-pauc.f

they are (pauc, fem)

 Verb stem subject, irr
(14) [kaɳe]ω-ŋime
 be.3pc.irr-pauc.f

they will be (pauc, fem)

Table 6.2: Murrinhpatha grammatical number distinctions on pronominal suffixes, finite verb 
stems and free pronouns (Street, 1987, p. 99; Walsh, 1976, pp. 205–209) † Portions in paren-
thesis are deleted post-vocalically.

Object 
suffix

Oblique 
suffix

Verb stem 
(stand.nfut)

Verb stem 
(stand.pst)

Free pronoun

sing 1 -ŋi -ŋa ŋaɾim ŋiɾi ŋaj

2 -n̪i -mpa ti̪ɾim ti̪ɾi n̪in̪i

3 -ø -n̪e fem
-na masc

piɾim piɾi niɣunu fem
nukunu masc

incl 1/2 -n̪i -n̪e t i̪ɾim ti̪ɾi neki

pl 1 -ŋan -ŋa ŋibim plur ŋi ŋanki

2 -nan -na nibim ni nanki

3 -(wu)n † -(wi) pibim pi piɣunu

pc 1 ŋe ŋanku

2 ne nanku

3 pe pauc,dual peni- (fem)
peɻe- (masc) 

dual.sibl piɣuna
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(15) [kaɳi]ω

 be.3plur.irr
 they will be (plur, fem)

 Object suffix pl
(16) [pan-wun-bat]ω

 slash.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-hit
 she hit them (plur)
(17) [pan-wun-ŋku-bat]ω-ŋime
 slash.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-pc.obj-hit-pauc.f
 she hit them (pauc, fem)

Figure 6.2:  Number category specification by pronominals and number suffixes.
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 Oblique suffix pl
(18) [mam-wi-ɾa]ω

 say.3sg.nfut-3pl.obl-plur.obl
 she said to them (plural)
(19) [mam-wi-ɾu]ω-nin̪ta̪
 say.3sg.nfut-3pl.obl-pc.obl-dual.m

she said to them (dual, masc)
(20) [mam-wi-ɾu]ω

 say.3sg.nfut-3pl.obl-pc.obl
she said to them (dual sibling)

 Free pronoun
(21) [ŋanku]ω

 we/us (dual sibling)
(22) [ŋanku-ŋime]ω

 we/us (paucal, fem)

Younger speakers collapse one of the pronominal number distinctions, plur.
obl vs pc.obl, neutralising it to the broad pl category. It is the erstwhile plur 
form that is used for the neutralised category (23), which fits with the general 
pattern of larger-number categories being less marked. The example also illus-
trates a vowel variant in the pronominal system: syllables /wi, pi/ often have a 
back vowel, i.e. /wu, pu/, especially for younger speakers.41

Youth speech
(23) muɾin̪-[n̪ini=mata̪]ω  [mam-wu-ɾa]ω-ŋime

lang-anaph=emph say.1sg.nfut-3pl.obl-pl.obl-pauc.f
that’s just what I told them (SL [b. 1964], 2012-06-12)

6.2.2 Single-argument verbs

Verbs with a single argument, i.e. the subject encoded in the verb stem, host only 
the number suffixes /-ka/ pc.subj and /-ŋin̪ta̪/ dual in the internal layer. Transi-
tive verbs are also single-argument in terms of verb morphology if they have a 3sg 
object, since this particular person/number category is unmarked on the verb. As 
noted above, non-human referents are generally encoded as 3sg, no matter their 

41 Other variable vowels are /niɣunu ~ nuɣunu/ 3sg.fem free pronoun, and /-neme ~ -name ~ -nime/  
pauc.masc external suffix.
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actual number, which contributes to a high proportion of transitive verbs lacking 
any object morphology.

A ‘broad-paucal’ subject marker /-ka/ pc.subj is added in the internal layer as 
required if the verb is of the underspecified pl category (24, 25).42 This occurs only 
for nfut tense verb stems, while other tenses encode pc in the stem (26, 27).43

(24) [puɖɖam-ka-wuɭ  ]ω-ŋime
 impel.rr.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-return-pauc.f
 they (paucal, fem) returned
(25) [puɖɖam-ka-wuɭ]ω

 impel.rr.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-return
 they (dual siblings) returned (HLK, 1997_MSC-1007)
(26) peːŋimeða
 [pe]ω-ŋime-ða
 say.3pc.pst-pauc.f
 they (paucal, fem) said
(27) [kiɻa]ω-nu-neme
 stand.3pc.irr-fut-pauc.m
 they (pauc, masc) will stand

Dual subject single-argument verbs host /-ŋin̪t̪a/ dual.f and /-nin̪t̪a/ dual.m in 
the internal layer (for convenience I refer to both collectively as /-ŋin̪t̪a/ dual, see 
details below). Unexpectedly this construct uses the sg subject category on the 
verb stem, breaking with the general pattern of larger number categories being 
specified by smaller ones (28). Other appearances of dual, either in the external 
suffix layer of predicates, or suffixed to free pronouns, combine with the broad pl 
and pc number categories (29, 30). When an external impf suffix is used, it agrees 
with the stem in subject number (Nordlinger, 2015), despite this being the ‘wrong’ 
number category for dual subject (31).

42 This suffix could also be posited as */-ŋka/ pc.subj. Because it always appears following a 
nasal, the /ŋ/ in */-ŋka/ would never actually be realised, being deleted by  morpho-phonological 
juncture rules (§4.4). The form */-ŋka/ fits better the shape of other internal bound morphs 
/-ŋku/ pc.obj, /-ŋka/ ‘eye’, /-mpa/ 2sg.obl. However the /-ka/ form seems more likely given the 
apparent historical lenition process described in the next footnote.
43 The origin of the pc inflectional category in irr, pst and pstirr tense is probably a historical 
reduction of /-ka/ pc.subj. Verbs in these tenses all end in vowels, creating the phonological 
context for morph-initial voiceless obstruent lenition (§4.5.1). This would leave a vowel sequence 
/Va/, which by vowel degemination would lead to reductions such as /aa → a/ and /ia → e/. These 
are precisely the vowels we find in synchronic pc verb forms.
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(28) [mam-ŋin̪ta̪]ω

 say.3sg.nfut-dual.f
they (dual, fem) said

(29) [pumam-ŋa]ω-ŋin̪ta̪
 say.3pl.nfut-1sg.obl-dual.f

they (dual, fem) said to me
(30) [ŋanku-ŋin̪ta̪]ω

1pc-dual.m
we two men

(31) [mem-nin̪ta̪-ðaðap]ω-dim
 use.hands.rr.3sg.nfut-dual-touch.plur-sit.3sg.impf

they (dual, masc) are touching each other’s hands (JeTu, 2015-06-27_AM)

The use of a sg category for dual referents goes against the grain of the 
 Murrinhpatha pronominal number system, where under-specification generally 
uses greater number categories to encompass smaller ones. Interestingly, this 
aberrant form of cumulative number specification, sg + dual = ‘dual’, occurs in a 
prosodically internal construct. Prosodically external verb constructs, by contrast, 
follow the more general formula pc + dual = ‘dual’ (Nordlinger & Mansfield, 2015). 
There is a general expectation that prosodically internal constructs should be less 
semantically compositional than prosodically external constructs (e.g. Baker & 
Harvey, 2003), however in this case we see a further type of non- compositionality, 
in morphosyntactic category marking rather than lexical semantics.

6.2.3 Reflexive/reciprocal valency

Reflexive/reciprocal (rr) valency is marked in the internal layer for transitive 
verbs, though it does not occur with predicating nominals (Nordlinger, n.d., 
2011b). The valency change is obligatorily marked on verb stems, which have 
unpredictable alternative forms for rr valency (§5.4), and by the optional addi-
tion of an internal suffix /-nu ~ -ni/ (32–34). This suffix patterns with pronomi-
nal argument suffixes by occupying the same structural position, and combining 
with one of the same number suffixes as obj pronominals (see below). It can be 
thought of as encoding a special type of obj argument, which is co-indexed with 
the subj argument. However /-nu ~ -ni/ rr is at best a ‘pseudo-pronominal’, since 
it does not encode person/number distinctions like the other pronominal suffixes.

(32) [diɾim-nu-bat]̪ω-dim
 watch.rr.3sg.nfut-rr-look-sit.impf

he’s looking at himself (JeTu, 2015-06-27_AM)
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(33) [[muɾin̪]ω]φ  [[pumem-nu]ω-ŋime]φ

 language say.rr.3pl.nfut-rr-pauc.f
 they (pauc fem) say to each other (FxA, 2011-08-01_3-11)
(34) [[maŋe]ω]φ [[mem-ma-n̪et]ω]φ

 hand use.hands.rr.3sg-hand-slice
 he cut open his hand (Nordlinger, n.d., p. 11)

For dual reciprocal verbs, the rr suffix combines with the dual suffix in either 
order within the internal layer (35, 36), though there is a strong preference for 
the dual-rr order. This is the only type of flexible morphotactic ordering in the 
internal layer, and it may be regarded as quite natural, since /-ŋin̪ta̪/ dual in 
this construct modifies the number category of both the subject (encoded on the 
verb stem), and the reciprocal object (encoded in /-nu ~ -ni/), so that either may 
be considered an appropriate host. There are also a few instances attested with 
duplicate rr suffixes either side of dual (37), and as mentioned above, rr may 
also be absent (38).

(35) [[kik]ω]φ [[mem-nin̪ta̪-nu]ω]φ

 kick do.rr.3sg.nfut-dual.m-rr
 they (dual masc) kicked each other (ClW, 2015-07-13_02)
(36) [diɾim-ni-nin̪ta̪-bat]̪ω

 watch.rr.3sg.nfut-rr-dual.m-look-sit.impf
 two people are looking at each other (MN, 2015-07-06_AM2)
(37) [diɾim-ni-ŋin̪ta̪-nu-ŋke]ω-waɖa
 watch.rr.3sg.nfut-rr-dual.f-rr-be.jealous-seq
 the man and the woman became jealous of each other
 (ElCu, 2004-10-16_02)
(38) [mem-nin̪ta̪-ta̪ðap]ω-dim
 use.hands.rr.3sg.nfut-dual.m-touch.plur-sit.impf
 two people are touching each other (JeTu, 2015-06-27_AM)

For pc reciprocal verbs, the /-ŋku/ pc.obj/rr suffix is optionally appended 
to rr within the internal layer (39, 40). For dual number there is one suffix 
form,  /-ŋin̪t̪a/ dual, which applies to all argument types, and can modify 
either the stem subj argument or the suffixed rr argument. But for pc number 
there are distinct suffixes for distinct arguments. Thus in reciprocal verbs, 
the /-ka/ pc.subj suffix appears only if the /-nu ~ -ni/ rr suffix is omitted, 
allowing /-ka/ to appear adjacent to the stem subject (41). If the rr suffix is 
included, then only the pc.obj/rr suffix can modify it (as in 39), while /-ka/ 
pc.subj becomes ungrammatical because it is not of the right argument type 
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to modify rr, and cannot modify stem subj because the presence of the rr 
suffix prevents its adjacency to its co-indexed argument (42). We will see 
below that  /-ŋin̪t̪a/ dual, when blocked in from the internal layer by the 
 non-adjacency principle, simply appears instead in the external layer. But 
/-ka/ pc.subj does not have this flexibility, and if it is blocked from the inter-
nal layer, it does not appear at all.

(39) [ŋeɾam-nu-ŋku-bat]̪ω-nime-ŋibim
 watch.1pl.rr.nfut-rr-pauc.rr-hold-pauc.m-stand.impf
 we (pauc, masc) are looking at each other (LP, 2015-06-27_AM-02)
(40) [pumem-nu]ω-ŋime
 say.3pl.nfut-rr-pauc.f
 they (pauc, fem) said to themselves
(41) [pumem-ka-te̪-bije]ω

 do.rr.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-ear-unaware
 they are unaware of the news (Street 2012: -yebiye)
(42) *[pumem-nu-ka]ω-ŋime
 say.3pl.nfut-rr-pc.subj-pauc.f
 they (pauc, fem) said to themselves

6.2.4 Object and oblique arguments

Any verb can potentially host an oblique (obl) pronominal suffix, as a means of 
adding a non-core argument, i.e. one that is not selected for by the verb (43, 44). 
Some transfer verbs such as ‘give’ require an obl argument to encode the recipi-
ent (45). Object (obj) pronominals encode the patient arguments that are inherent 
to transitive verbs (46). However, as mentioned above obj is not marked on all 
transitive verbs, as 3sg object is unmarked in verb morphology (47) (Nordlinger, 
2011b; Street, 1987, p. 99; Walsh, 1976, p. 205ff.).

(43) [ŋem-mpa-biɭ-biɭ]ω-ŋanam
 sit.1sg.nfut-2sg.obl-open.eyes-plur-be.impf
 I’m watching, waiting for you
(44) [mam-wi-ɾa]ω

 say.3sg.nfut-3pl.obl-plur.obl
 she said to them (plural)
(45) [dam-na-mut]ω

 pierce.3sg.nfut-3sg.m.obl-give
 she gave it to him
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(46) [pan-ŋi-bat]ω

 slash.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-hit
 she hit me
(47) [pan-bat]ω

 slash.3sg.nfut-hit
 she hit (him / her / it)

Also syntactically transitive is a set of object-experiencer verbs, which are all 
compound verbs (Walsh, 1987). They are based on either transitive or rr verb 
stem bases, including /ma/ ‘use hands’, /a/ pierce, /e/ pierce.rr and /bu/ 
lower.rr. Object-experiencer verbs have fixed 3sg for the subject inflection of 
the verb stem, which is not referential but a ‘dummy subject’, while the referential 
participant is encoded with obj (48–50). Object experiencer verbs are therefore 
somewhat akin to nominal predicates, which use the obj series to mark their one-
place predicates (§6.5.2).

(48) [dem-ŋi-maɖa-ɻuɾ]ω

 pierce.rr.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-belly-hot
 I’m angry   (Street 2012, -mardarurr)
(49) [mam-n̪i-ŋka-wuɭ]ω

 use.hands-3sg.nfut-2sg.obj-eye-submerge
 you have a headache
(50) [bam-ŋi-ɻalal]ω

 lower.rr.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-cold
 I’m cold   (Street 2012, -ralal)

obj pronominal suffixes also appear where a transitive verb is derived from an 
intransitive using an applicative (51) (§8.5) (Nordlinger, 2011a).

(51) [[manaŋka]ω [ŋaɾa]ω]φ [[pi-n̪i-ma-te̪-pup]ω]φ

 neg rel hear.3pl.irr-2sg.obj-hand.appl-ear-sit
 they can’t understand you (SL, 2011-09-21)

The verb can only host one pronominal suffix, meaning that obj and obl 
cannot both be marked. In many cases this is not a problem, since 3sg.obj is 
unmarked anyway, leaving room for an obl suffix (52). When obj has any other 
person/number value, competition for the pronominal suffixal position arises 
 (Nordlinger, 2011b, p. 710). Walsh (1976, p. 208) reports that the obj wins out in 
such situations (53). However Forshaw (p.c.) reports that there is free variation in 
encoding obj or obl, but not both (54a,b).
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(52) [ma-mpa-beʈi]ω-nu
 use.hand.1sg.irr-2sg.obl-accompany-fut

I’ll take him home for you (Nordlinger, 2011b, p. 710)
(53) ŋaj-ɻe n̪in̪i ŋu-n̪i-bat-nu               nukunu-nu

1sg-ag 2sg slash.1sg.irr-2sg.obj-hit-fut3sg-dat
I’ll hit you for him (Walsh 1976, p. 208)

(54a) ŋaj=waɖa ma-n̪i-beʈi-nu   nukunu-nu
1sg=seq use.hand.1sg.irr-2sg.obj-accompany-fut   3sg.dat
I will take you for him  (Forshaw, p.c.)

(54b) ŋaj=waɖa ma-na-beʈi-nu   nukunu-nu
1sg=seq use.hand.1sg.irr-3sg.obl-accompany-fut  3sg.dat
I will take you for him  (Forshaw, p.c.)

As mentioned above, obj and obl pronominal suffixes mark a broad sg/pl 
number distinction, and have the number categories further specified by addi-
tional suffixes. In the internal layer these suffixes take argument-specific forms. 
obl hosts /-ɾa/ to specify plur, and /-ɾu/ to specify pc (55, 56). obj hosts /-ŋku/ 
to specify pc, and a lack of any number suffix defaulting to plur (57–59). With 
the adjacency principle limiting the internal layer to a single number suffix, cas-
cading number specificity can only get as far as ‘broad paucal’ pc for obj and obl 
arguments. Further specification of the sub-categories pauc and dual require 
prosodically external suffixes, as in (58, 59), to be further described below.

(55) [mam-wi-ɾa]ω

 say.3sg.nfut-3pl.obl-plur.obl
he said to them (plur)

(56) [mam-wi-ɾu]ω-ŋime
 say.3sg.nfut-3pl.obl-pc.obl-pauc.f

he said to them (pauc)
(57) [pan-ŋan-bat]ω

slash.3sg.nfut-1pl.obj-hit
she hit us (plur)

(58) panŋankubatŋime44
 [pan-ŋan-ŋku-bat]ω-ŋime

slash.3sg.nfut-1pl.obj-pc.obj-hit-pauc.f
she hit us (paucal, female)

44 Note that /-ŋku/ follows a coda consonant in most instances, which leads to the deletion of 
/ŋ/ according to a general syllabification constraint (§4.4.4). The full form of the suffix is only 
apparent in combination with /-nu/ rr.
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(59) panŋankubatŋin̪ta̪
 [pan-ŋan-ŋku-bat]ω-ŋin̪ta̪
 slash.3sg.nfut-1pl.obj-pc.obj-hit-dual.f
 she hit us (dual, female)

We have now seen that /-ŋin̪ta̪/ dual can appear in both internal and external 
prosodic layers. It is internal when it combines with stem subject or rr suffix, 
and is adjacent to its co-indexed argument. But with obj or obl suffixes it cannot 
be adjacent to a stem subject (due to intervention of the pronominal), or to a 
 co-indexed pronominal argument, since these require pc suffixes /-ŋku, -ɾu/  
before a dual suffix can further specify number category. This alternation 
between prosodically internal and external positions for /-ŋin̪ta̪/ dual plays a 
special role as evidence for prosodic positioning of compounded coverbs, which 
is one of Murrinhpatha’s more typologically unusual features (§8.7).

6.2.5 Ethical datives

A few examples are attested where a third pronominal suffix series appears. 
These are ‘ethical dative’ (dat) arguments (Blythe, 2010a). The complete para-
digm of such pronominals is not attested, though Blythe discusses some possible 
reconstructions. Equivalent pronominal series are found in Western Daly (Green, 
1989) and in Ngan’gi (Reid, 1990, p. 134).

Ethical datives appear only occasionally in contemporary speech, but 
were documented in a partial description of Murrinhpatha produced in the 
early mission period (Flynn, 1950). Like other predicational suffixes they can 
attach to both verbs and nominals (60–62). Only the 3sg.f and 3sg.m forms 
are attested in contemporary speech, and these are homophonous with dual.f 
and dual.m (modulo some vowel variation). dat may be prosodically internal 
or external, and from the limited attestations we cannot establish whether 
there is some grammatical determinant of positioning. This parallels the alter-
nate internal/external positioning of dual, for which we have established the 
principle of positioning based on adjacency to co-indexed argument. Blythe 
(2010) hypothesises that dual is in fact a historical reanalysis of the 3sg.dat 
pronominal.

(60) nan̪ti̪-[buy-win̪tu̪-puɾkpuɾk]ω-nu-nin̪ta̪
 thing-lower.rr.3sg.irr-3pc.dat-break.plur-fut-dual.m
 the thing belonging to them (two males) will break  
  (Flynn, 1950, p. b:6, cited in Blythe 2010a)
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(61) [ŋam-te̪-kum]ω-nun̪ta̪
 slash.1sg.nfut-ear-forget-3sg.m.dat45
 I forgot him (ClDu, 2016-07-10_07)
(62) [kaɖu-[pata̪-nin̪ta̪]ω]φ  [n̪ini]ω-ju]φ

 pers-good-3sg.m.dat anaph-cls
 he’s a good person (KaDo, 2015-07-21)

6.2.6 Verb stems and valency

We may attempt to divide Murrinhpatha verb stems into intransitives that never 
take obj (either as simple verbs, or in any of their compounds), transitives that 
do take obj (in all their compounds), and reciprocal/reflexives that are lexically 
related to transitives but take rr rather than obj (§5.4). However on this basis 
the verb stems /a/ pierce /nu/ ‘use feet’ would be classed as ambitransitive, as 
they take obj in some lexical compounds but only obl in others.46 In Table 6.3 I  
present an approximate classification of the finite verb stems according to tran-
sitivity – note however that the transitive class here does not include finite 
verb stems used for applicative transitivity, nor object-experiencer transitivity. 
A  similar table is provided by Seiss (2013), though it does not identify exactly 
the same set of verb stems. Further research on this topic is deferred to a study of 
Murrinhpatha syntax.

Based on this tentative valency categorisation, we may note a peculiarity of 
the Murrinhpatha finite verb stems. Some intransitive stems occur as independ-
ent verbs, and in compounds most intransitives maintain their lexical semantics. 
Transitive stems and their rr alternates, on the other hand, occur only in com-
pound verbs, and account for all the most semantically opaque stems (§8.3).

6.3 The prosodically external layer

The prosodically external layer of predicate suffixes encodes morphosyntactic 
categories of number (num), tense/modality (tense) and imperfective aspect 
(impf). The external layer may complete under-specified number marking estab-
lished in the verb stem and the internal suffix layer, while the tense suffixes may 
further specify categories established in the verb stem, or in some cases produce 

45 This form and its translation do not match Blythe’s (2010a, p. 165) reconstructed paradigm. 
I elicited only this form in isolation, so my interpretation of number and gender may be unreliable.
46 E.g. dam-obj-ŋkaɾ ‘show something to obj’; dam-obl-mut ‘give something to obl’.
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redundant double-marking of tense categories. One or two adverbial enclitics 
may also appear in the external layer, though these are addressed in the next 
chapter since they attach not just to verbs but also at the right edge of any pro-
sodic phrase.

As mentioned above, the external suffixes, compared to the internal layer, have 
fewer dependencies and more flexible sequencing. Intricate  argument-number 
relations as described in the previous section do not occur in the external layer. 
The external suffix classes are:

– Paucal and dual number (num: pauc, dual)
– Tense/modality (tense)
– Imperfective (impf)

Positioned amongst these is one clitic class:

– Adverbial (adv)

6.3.1 Paucal and dual number

pauc and dual external suffixes add further specificity to number marking (num), 
for which broader categories are marked in the verb stem and its internal suffixes 
(§5.5, §6.2). We have already encountered the dual suffix, which can appear in 
the internal layer of predicational suffixes to mark the subject as dual, or in the 
external layer to mark any argument as dual. The external pauc suffix also marks 
number for any argument, but it is an external-only suffix, quite distinct in form 
from the internal-layer markers pc.subj, pc.obj, and pc.obl. Both dual and pauc 
have gendered forms, fem/masc, with the fem category used for groups of mixed 

Table 6.3: Murrinhpatha verb stem transitivity classes.

Intransitive /ɾi/ ‘stand’, /ni/ ‘be’, /ma/ ‘do, say’, /la/ ‘eat’, /i/ ‘sit’, /i/ ‘lie’,  
/mi/ ‘look’, /bi/ ‘hear’, /la/ ‘wipe’, /ø/ ‘arrive’, /n̪ta̪/ ‘crouch’,  
/n̪ta̪/ ‘perch’, /ɾu/ ‘go’, /n̪t i̪/ ‘have’

Transitive /ma/ ‘use hands’, /ŋa/ ‘put together’, /a/ ‘use mouth’, /na/ ‘use 
fire’, /ba/ affect, /ɾa/ ‘watch’, /ɖu/ impel, /mu/ coerce, /ŋu/ 
‘pull’, /i/ slash, /bu/ lower

Reflexive / reciprocal /li/ ‘wipe rr’, /ɾi/ ‘watch rr’, /ɖi/ impel.rr, /me/ ‘do rr’, /me/ 
‘use hands rr’, /be/ affect.rr, /buj/ lower.rr, /e/ ‘use mouth 
rr’, /j/ slash.rr, /ŋu/ ‘pull rr’, /e/ pierce.rr

?Ambitransitive /a/ pierce, /nu/ ‘use feet’
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gender or unspecified gender. For convenience, most of the analysis in this book 
refers to the feminine (default) forms as a short-hand for forms of either gender:

 Fem. (default) Masc. (marked)
PAUC /-ŋime/ pauc.f /-neme/ pauc.m
DUAL /-ŋin̪ta̪/ dual.f /-nin̪ta̪/ dual.m

External num may specify number for any argument type, subj, obj or obl, as long as 
the argument has one of the broader categories pl or pc, both of which may require 
further specification to pauc or dual categories. Thus if the subject is pl, external  
num may further specify the subject (63); if an object or oblique suffix is pc, external num 
further specifies this argument (64). However, verbs can host only one external num, 
even when there are two arguments that require further number specification. If both 
subject and a suffixal argument are underspecified, precedence is given to the suffixal 
argument, obj or obl, leaving subject number underspecified (65, 66) (Nordlinger, 2015, 
p. 507). Notice that the external number suffix co-indexes the argument that is morpho-
tactically closest (though usually non-adjacent) in this competition for specification.

(63) [pumam-ŋa]ω-ŋin̪ta̪
 say.3pl.nfut-1sg.obl-dual.f
 they (dual) said to me
(64) [mam-wi-ɾu]ω-ŋime
 say.3sg.nfut-3pl.obl-pc.obl-dual.f
 he said to them (pauc)
(65) [pumam-wi-ɾu]ω-ŋime
 say.3pl.nfut-3pl.obl-pc.obl -pauc.f
 they (underspecified) said to them (pauc)
(66) [pumam-wiɾu]ω-ŋin̪ta̪
 say.3pl.nfut-3pc.obl-dual.f
 they (underspecified) said to them (dual)

External num suffixes can generally be characterised as ‘obligatory’. Though only 
one such suffix can be hosted by the verb, if there is a pc participant then the num 
specification is almost always present. However there are a few exceptions, at 
least for younger speakers, where external num is occasionally omitted and free 
NPs are instead used to specify number (67, 68).

(67) ŋanku-nime [ŋube-ŋkaɖu]ω-ŋaɖi-ða
 we.pc-pauc.m affect.3pc.pst-see-be.impf-pst
 we (paucal) could see it (JaLa, 2013-01-23_VP)
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(68) kaɖu-peɾkenku [piɾim-wun-bat]̪ω-dim
 pers-two watch.3pl.nfut-3pc.obj-look-sit.impf
 ŋaɾa  kaɖu-peɾkenkunime paŋu
 loc pers-three there
 two people are looking at the three people there 
 (McKg, 2015-07-07_Arg)

6.3.2 Tense/modality

Tense/modality (tense) are optional external verb suffixes, variably realised or unre-
alised on verbs where they might be expected. Like num, tense can add further spec-
ificity to a broad morphosyntactic category encoded in finite verb stem inflection 
(§5.2.2), though there are also tense suffixes that are uniquely selected by the stem 
tense category, and therefore are morphosyntactically redundant. This presumably 
facilitates their optional non-realisation. Table 6.4 lists the combinatoric possibilities 
of tense suffixes with finite verb stem tense categories (Nordlinger & Caudal, 2012).47

Table 6.4: Verb tense categories and external tense suffixes.

Verb tense tense suffix Meaning

nfut none Present (atelic) or Past (telic)

irr -nu
-nukun47

-mani
-ða

Future realis or irrealis
Adversative
Attemptive (cf. Rumsey, 2001)
Past irrealis

pst -ða Past realis

pstirr -ða Past counter-factual

In addition to combinatorics, it is worth noting the distinction between /-nu/ fut and 
/-ða/ pst, which have temporal meanings, and /-nukun/ adversative and /-mani/ 
attemptive, which have modal meanings. The latter are semantically more like the 
adverbial class of bound morphs (§7.5), but are here categorised with tense because 
their attachment to a verb precludes the attachment of any other tense suffix.

Analysis of tense and modality categories in Murrinhpatha would require 
several pages, and take us well outside the domain of word structure. Details can 

47 I have recorded one speaker (AMN, b. 1962), who consistently uses the form /-nukuj/ instead 
of /-nukun/. She is from the Wunh clan, who are generally identified as Murrinh Kura rather than 
Murrinh Patha speakers.
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be found in Nordlinger and Caudal (2012), with a slightly different view proposed 
in Mansfield (2014b, p. 399ff.). The latter also quantifies the appearance/absence 
of tense in the speech of young men, calculating absence rates of 30–70% for 
/-nu/ fut and /-ða/ pst, depending on speech style (pp. 374–387). An informal 
review of recordings from older speakers suggests that tense has similar levels 
of absence in their speech, though native speakers working on transcription tend 
to add the suffix in their careful speech renditions. In summary, in unmonitored 
speech tense only appears for about half the verbs where it is applicable.

tense as a general rule is attached to verbs, but there are very occasional 
instances where it attaches in duplicate to a verb as well as to a coverb or adverb 
preceding the verb. Most of these instances are temporal adverbs that attract a 
matching tense suffix (69, 70), but other adverbs or coverbs48 are also able to host 
tense (71). However it should be stressed that, other than with temporal adverbi-
als, there are only a couple of recorded instances of this construction.

(69) nakuɭ-nu  ŋi-te̪k-nu
 later-fut sit.1sg.irr-defecate-fut
 I’ll go to the toilet later (SbMa, 2013-01-24)
(70) kuŋiniɻe-ða kaɖi-kumkum-ða
 yesterday-pst be.3sg.pst-swim.plur-pst
 yesterday he went swimming (JaLa, 2013-01-23)
(71) ta̪ɾa-nu pi-ku-nu
 run-fut sit.3sg.fut-run-fut
 she’s going to run (ArMa, 2013-01-5)

6.3.3 Imperfective

A subset of finite verb stems have a secondary role, where rather than forming the 
base of a verb, they are appended among the external suffixes to encode imper-
fective aspect (impf). In this role they have been labelled ‘serial verbs’ (Caudal & 
Nordlinger, 2011; Nordlinger, 2010a), though they are more restrictive than other 
types of serial verb constructions (Aikhenvald, 2006; Baker & Harvey, 2010). impf 
secondary verb stems are not independent prosodic words, and their semantic 
character is more grammatical than lexical. In general, impf contributes imper-
fective viewpoint aspect to a predicate, giving it an unbounded, ‘framing’  function 

48 /t ̪aɾa/ ‘run’ has qualities of both a coverb and an adverb. It can in itself be a non-finite verbal 
predicate in the imperative /taɾa/ ‘go on quickly!’; but it can also appear in the bound adverbial 
position (§7.5).
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in the discourse (Smith, 1997, p. 62ff.). However in the case of telic verbs in nfut 
tense, impf in addition contributes temporal semantics, encoding present refer-
ence for a verb that would otherwise be interpreted as past perfective (Nordlinger 
& Caudal, 2012).

The verbs that appear as impf suffixes are all intransitive verb stems that 
denote posture or movement (Table 6.5). They may all occur as simple verbs, 
i.e. without a compounded coverb (§8.2). They might therefore be referred to as 
‘compounded stems’ rather than ‘suffixes’, since they are elsewhere independent 
lexical words. However I class them with suffixes since they are deeply grammat-
icalised in their impf role, mirroring the form of verb stems but losing both their 
prosodic constituency, and much of their lexico-semantic character. As impf suf-
fixes they are also subject to connected speech reductions that do not apply to the 
associated finite verb stems (Mansfield, 2015c, p. 175).

Table 6.5: Verb stems used as impf suffix.

3sg.nfut form Gloss

/-dim/ sit.impf

/-piɾim/ stand.impf

/-jibim/ lie.impf

/-kanam/ be.impf

/-pin̪t̪im/ perch.impf

/-wuɾan/ go.impf

/-nuŋam/ use.feet.impf

The semantics of the verb stem deployed as impf sometimes contributes to the 
overall predicate of the verb to which it is attached (72), but in most cases is 
semantically bleached, contributing only imperfective aspect (73). The most 
frequently used, ‘sit’ and ‘be’, appear to be those most bleached of lexical 
content.

(72) kuɻa [mam-ɭuɭuj]ω -wuɾan  ŋaɾa paljiɾ
 water do.3sg.nfut-turn.plur-go.impf loc hill
 (the river) winds among the hills (SeDu, 2014-10-01_Pa1-D1)
(73) núŋamdim kan̪iwaɖáŋu
 [núŋam]ω -dim [kan̪i=waɖa=wáŋu]ω

 use.feet.3sg.nfut-sit.impf here=seq=towards
 now he’s coming this way (MiKu, 2011-08-21_3-1)
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The tense category of impf always agrees with the tense of the verb stem. Person/
number inflection generally also agrees with the finite verb stem, though with 
object-experiencer verbs (§6.2.4) it agrees variably with either the finite verb stem 
(which encodes a dummy subject), or obj (which references the experiencer) 
(74, 75) (Nordlinger, 2010a, p. 20).

(74) [dem-ŋi-ɻalal]ω-ŋuɾan
 pierce.3sg.rr.nfut-1sg.obj-thirst-go.1sg.impf
 I’m thirsty (Nordlinger, 2010a, p. 20)
(75) [mam-ŋi-ŋkawuɭ]ω-dim
 use.hands.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-head.ache-sit.3sg.impf
 I’ve got a headache (NoPe, 2013-01-21)

Prosodically external verb suffixes generally lack any prosodic prominence. 
However there are a couple of counter examples in which older speakers appear 
to produce secondary prominences in external suffixes. Interestingly, when one 
of these speakers (LTch, b. 1932) produces a prosodically independent impf, she 
adds the pc.subj suffix /-ka/ if it is appropriate (76) (cf. Blythe, 2009, p. 134; Nord-
linger, 2010a, p. 12). But when she pronounces impf as a prosodic adjunct (i.e. as 
a typical external suffix), it does not host the pc.subj suffix (77). The occasional 
appearance of a prosodically independent, suffix-hosting impf may be the last 
remnant of what was previously a separate word.

(76) [pumam-wun-ŋkú-ta̪]ω-nin̪ta̪-[pumpàn-ka]ω

 use.hands.3pl.nfut-3pl.obj-pc.obj-chase-dual.m-go.impf-pc.subj
 they (pauc) are chasing two people (LCh, 2015-07-01_AM)
(77) [pumam-ŋí-jit]ω-name-pibim
 use.hands.3pl.nfut-1sg.obj-hold-pauc.m-stand.impf
 they (pauc) are holding me (LCh, 2015-07-01_AM)

6.3.4 Adverbial clitics

Adverbial (adv) clitics are attached at the right edge of any prosodic phrase in 
Murrinhpatha (§7.5), but when attaching to verbs they may take a non-final posi-
tion among external suffixes (78). Both noun phrases and verbs can host two adv 
suffixes on the same word (79–81).

(78) [mam-wun-ŋku-makat]ω=waɖa-nin̪ta̪
 hands.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-pc.obj-evade=seq-dual
 now it got away from the two of them (MvM, 2011-09-13_ 3-11h)
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(79) [pumpan-ŋkaɖuɾ]ω=waɖa=katu̪-ŋime
 [go.3pl.nfut-depart]=seq=away-pauc.f
 then they set off (LK, 2000-11-10)
(80) nan̪ti̪-maɣulkul [kanam-ma-tkut]ω=kama=waɖa
 thing-heart be.3sg.nfut-appl-collect.plur=unknown=seq
 this heart might be pounding now  (MM, 2011-09-13_2-11)
(81) [diɾam-ŋaɭŋaɭ]ω=katu̪=wa-kanam   ku-weɻe=ju
 watch.3sg.nfut-bark.plur=away=surp-be.impf anim-pawed.beast=cls
 a dog is barking! (MM, 2011-09-13_2-11)

There are not enough examples of double adverbials on verbs to determine prin-
ciples of relative sequencing. However for noun phrases, where there is more 
extensive evidence, it has been shown that the same pair of adverbials can take 
alternate sequences (§7.5).

6.3.5 Variable sequencing

External suffixes show considerable variability in their morphotactic sequencing. 
Some speakers consistently use a particular sequence, though different speak-
ers may use different sequences, and furthermore there are some who exhibit 
intra-speaker variation. Previous accounts of Murrinhpatha have posited a fixed 
sequence of external suffixes, -tense-num-adv-impf (e.g. Blythe, 2009; Nord-
linger, 2015; Walsh, 1976), following the sequence illustrated in Street’s (1987) 
very detailed verb conjugation tables. Although this sequence certainly is attested 
in the data, it is only one among several variants.

The observed variation supports recent literature in which other cases of 
freely ordered affixes have been attested (Bickel et al., 2007; Haspelmath, 2011, 
p. 43). Variable suffix sequencing is problematic for some theories of linguistic 
structure, in which it is taken as axiomatic that morphological sequencing is 
fixed within the grammatical word (e.g. Anderson, 1992, p. 261; Dixon, 2002b, 
p. 19). However the nature of Murrinhpatha variation should be understood in 
a framework where I do not draw an essential distinction between affixes and 
clitics, but rather use these as terms of convenience (§1.7.2). The external suffixes 
also have some characteristics associated with the term ‘clitic’ (§7.7). Variable 
sequencing of ‘clitics’ is generally considered less exceptional (Anderson, 2005, 
pp. 77, 125; Spencer & Luis, 2012, pp. 58, 117ff.).

tense and num are the most frequent external bound morphs, and these 
can be attached in either relative order (82, 83). Different orders can be found 
even where the verb has exactly the same morphological elements (82a,b). Some 
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speakers switch between different orders, even within a single passage of speech, 
as in (82a,c). Other speakers stick to one particular order. A quantitative study of 
these suffixes has shown that younger speakers favour -num-tense in compari-
son to older speakers who favour -tense-num (Mansfield, 2015c), though varia-
tion is found among speakers of all ages.

(82a) [puɳe-lili]ω-ða-nime
 go.3pc.pst-walk-pst-pauc
 they were walking (FlA, 2013-07_AM)
(82b) [puɳe-lili]ω-nime-ða
 go.3pc.pst-walk-pauc-pst
 they were walking (GP, 2013-07_AM)
(82c) [paɖe-lili]ω-nime-ða
 be.3pc.pst-walk-pauc-pst
 they were walking   (FlA, 2013-07_AM)
(83a) [punnu-wun-ŋku-biɾ]ω-nu-nin̪ta̪
 feet.3ns.fut-3pl.obj-pc.obJ-spear-fut-dual
 they will spear the two of them (LTch, 2015-07-01_AM)
(83b) [pani-wuɾa-tu̪ɾk]ω-nin̪ta̪-nu
 be.3sg.fut-3pc.obl-dive-dual-fut
 he will dive in for the two of them (GM, 1981_CS1-03A)

num and tense also exhibit variable sequencing relative to adv (84) and impf 
(85), and the latter two vary relative to one another (86).

(84a) [mam-wun-ŋku-makat]ω=waɖa-nin̪ta̪
 use.hands.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-pc.obj-evade=seq-dual
 now it got away from the two of them (MvM, 2011-09-13_3-11h)
(84b) [ŋuɖam-ka-wuɭ]ω-neme=waɖa
 impel.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-return-pauc=seq
 then we went back (GrMo, 1981_CS1-03A)
(85a) [paɖe-kut]ω-nime-ða-paɖi
 be.3pc.pst-collect-pauc.m-pst-be.impf
 they were collecting it (LuPa, 2013-11)
(85b) [pube-ʈaʈal]ω-nime-paɖi-ða
 affect.3pc.pst-chop.plur-pauc.m-be.impf-pst
 they were chopping (wood) (DePu, 2013-01-11)
(86a) [mem-ðaɭ]ω=waɖa-dim
 use.hands.3sg.rr.nfut-open=seq-be.impf
 it’s open now (AMN, 2015-07-02_AT)
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(86b) [me-ðaɭ]ω-wuɾini=waɖa
 use.hands.rr.3sg.pst-open-be.impf=seq
 then it started to open (MgDo, 2015-07-21)

Constraints on this variation are yet to be fully explored. The sheer range of pos-
sible sequences, and rarity of some combinations, will require a large corpus to 
investigate. However some limits are already apparent: for example, dozens of 
instances consistently show num preceding impf (87). Other limitations may be 
specific to certain age groups, clan groups or even individual speakers; again, 
these will only become apparent if a large corpus can be collated and appropri-
ately annotated.

(87a) [pumam-ka]ω-ŋime-paɳam
 do.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-pauc.f-be.impf
 they (pauc) are doing it
(87b) * [pumam-ka]ω-paɳam-ŋime
 do.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-be.impf-pauc.f

6.4 Representational schemata for verb inflection

We have seen above that the Murrinhpatha verb has a complex inflectional struc-
ture, with dependencies among morphological elements. I here explore theoreti-
cal representation of these phenomena, drawing on the constructional approach. 
As described in the introduction, this work analyses patterns in Murrinhpatha 
morphology, without implying that these patterns are cognitively activated in the 
minds of speakers (§1.7.1). However the framing of the discussion here, and the 
use of a constructional approach, is intended to produce representations that 
have a degree of psychological plausibility.

It is common practice in morphological analysis of verbs to present an abstract 
template that represents all possible word structures in schematic form. This 
practice has been followed in most of the Murrinhpatha literature (e.g. Blythe, 
2009, p. 118; Mansfield, 2015c; Nordlinger, 2010b, 2015). However an alternative 
approach, taken by Walsh (1976, pp. 205–211), is to posit multiple schemas for 
verbs with different argument structures, rather than a unified template. I here 
argue that the multi-schema approach is more compatible with a constructional 
approach to morphology, and has greater a priori psychological plausibility.

If we attempt to represent all verb inflection structures in a single schema, we 
might posit something like (88). Underlining indicates elements that are required 
for all instantiations of the schema (i.e. just the stem), and curly brackets indicate 
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elements with flexible sequencing. Crucially, this schema involves a disjunctive 
schematic slot, indicated using an (A|B) format, in which either a pronominal 
suffix may occur, or a subject number suffix, but not both. As pointed out by Nor-
dlinger (2010b), this disjunction creates a dependency for the number suffix in the 
prosodically external layer, as dual subject number marking may or may not occur 
externally, depending on which option was selected in the internal disjunctive slot.

(88) [ [ [Stem]-(obj|obl|rr|num.subj)-num ]ω {-tns-num-adv-impf} ]V

The alternative approach is to posit different schemas for different configura-
tions of argument morphology. In this approach the only structure shared by all 
verbs is the configuration of stem with prosodic layers of suffixes, though the 
nature of these suffixes is not specified (89). This general structure is inherited 
by sub-schemas for single-argument verbs, and those with rr, obj, obl suffixes 
(90–93). Superscript ‘+’ indicates an element that can occur more than once.

(89) [[[[Stem]-SUFF+]ω{-SUFF+}]V

(90) [[[[Stem]-num.subj]ω{-tns-pauc-adv+-impf}]V

(91) [[[[Stem]{-rr-dual}]ω{-tns-pauc-adv+-impf}]V

(92) [[[[Stem]-obj-num.obj]ω{-tns-num-adv+-impf}]V

(93) [[[[Stem]-obl-num.obl]ω{-tns-num-adv+-impf}]V

The multi-schema approach has an important difference from the unified schema. 
Each of the schemata can be fully exemplified by wordforms. In this sense the 
schemata follow a construction grammar approach, where abstract schemata are 
closely linked to concrete exemplars. But the unified schema is not fully exemplified 
by any wordform, because of its disjunctive nature. Any given word can exemplify 
only one disjunctive option, or the other. Therefore, the multiple schemata can be 
more directly adduced from exemplary wordforms, and more directly employed for 
producing new wordforms. The unified schema involves deeper abstraction over 
more exemplars to be learnt, or to be deployed, but it does not lead to great gains 
in representational efficiency or elegance. I therefore consider the multi-schema 
approach to be more plausible as a representation of speakers’ mental grammar. In 
a later chapter I extend this schema to represent compound verbs (§8.7.3).

6.5 Predicating nominals

The predicate suffixes described in the previous sections attach most commonly 
to verbs, but may also attach to a nominal if it is the predicating element in a 
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clause.49 A nominal predicate may be morphologically marked for a pronominal 
argument using either the obj suffix (94), or by compounding with the semanti-
cally neutral verb /ma/ ‘do’ (95) (Walsh, 1996b). A large proportion of predicating 
nominals are compounded with body part nominals, often with a high degree of 
semantic opacity.

(94) [muɾin̪-n̪i-ðaj]ω

 language-2sg.obj-mouth
 you talk a lot (LP, 2015-09-14_AT)
(95) [wiɾit-pumam-ka-ɻi]ω-neme
 bony-do.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-bottom-pauc.m
 those people are cruel  (Walsh 1996b)

The data available for investigating predicating nominals is much more limited 
than that for verbs. Young speakers rarely use the construction. Predicating nom-
inals seem to have been used quite extensively by speakers born before the found-
ing of the mission, but to have decreased sharply in usage since then. Nominal 
predication is possible with English loanwords, though only a single spontane-
ous example has been identified (96). However this is not surprising given that it 
is younger speakers who make heavy use of English loanwords, but older speak-
ers who frequently use predicating nominals.

(96) ibil   mup ta̪ɾa kaɖu-[ti̪kin-wun-ŋku]ω-nime
 Evil  group run pers-chicken-3pl.obj-pc.obj-pauc.m
 Evil Warriors run away, you’re chicken! (i.e. cowards) (DePu, 2011-09-01)

6.5.1 Syntactic strategies for nominal predication

There are a range of strategies for nominal predication, not all of them involv-
ing morphology. The simplest is to associate an argument with a predicate by 

49 The predicating nominals illustrated as heads of compounds here could also be interpret-
ed as being of the coverb class. I am not aware of any solid grounds for categorising them one 
way or the other, and the fact that the same roots in many cases alternate between coverb and 
nominal roles makes the question ambiguous (§8.4). I have labeled them predicating ‘nominals’ 
simply because more of the observed instances use a root that elsewhere appears as a nominal 
argument, than elsewhere appearing as a coverb. Furthermore most have the sorts of meanings 
typically associated with nouns and adjectives. In any case the labeling decision has no conse-
quences for the analysis.
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parataxis (97). The addition of a copula verb allows tense to be added in an 
otherwise similar structure (98).

(97) naŋkun  ma-kaɖu ŋaj-ju
 [husband neg-person]PRED [1sg-cls]ARG

 I’m not anybody’s husband (PuBr, 2013-01-18_01)
(98) Waɳampaɾkiti̪ ŋepan pata̪ kaɖi-ða
 [pers.name]ARG [spirit good]PRED [be.3sg.pst-pst]TNS

 Warnamparrkithi was happy (RoMo, 2010-08-27)

6.5.2 Morphological argument indexing

The use of argument morphology offers two alternatives to the paratactic strategy 
above: indexing an argument by obj suffix, or by compounding of a finite light 
verb stem /ma/ ‘do’. Walsh (1996b) coins the terms ‘nerb’ and ‘voun’ respectively 
for the two types. The construct with /ma/ ‘do’ has a tense feature, and therefore 
may be used to predicate with temporal or modal meanings. Also it may host 
the impf bound morph (99, 100). The construct with obj has no tense feature, 
and therefore may only predicate a situation as being a generalised or permanent 
property of the pronominal argument (101–103).

 With /ma/ ‘do’
(99) [pakpak-me-ma]ω-ða-ŋaɖi
 weak-do.1sg.pst-hand-pst-be.impf
 I was too weak (MnMn, 2004-09-12; Blythe 2009: 138)
(100) [ɖuɖu-ma-maɖa]ω-nukun-ŋuɾu
 breathless-do.1sg.irr-belly-advers-go.impf

 I might get short wind  (ElCu, 2004-09-12; Blythe 2009: 138)

 With obj suffix
(101) [mutmut-n̪i-te̪]ω

 deaf-2sg.obj-ear
 you’re ignorant  (Street 2012, mutmutthe)
(102) [daɾimuɳ-ŋi-ŋini]ω

 sugar-1sg.obj-body
 I have diabetes  (ECu, 2004-07-04)
(103) muntákpun
 [muɳʈak-wun]ω

 old-3pl.obj
 they’re old
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Arguments marked on predicating nominals use the same system of cascading 
number specification as found in finite verbs (104, §6.2.1).

(104) [putput-wun-ŋkú-ti̪]ω-nin̪ta̪
 stubborn.pl-3pl.obj-pc.obj-nose-dual.m
 those two men are stubborn (Street 2012, putputthi)

The ‘do’-compound predicational construct has been frozen to form many 
 Murrinhpatha adjectives (105, 106). These have a demorphologised form of erst-
while /mam/ do.3sg.nfut, which appears even where the referent is plural, or the 
tense of the clause past or future. In this non-finite role I gloss the morph as an 
adjectivizer (107, 108).

(105) ti̪p-mam
 dark-adjz
 dark, black
(106) ʈeʈe-mam
 hit.plur-adjz
 hard, difficult
(107) pube-nu-ɭʈal  […] kaɖu-ti̪p-mam=wa
 affect.3pl.pst-rr-cut.plur  pers-dark-adjz=surp
 they were cutting each other … Aboriginal people! (ErDu, 2011-09-17_03)
(108) kardu-palŋun ti̪p-mam=ka  muɾin̪   pama-nu
 pers-woman dark-adjz=cnst language say.3sg.irr-fut
 an Aboriginal woman will speak (MaNi, 2015-02-07_Pr3-EC1)

Walsh also records a few instances of nominal predicates with both /ma/ ‘do’ and 
obj attached (109). The number of attested examples for these is too small to shed 
light on how they might differ from tensed forms without obj, as in (99) above.

(109) [pakpak-mam-ŋi-be]ω-ŋuɾan
 cramp-do.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj.-arm-go.impf
 my arm is habitually cramped (Walsh 1996a: 241)

6.5.3 Grammaticalisation of /ma/ ‘hand’

Most examples of predicating nominals have a body part nominal compounded to 
them as the right-most element in the PWord. The semantics of the compound is 
often quite opaque, for example, from (95) above, /wiɾit-ɻi/ ‘bony-bottom = cruel’. 
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The same set of body part nominals are also compounded to coverbs, where 
they again have a mixture of transparent and opaque semantics. The body part 
nominal /ma/ ‘hand’ also appears in some grammaticalised instances where it no 
longer references hands, but may instead have applicative or associative function 
(94, 95, Nordlinger, in prep., 2011a). Fuller discussion of body part compounding 
appears in the chapter on complex verbs (§8.5).

(110) [batbat-ŋi-ma]ω

 right.hand.plur-1sg.obj-hand.appl
 I’m right handed (Street 2012, batbat)
(111) [palŋun-n̪i-ma]ω

 woman-2sg.obj-hand.appl
 do you have a girlfriend/wife? (*are you a woman?)

6.6 Summary

In this chapter I have described the suffixes that attach to predicate lexemes in 
Murrinhpatha, associating them with pronominal arguments, number categories 
for those arguments, tense categories, and adverbial modifiers. I have described 
the two prosodic layers occupied by these morphs: the internal layer, where they 
form a PWord together with the lexical host, and the external layer, where they 
adjoin outside the PWord. The internal layer specifies arguments and their broad 
number categories, and exhibits complex dependencies among suffixes. The 
external layer adds specificity to tense and number categories, as well as adver-
bial modifiers, and has a looser structure, with variable morphotactic sequenc-
ing. The internal and external sets of suffixes are largely disjoint sets, though the 
dual number marker has the interesting property of appearing in the internal 
layer by default, or the external layer if it is blocked by other internal morphs.

Illustrations in this chapter have also featured many examples of lexical com-
pounding, the analysis of which is deferred to the chapter on complex verbs (§8). 
Before that, however, we explore the rest of the bound grammatical morphology, 
i.e. elements that attach to nominal arguments, or to prosodic phrases irrespec-
tive of morphosyntactic category.
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7 Nominal and phrasal morphology

7.1 Introduction

Murrinhpatha nominal arguments host less complex morphology than predi-
cates. Bound morphology attaching to nominals is generally prosodically exter-
nal, and lacks the complex dependencies or cascading feature specificity of the 
predicate inflectional suffixes described in the last chapter. The grammatical 
morphs most commonly bound to nominal arguments are ‘classifier nouns’, 
which have an intermediate status between lexical and inflectional. Nominal 
arguments also host a range of case clitics, though these are optional and some-
what infrequently used.

Case clitics bind to the right edge of the NP as a whole, rather than to the 
noun head, which is at the left of the NP. There are two further morphological 
classes that are hosted at a phrasal level, but which take any phrase type as their 
host. The first of these are adverbials, which modify the meaning of a predicate. 
The second is discourse clitics, which have no referential meaning, but instead 
seem to function as cues to information structure and pragmatic intent.

Given their phrase-level attachment, the latter morphological classes can be 
labelled ‘clitics’, in opposition to the word-level predicational ‘affixes’ described 
in the last chapter. However this terminology deviates somewhat from typical 
expectations of an affix/clitic distinction, in terms of prosodic constituency and 
morphotactic sequencing. The first section of this chapter discusses terminolog-
ical and theoretical issues relating to the affix/clitic distinction (§7.2). The fol-
lowing section describes the interrelated phenomena of noun phrase structure, 
nominal compounding and noun classifiers (§7.3). A brief section describes two 
rare nominal derivational suffixes (§7.4). The remaining sections describe the 
three types of clitics: case, adverbial and discourse (§7.5–§7.7).

7.2 Affixes and clitics

This chapter introduces a distinction in bound morphology between ‘affixes’ and 
‘clitics’, as is common in works of grammatical description. However it is worth 
noting the particular basis for this distinction, since there is no consensus in the 
literature as to the meaning of ‘clitic’, and Murrinhpatha clitics do not align with 
all possible definitions (Haspelmath, 2015).

Theoretical discussion of clitics is complicated by the lack of consensus as to 
how they are defined. One popular parameter is selectivity: an affix is  selective in 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503306
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the class of words it attaches to, while a clitic is less selective (Zwicky & Pullum, 
1983). Related to this is a morphosyntactic word-level vs phrase-level distinc-
tion: affixes attach to particular words, while clitics attach to a phrase, and the 
particular word they bind to in a given instance is merely a consequence of that 
word’s position in the phrase (Anderson, 2005, p. 133ff.). Elsewhere, clitics are 
defined in terms of prosodic adjunction: a clitic is prosodically deficient in the 
sense of lacking PWord characteristics; it therefore depends on a host word that 
is a full PWord, but unlike affixes, it does not unify with the host in prosodic 
constituency – it remains prosodically adjunct (Spencer & Luis, 2012, p. 84ff.). 
Similarly, a clitic is sometimes defined as a prosodically deficient, alternative 
form of something that elsewhere occurs as an independent word. Finally, there 
is a morphotactic criterion: clitics must attach outside of affixes, and only clitics, 
but not affixes, can have variable morphotactic sequencing (Anderson, 1992, 
p. 261; Zwicky & Pullum, 1983). Combining these distinct criteria is unproblem-
atic if one is describing a language where they happen to align: i.e. if there is 
one set of bound morphs that are highly selective, attach to a morphosyntactic 
word, and are prosodically internal, while another set are unselective, attach to a 
morphosyntactic phrase, and are prosodically external. But where these criteria 
do not align, use of the term ‘clitic’ becomes somewhat murky, especially if it is 
not explicitly defined (Embick & Noyer, 2001; Haspelmath, 2015; Spencer & Luis, 
2012, p. 220). There is considerable scope for such murkiness in Murrinhpatha.

The affix/clitic question has not previously been discussed for Murrinhpatha. 
Street (1987) and Walsh (1976) do not identify any clitics, but they treat adverbials 
as separate words. Blythe (2009) and Nordlinger (2010b, 2015) gloss most bound 
morphs as affixes, except for discourse tags and impf serialised verb stems, which 
they gloss as clitics. Turning to the most detailed descriptions available for neigh-
bouring languages, for Marrithiyel no distinction is drawn (Green, 1989), while 
for Murrinhpatha’s sister language Ngan’gi a clitic category is posited based on 
phrase-level hosting (Reid, 1990, p. 325ff.). The use of the term ‘clitic’ I propose 
below is largely parallel to Reid’s use for Ngan’gi.

The various possible criteria that could be used for splitting Murrinhpatha 
bound morphology into affixes and clitics do not lead to consistent evaluations 
(Table 7.1) (cf. Bickel & Zúñiga, 2017). If we were to draw an affix/clitic distinction 
in Murrinhpatha based on selectivity, we might declare case markers to be affixes, 
since they attach only to nominals. We might also declare predicate inflections 
to be affixes, since they attach only to predicating lexemes (even if these encom-
pass both verbs and nominals), and not to nominal arguments. Adverbs and 
discourse tags would be clitics since they are altogether unselective, while clas-
sifier nouns would also be clitics, since although they attach most often to nom-
inals, they can also attach to verbs (§7.1.3). A morphosyntactic word-level versus 
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phrase-level analysis would reach the same conclusions for predicate inflections 
(affixes), adverbials and discourse tags (clitics). But case markers would now also 
be treated as clitics, since they attach to the right of the noun phrase, rather than 
to the head noun. Conversely, classifier nouns might be seen as somewhat affix-
like because they occasionally attach to multiple words in an NP, and fail to gap in 
co-ordinate NPs. If we turn to prosodic criteria, there is yet another discrepancy in 
that the outer layer of predicate inflections would be treated as clitics, rather than 
affixes. Finally, the criterion of being a prosodically deficient alternant of what is 
elsewhere an independent word would pick out classifier nouns and impf serial-
ised verb stems as clitics. But both of these are affix-like in that they are hosted by 
words rather than phrases.

In an attempt to follow widely shared conventions, while also maintaining 
principled categories, in this study I use ‘clitic’ for phrase-level morphology, i.e. 
case markers, adverbials and discourse tags. Other bound morphs are labelled 
‘affixes’. The following caveats apply to the affix/clitic distinction applied here. 
On the affix side (i.e. predicate inflectional suffixes, and marginally noun class 
prefixes), it must be noted that they attach to both verb and nominal word classes, 
that some have prosodically external constituency, and that the external predica-
tional ‘affixes’ can have variable morphotactic sequencing (Mansfield, 2015c). On 
the clitic side, it must be noted that adverbial clitics, when attaching to verbs, 
sometimes occur inside of predicate inflectional suffixes, and also that adverbi-
als may form lexically specified, prosodically internal bonds with demonstratives 
and interrogatives. These caveats take us some way from typical expectations of 
affix and clitic behaviour. In view of this, caution should be exercised if the affix/
clitic categories are to be deployed in typological comparisons, since they are 
likely to have been used in quite different ways in other studies.

Table 7.1: Affix/clitic categorisation according to four widely used criteria. The criterion used in 
this study is Word/phrase attachment.

Predicational 
(internal)

Predicational 
(external)

impf serial 
verb stem

Classifier 
noun

Case 
markers

Adverbial, 
Discourse 
tag

Selectivity affix affix affix clitic affix clitic
Prosodic 
constituency

affix clitic clitic clitic clitic clitic

Also occurs as 
indep. word

affix affix clitic clitic affix affix

 Word/
phrase 
attachment

affix affix affix affix clitic clitic
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7.3 Noun phrases, nominal compounds and classifier nouns

Murrinhpatha has a fixed-order noun phrase (NP), within which sequences of 
two or three nouns can be included, either as separate words or as a compound 
word. The vast majority of these non-nom compounds are headed by one of a 
closed set of ten nouns, here labelled ‘classifier nouns’. Classifier nouns are to 
some extent grammaticalised and therefore exhibit duality of function, both as 
nominal lexemes and as prefix-like bound elements marking noun class (Walsh, 
1997). To fully appreciate the role of classifier nouns, we must further explore 
noun phrase structure, and generic–specific relations in the nominal lexicon. 
Various Australian languages have been analysed as having either generic nouns 
(e.g. Gaby, 2017, p. 78ff.) or semantic noun genders (e.g. Singer, 2016). We will see 
that Murrinhpatha combines elements of both phenomena.

7.3.1 Noun phrases and generic–specific relations

As mentioned in previous chapters, Murrinhpatha has an NP with fixed word 
order, [Neg Noun+ Adj Det]NP, though no element is obligatory (§4.4.3). The 
element ‘Noun+’ indicates that multiple nouns can be strung together in a series, 
and these show a distinctive pattern of sequencing from the most generic to the 
most specific. This can be thought of as a ‘head + modifier’ pattern, also exhib-
ited by the placement of adjectives and demonstratives further to the right. The 
nouns can be subcategorised into three types according to these generic–specific 
relations:
a)  classifier nouns are those that are always in the most generic position on the 

left;
b)  generic nouns are those that may have a classifier to their left, and/or a more 

specific noun on their right;
c)  specific nouns are those that are always the right-most noun, though they 

may be further modified by adjectives or determiners on their right.

There are ten classifier nouns, listed in Table 7.2. Classifier nouns appear in a very 
high proportion of NPs, and are generally far more frequent than other types of 
nouns. As we will see below, classifier nouns have some characteristics of gram-
matical prefixes, and therefore are glossed in upper case.

Any entity can be referenced, at the expense of denotational specificity, 
using simply a classifier noun (1). None of the noun types is obligatory in the 
NP, though maximally one of each type – classifier, generic, specific – can be 
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included.50 Examples (1–7) illustrate the possible category combinations, in 
some cases with additional adjectives or demonstratives. Classifier nouns are 
represented as forming compounds with the following noun, while combina-
tions of generics, specifics, adjectives and demonstratives are represented as 
phrasal. The basis for this distinction will be described below.

 Classifier
(1) nan̪ti̪=katu̪!
 thing=demand
 give me the thing! (e.g. clothes, implement, paper, phone)

 Generic

(2) ta̪j  kan̪i
 tree prox
 this tree

 Specific

(3) menek
 ironwood.tree

 Classifier + generic

(4) nan̪ti̪-ta̪j
 thing-tree
 (a, the) tree

50 I have observed a very few double-classifier exceptsions, such as /kaɖu-kuɻa/ pers-water 
‘drunkard’.

Table 7.2: Classifier nouns (Walsh, 1997).

Classifier Gloss Meaning

da place, time Locations in space and time
kaɖu pers Socially recognised (usually Aboriginal) people (Mansfield, 2018)
ku anim Animals, meat, spirit beings, non-socially recognised humans
kuɻa water Water and water-based liquids
mi veg Consumable plant matter: fruit and vegetables, tobacco and marijuana
muɾin̪ lang Languages, names, stories, songs
nant̪ ̪i thing Miscellaneous inanimate objects, body parts
t ̪amul spear Types of spear
t ̪uŋku fire Fire, firearms and electricity
ȶu viol Weapons, acts of violence
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 Classifier + specific
(5) nan̪ti̪-menek
 thing-ironwood
 (a, the) ironwood

 Generic + specific

(6) ta̪j menek
 tree ironwood
 (a, the) ironwood tree

 Classifier + generic + specific

(7) nan̪ti̪-ta̪j menek
 thing-ironwood tree
 (a, the) ironwood tree

The hierarchy of classifier, generic and specific nouns creates an implicit ontolog-
ical structure in the noun lexicon, as in Figure 7.1. The structure of the NP embod-
ies this ontological hierarchy in its left-to-right sequencing.

The set of nominals that are always in the most generic (head) position, and 
therefore qualify as classifier nouns, may not be diachronically stable. The list in 
Table 7.1 represents Murrinhpatha as documented from older speakers, who appear 
to use /ta̪mul/ ‘spear’ at the top of the chain, e.g. /ta̪mul-menek/ ‘ironwood spear’. 
However younger speakers no longer use spears, and do not command as much 
vocabulary associated with types of spear. Unsurprisingly, they usually speak only 
of a generic ‘spear’, and classify it as part of the violence class, /ȶu-ta̪mul/.

7.3.2 nom-nom Compounds

When nominals combine within the NP, they may sometimes exhibit loss of pro-
sodic wordhood, and loss or reduction of compositional semantics. Where either 
or both of these occur, I label the sequence a ‘Nom-Nom compound’. Note that this 

Figure 7.1: Illustrative fragment of the ontological hierarchy in the Murrinhpatha noun lexicon.
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compound structure is closely related to phrasal structure, since it involves the 
same nom + nom combination as is found among independent words in the NP.

The distinction between compound and phrasal nom + nom combinations in 
Murrinhpath can be tested empirically by reference to the bimoraic minimum – 
nominal stems that have independent PWord constituency must be minimally 
bimoraic. However, because this criterion only defines minimal quantity, and 
not any other characteristics such as stress or intonation, it only provides evi-
dence for PWord constituency in open monosyllabic stems. These are the only 
stems that do not inherently have two morae, and must therefore have their vowel 
lengthened when they form PWords, e.g. /ke/ → [keː]ω ‘nerite shell’. As described 
in an earlier chapter (§4.4.3), NPs prosodify a PWord for each word element, and 
a single PPhrase for the whole NP, marked by a penultimate pitch accent on the 
final PWord (8, 9).

(8) [[meː]ω [paŋu=ɖá=ŋu]ω]φ [[meː]ω [kan̪í=ŋu]ω]φ

 [foot there=loc=towards]np [foot  here=dir]np
 a foot over there, a foot over here  (SeDu, 2015-07-09_SL)
(9) [[nín̪i]ω=ka]φ  [[te̪ː]ω  [wíje]ω]φ

 [2sg]NP=cst [ear bad]NP

 do you have a sore ear?  (LP, 2013-07_clinic)

Compounding can be identified wherever open monosyllabic noun elements do 
not meet the bimoraic minimum. For example, the same head nouns that are 
prosodified as PWords above, are elsewhere prosodified as left-adjunct syllables, 
as indicated by lack of vowel lengthening (10–12). The fact that the head noun is 
an adjunct, rather than combining with its modifier into an integrated PWord, is 
confirmed by bimoraic lengthening on modifiers (13).

(10) [me-[ŋala]ω  [múp]ω=ka]φ

 foot-big people=cst
 Big Foot people [nickname of a tribe]   (KM, 2011-08-16)
(11) [te̪-[páta̪]ω]φ [[tí̪m]ω]φ

 ear-good sit.2sg.nfut
 you know it well (PhyBu, 2009-11-21_03)
(12) [te̪-[wíje]ω]φ

 ear-bad
 (heavy metal music) sounds bad (SL, 2011-09-21)
(13) [ku-[kéː]ω]φ

 anim-nerite.mollusc
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In addition to the reduced prosodic constituency, the lexical semantics of com-
pounded nouns may no longer be transparently present in the meaning of the 
whole. In some compound examples above (10–12), the concepts foot and ear, 
are not part of the denotation in either case. The compound (12) sharpens the 
distinction, forming a minimal pair with the second NP in (9). The compound 
makes a metaphorical use of /te̪/ ‘ear’ to reference a characteristic sound, in this 
case that of heavy metal music.

When we turn to prosodic evidence for classifier nouns, we find that open 
monosyllabic classifiers are usually prosodic adjuncts, and therefore part of com-
pounds. This is generally the case when classifiers combine with generic nouns, 
specific nouns or both (14–17).

(14) [mi-[kíleɳ]ω]φ 
 veg-green.plum 
(15) [ku-[lawáɳka]ω]φ 
 anim-wallaby
(16) ku-[wéɻe]ω 
 anim-furry.quadruped
 dingo
(17) ku-weɻe-[puláŋaɾ]ω 
 anim-furry.quadruped-dingo
 dingo
(18) ku-weɻe-[putí̪ket]ω 
 anim-furry.quadruped-cat
 cat

Complex lexemes combining generic–specific, or classifier–generic–specific, also 
prosodify as compounds (19, 20). This compound structure has to some extent 
remained productive in coining words to describe new artefacts encountered 
since the arrival of Europeans (21–23, and 18 above).

(19) me-[paŋkin]ω

 foot-top
 instep
(20) nan̪ti̪-me-[paŋkin]ω

 thing-foot-top
 instep
(21) me-[bút]ω

 foot-boot
 shoe
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(22) me-[sák]ω

 foot-sock
 sock
(23) me-[wíl]ω

 foot-wheel
 car wheel

By contrast, when nouns (either classifier, generic or specific) combine with adjec-
tives of determiners, there is not consistent prosodic adjunction of the head. 
Limiting ourselves to classifiers, we find examples both with and without PWord 
lengthening in open monosyllables. Thus classifiers may either be prosodic 
adjuncts to adjectives and determiners (24–27), or alternatively prosodify as 
independent PWords (28, 29). From the examples observed (limited to monosyl-
labic classifiers), there is no clear pattern as to which prosodification is applied. 
However, what is clear is that prosodic adjunction occurs more consistently in 
noun-noun combinations than it does in combinations involving adjectives of 
determiners. Furthermore, it is among nouns that combinatoric associations tend 
to be specified by the lexical ontology represented in Figure 7.1 above, as opposed 
to the free combination of nouns and adjectives/determiners, for which no such 
lexical ontology exists.

(24) [mi-[páta̪]ω]φ  [mi-[káɲi]ω=ju]φ

 [veg-good]NP [veg-this]NP=cls
 this food is good     (CsMo, 2011-07-09_3-1)
(25) [ku-[ŋála]ω]φ

 anim-big
 a big creature    (MgBi, 2015-07-21)
(26) [da-[kán̪i]ω]φ  [puʈkíʈ]ω]φ

 place-this place.name
 this place here, Port Keats   (KM, 2012-06-20_28)
(27) [mi-[ŋáj]ω=wa]φ  [[káj]ω=ju]φ

 food-1sg=surp this=cls
 this food is mine!    (CP, 2011-09-09_2-5)
(28) [[kuː]ω  [ŋalŋála]ω]φ

 [anim big.very]NP

 some very important white people  (MNi, 2015-02-07_Pa1SC2)
(29) muː tá̪ŋku=wa  [[daː]ω  [kán̪i]ω]φ  wuɾan=ju
 but interg=surp [time this]NP go.3sg.nfut=cls
 but what is the nature of this thing time? (MNi, 2015-02-07_Pr3SC2)
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As mentioned above, empirical evidence for compounding is limited to open mon-
osyllabic elements. Semantic non-compositionality is also associated with com-
pounding, but since compounds may be either compositional or  non-compositional, 
semantic evidence is also indecisive in many instances. This leaves us many 
instances in which polysyllabic nouns combine transparently with other nouns, 
and could be analysed as compounds or as phrasal structure (30a,b). The approach 
taken in this book is to represent such constructs as compounds (i.e. as in 30a), 
since the evidence from open monosyllables indicates compounding. An alterna-
tive analysis would be to posit compounding as a special property of monosyllabic 
head nouns, but this analysis is dispreferred since it involves an extra stipulation in 
the morphosyntax → prosody mapping.

(30a) [kuɻa-[ŋipílin̪]ω]φ

 water-river
(30b) [[kuɻa]ω [ŋipílin̪]ω]φ

 water river

7.3.3 From compounds to class prefixes

We have seen above that classifier nouns are part of a general pattern of nom-nom 
compounding in Murrinhpatha, and indeed are the most common head elements in 
this structure. However classifiers also exhibit a substantial degree of grammaticali-
sation, suggesting that they have an intermediate status between being lexical stems 
and inflectional prefixes. The evidence for this lies in paradigmaticity and semantic 
bleaching. However the limits of this grammaticalisation is evidenced by productive, 
semantically transparent use of classifiers, and by inconclusive syntactic evidence.

Classifier nouns have a paradigmatic character, in the sense that every generic 
or specific noun has some classifier that it selects as an optional preceding element 
in compounds. Furthermore, the ten classifiers exhaustively divide up semantic 
space, according to the semantic criteria outlined in Table 7.1 above. They thus 
‘classify’ all nominal denotations into one of ten classes. But although the vast 
majority of specific nouns select a classifier in accordance with semantic criteria, 
there are some instances in which the selection of classifier is conventional rather 
than semantic. Compare the semantically expected classifications in (31–34) with 
the unexpected classifications in (35, 36).

(31) ku-ti̪ɾin̪in anim-skink (animate)
(32) ku-ŋen anim-meat (part of animate)
(33) mi-lala veg-cycad.fruit (consumable plant)
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(34) mi-ta̪wuy anim-native.tobacco (consumable plant)
(35) ku-tiliman anim-spear.grass (not animate)
(36) ku-paljiɾ anim-rock = “money” (not animate, or rock)

On the other hand, not all specific and generic nouns select for just one classifier. A few 
nouns combine with multiple classifiers, and in so doing, reverse the typical head–
modifier relationship, with the classifier encoding the function or context of the entity, 
rather than the broader class of entities of which it is a member (37, 38) (Walsh, 1997).

(37a) nan̪ti̪-ta̪j thing-wood ‘wood, tree, stick’
(37b) ȶu-ta̪j violence-wood ‘stick used for fighting’
(37c) tu̪ŋku-ta̪j fire-wood ‘firewood’
(38a) nan̪ti̪-paljiɾ thing-rock ‘rock’
(38b) ȶu-paljiɾ viol-rock ‘rock used for fighting’
(38c) da-paljiɾ place-rock ‘hill’

Multiple classification also shows a few instances of productivity with recently 
introduced phenomena. For example, non-Aboriginal people are usually classified 
as /ku/ anim (Mansfield, 2018), leading to multiple classifications such as (39).

(39a) kaɖu-wanaŋkal person-doctor ‘traditional healer’
(39b) ku-wanaŋkal anim-doctor ‘(non-Aboriginal) doctor’

The instances of multiple classification above illustrate the lexical semantic char-
acter of classifiers. However there are other instances of multiple classification 
which instead show sets of compounds that are associated by conventionalised 
metaphors rather than transparent semantics. These entities may be related by 
their shape or consistency (40, 41, 42) ecological association (43; cf. Turpin, 2013) 
or ceremonial/mythological association (44).

(40a) nan̪ti̪-kamaɭ thing-eye = ‘eye’
(40b) mi-kamaɭ veg-eye = ‘seed’
(40c) kuɻa-kamal water-eye = ‘water-hole’
(41a) nan̪ti̪-ti̪puɭ thing-mucus = ‘snot’
(41b) ku-ti̪puɭ anim-mucus = ‘egg white’
(42a)  nan̪ti̪-ŋi thing-penis = ‘penis’
(42b)  ku-ŋi anim-penis = ‘death adder’
(43a)  nan̪ti̪-buɾuɾ thing-termite.mound = ‘termite mound’
(43b)   ku-buɾuɾ anim-termite.mound = ‘snake sp. that frequents termite  

 mounds’
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(44a)  kaɖu-muti̪ŋka pers-old.woman = ‘old woman’
(44b)   nan̪ti̪-muti̪ŋka thing-old.woman = ‘bullroarer – a device used in the 

punh ceremony associated with a powerful female spirit’

Turning to syntactic evidence, we should expect that an inflectional morph would 
have the capacity to occur with multiple stems in a phrase, whereas a compound-
ing element might not (Haspelmath, 2011, p. 47ff.; Spencer & Luis, 2012, p. 199ff.). 
Co-ordinate NPs provide evidence here, though it is not decisive, as both patterns 
are found. Some same-class coordinate NPs have a class prefix on each member, 
as do different-class coordinate NPs (45, 46, 48). But there are other instances 
where a single prefix is used for same-class coordinate NPs (Nordligner, p.c.) (47).

(45) paɖe-wuɾkuɾk-ta̪  ku-paɳpi  i  ku-wuɭkmanta̪j
 be.3pc.pst-catch.plur-pst anim-mullet and anim-catfish
 the two siblings were catching mullet and catfish (KMB, 1958_K)
(46) kaɖu-mamaj i ku-tedibe ŋuɾŋuwaɭ
 pers-child and anim-teddy.bear sleep
 the child and the teddy-bear are sleeping  (KtLo, 2016-11-01)
(47) tu̪ɖu-ŋa-yit ̪-mani  ta̪ŋku  mukmuk
 impel.2sg.irr-1sg.obl-tell-desid what brain
 pan̪ti̪n-pibim  kaɖu-ti̪pmam  i  bamam=ju
 have.3pl.nfut-stand.impf pers-black and white=cls
 tell me, what kinds of thoughts do black people and white people have?
 (MaNi, 2015-02-07_Mark-Ninnal_NAATI-Pro1-SC2)
(48) kaɖu-nuɣaɳ  i  kaɖu-maɖin̪puj  dem-ŋin̪ta̪-maɖatat
 pers-man and pers-girl pierce.rr.3sg-dual.f-stand.facing
 a man and a girl are standing facing each other  (DePu, 2015-07-05_AT)

Finally, there is evidence of semi-inflectional status of classifiers from noun + adjec-
tive combinations. In these structures a compounded lexeme would be expected to 
appear just once, with the adjective modifying the whole compound. An inflection 
element, on the other hand, might be applied to both noun and adjective. Murrinh-
patha classifiers show mixed evidence here, usually attaching just to the noun (49, 
50), but occasionally attaching to both a head noun and its modifying adjective 
(51).51 However, prefixing just to the left-most, head noun is far more common.

51 Walsh (1997: 264) proposes that this does not occur. Such instances have been found only 
with /ku-/ anim and /mi-/ veg, which are cognate with class prefixes /a-/, /mi-/ in Marrithiyel 
and other Western Daly languages, which also exhibit the noun/adjective double-marking pat-
tern (Green, 1997; Reid, 1990).
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(49) [ku-[weɻe]ω  [múɭak]ω]φ

 [anim-pawed.beast dangerous]NP

 savage dog
(50) [da-[te̪lput]ω [muɳʈak]ω [n̪íni]PW=ju]φ

 [place-house old anaph=cls]NP

 that old house (AdTu, 2015-07-13_LH)
(51) [ku-[kaɾat]̪ω ku-[puɾkpuɾk]ω ku-[ʈéɻeʈ]ω]φ

 [anim-devil anim-small.numerous anim-many]NP

 many little devils (DePu, 2011-07-21_3-16)

In summary, semantic, combinatoric and syntactic evidence point to an inter-
mediate status for classifier nouns. In each of these dimensions, they behave in 
some ways like lexical stems in a compound structure, and in other ways like 
grammatical prefixes in an inflectional structure.

7.3.4 Classifiers with verbs

Prosodically adjunct classifiers most frequently occur in argument NPs, but 
they may also attach to either verbal or nominal predicates. Though syntactic 
research on this construct is still needed, it appears to cross-reference the verb 
to any one of its arguments (52), or in some cases to semantically classify the 
predicate itself (53). In (53) the class prefix /ȶu-/ could potentially cross-reference 
a weapon instrument, but this was in fact a description of a picture showing one 
man punching another. Verbal attachment is the norm for ‘gender’ classes in 
some other northern Australian languages, though in these cases the classes are 
less semantic and more grammaticalised (e.g. Anindilyakwa: van Egmond, 2012).

(52) ku-paɾam-ka-waɭ-ða ku-buliki
 [anim-pierce.3pl-pc.subj-shoot-pst]PRED  [anim-bullock]NP

 the two siblings shot a bullock (PaPu, 2011-09-01)
(53) ȶu-[pán-bat]ω

 [viol-arc.3sg.nfut-hit]PRED

 he hit him (ArMa, 2013-01-05)

7.3.5 Negative nominal prefix

Some classifier nominals have a further special property that sets them apart 
from general nouns. When used as full nouns, they may host a prosodically inter-
nal negator prefix, thus composing ‘none of X’ (54a, 55) (Walsh, 1976, p. 192). 
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This complex noun is often itself redundantly marked with a class prefix (54b). 
The negative nominal prefix might almost be used as a morpho-syntactic param-
eter distinguishing classifier nouns from general nouns, except that three of the 
classifiers, /muɾin̪/ language, /ɖa/ place, time and /ȶu/ violence cannot host 
the negator prefix (Walsh, 1997, p. 258).

(54a) [má-mi]ω neg-veg ‘no food’, ‘no tobacco’
(54b) mi-[má-mi]ω veg-neg-veg (as above)
(55) [ma-kúɻa]ω neg-water ‘nothing to drink’
 (KaD, 2015-07-21)

The negator prefix may also appear on predicating nominals, if the predicate is a 
classifier noun (56).

(56) kardu-[ma-kura-ŋan-ta̪j]ω  ŋanki
 pers-neg-water-1pl.obj-mouth 1pl
 we’re non-drinkers  (KaD, 2015-07-21)

7.4 Nominal derivations

Murrinhpatha does not have much morphology that could be characterised as 
‘derivational’, but there are a couple of derivational suffixes for nominals. One is 
/-mawu/ dweller. It attaches to a place-referring nominal, deriving ‘one that dwells 
at N’ (57, 58). It is an ‘internal suffix’, i.e. it forms a PWord together with its host.

(57a) ɖa-[pút]̪ω

 place-bush
(57b) kaɖu-[put-̪máwu]ω

 person-[bush-dweller]
 person who lives in the bush  (McMi, 2015-07-21)
(57c) mi-[put-̪máwu]ω

 veg-[bush-dweller]
 forageable vegetable foods  (ReWa, 2015-07-17)
(58a) ɖa-[káŋkaɭ]ω

 place-above
 the sky
(58b) [kaŋkaɭ-máwu]ω

 [above-dweller]
 Jesus Christ (lit. ‘sky-dweller’)  (McMi, 2015-07-21)
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The other is /-ta̪ɾ/ quite, which attaches to adjectives to moderate the degree 
of the adjectival property (59). It is not used productively, but rather is frozen 
into particular lexicalised combinations (60), in some of which the stem is not 
an independent word (61, where /buk/ otherwise appears as a bound coverb, but 
never as an independnet word).

(59) ku-ŋala-ta̪ɾ  n̪ini-n̪ini
 anim-big-quite anaph-anaph
 those quite large fish (AaNe, 2017-14-03)
(60) paŋkita̪ɾ
 paŋkin-ta̪ɾ
 back-quite
 rock cod sp.   (Street 1989, pangkitharr)
(61) bukman̪ta̪ɾ 
 buk-mam-ta̪ɾ
 red-adjz-quite
 red 

7.5 Case clitics

Most Pama-Nyungan (PNy) languages have a rich system of case marking at the 
core of their grammatical organisation. But some non-PNy languages, including 
Murrinh patha, instead indicate the relation of arguments to verbs primarily through 
pronominal morphology attached to the verb (Dixon, 2002a, p. 131ff.; Evans, 
2003b). The non-PNy languages can be characterised as ‘head-marking’ in contrast 
to the PNy ‘dependent marking’ languages (Nichols, 1986). Murrinhpatha does have 
various bound morphs that can be used optionally to indicate the semantic role of 
a noun phrase argument. Though these can be labelled ‘case’ markers, they do not 
have the obligatory, paradigmatic character of prototypical case systems. Murrinh-
patha case markers are prosodically external and attach to the right-most word in 
an NP (62), indicating its thematic role. I label them ‘clitics’ because they exhibit 
phrase-level attachment. Like nominal class prefixes, case clitics do not exhibit 
gapping in coordinated NPs (63, 64). However there are no instances attested of case 
suffixes attaching to noun and dependent adjective, as do class prefixes (§5.1.3).

(62)  kɻek  mam  ku-nan=ɻe
 crack do.3sg.nfut [anim-whats.his.name]NP=agent  
 kanamkek  ŋala=ɻe
 [rainbow.serpent big]NP=agent
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 it was cracked by what’s-his-name, the great Rainbow Serpent 
 (KeMa, 2012-06-20_28)
(63) loda=ɻe  i  tɻak  wakal  pana=ɻe
 [loader]NP=instr and [truck small familiar]NP=instr
 (with) the loader and that little truck (BrBe, 2012-07-19)
(64) ŋaɾa Dawun  pumpan=ka  skul=nu  i  wuɭk=nu
  loc Darwin go.3pl.nfut=cst [school]NP=dat and  [work]NP=dat
 they go to Darwin for school and work (MaNi, 2015-02-05_Ex4)

However most NPs have no case clitic, and semantic role is induced from context 
and world knowledge. One case suffix, /=ɻe/, marks a disjoint range of thematic 
roles, while the four other case suffixes /=nu, =ɖa, =nukun, =wanku/ are all more 
specific (Table 7.3).

Table 7.3: Nominal case clitics.

=ɻe52 agentive paŋkuj=ɻe ‘the snake (did it)’
instrumental litp̪uɾ=ɻe ‘with an axe’
perlative kan̪i=ɻe ‘around here’
essive muɳʈak=ɻe ‘in the old times’

=nu dative n̪in̪i=nu ‘for you’
allative dawun=nu ‘to Darwin’

=ðaŋunu source tɻak=ðaŋunu ‘from the vehicle’

=ɖa locative we puɣuna=ɖa ‘in the sisters’ paperbark’
(LK, 2000-11-20)

=nukun genitive elikapta=nukun ‘of the helicopter’

=wanku ~
=wunku

comitative palŋun=wanku ‘with the woman’

Examples (65, 66) show sentences where identical semantic roles appear alter-
nately with and without case markers. Presumably there are factors  relating to dis-
course structure or ‘expectedness’ that influence the realisation or non- realisation 
of case markers. However this topic is deferred to a study of Murrinhpatha syntax.

(65a) ȶu-litp̪uɾ=ɻe  baŋam-ʈal
 viol-axe=instr affect.3sg.nfut-chop
 he’s chopping (wood) with an axe  (RoDu, 2011-10-10_3-1)

52 Maybe the underlying form is /=ʈe/. In hyper-corrected speech one speaker pronounces it 
alone in this form (HLK, 1976_4372B).
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(65b) ȶu-litp̪uɾ  baŋam-ʈal52
 viol-axe affect.3sg.nfut-chop
 he’s chopping (wood) with an axe  (AnBu, 2011-07-21_3-1)
(66a) kan̪i=ka  kaɖu-ʈeɻeʈ  pumpan  ŋaɾa  shop=nu
 this=cst pers-many go.3pl.nfut loc shop=allative
 all these people are going to the shop (FlAl, 2011-08-01_RT-FA_3-10)
(66b) meɻe  wuɾini-lili-ða  ŋaɾa  shop
 neg go.3sg.pst-walk-pst loc shop
 he didn’t walk to the shop  (CW, 2015-07-13_PI)

Two of the adverbials described in the next section, /=(ka)tu̪/ from and /=(wa)ŋu/ 
towards, also often attach to NPs to specify semantic role. For instance, they may 
indicate agent and theme roles respectively (67, 68). However I categorise these 
with adverbials, rather than case suffixes, for distributional reasons. Like adverbi-
als, they attach not just to NPs but also to verbs, and whereas case suffixes generally 
appear before adverbials, /=waŋu/ and /=katu̪/ may occur after other adverbials.

(67) mem-biɭ kaɖu-n̪ini=tu̪=ju
 do.rr.3sg.nfut-look.around pers-anaph=from=cls
 that man he looks around  (CP, 2011-09-09_2-5L)
(68) ku-weɻe=waŋu mem-ni-biɭ
 anim-pawed.beast=toward do.rr.3sg.nfut-rr-look.around
 he turns (himself) to look at the lion (CP, 2011-09-09_2-11)

NPs host only a single case marker, there is no ‘stacking’ as in some other Aus-
tralian languages (Dench & Evans, 1988). There are a handful of examples that 
arguably may combine /=ɻe/ essive with /=nu/ allative (69–71; cited in Seiss, 
2011, p. 166), however the /=nu/here could alternatively be interpreted as a future 
tense marker, which can attach to time-referencing nominals (§6.3.2).53

(69) ɖa=ka  n̪ini=nu=ɻe=ka
 time=cst anaph=?dat=ess=cst
 at that time   (GM, 1990_70)
(70) ɖa  ŋaɾa manta=ɻe=nu
 time loc near=ess=?dat
 a time to come soon  (GM, 1990_70)

52 
53 Note also that these are all found in one written text, part of the Bible translation (Wycliffe 
Bible Translators, 1990).



184   7 Nominal and phrasal morphology

(71) ɖa  nakuɭ=ɻe=nu=ja
 time later=ess=?dat=intj
 at a later time  (GM, 1990_47)

7.5.1 Prefixing of comitative case

There is a distinct morphological construct for the /wunku/ comitative case 
morph, where the case marker is prefixed to a nominal stem. However there are 
only a handful of examples attested for this construct, all produced by a speakers 
born in the pre-mission era. Most examples are with a simple nominal lexeme 
(72, 73), though one additionally has a compounded body part nominal (§6.4.3) 
and a number suffix (74).

(72) ŋuɳe-wutpun-ða=waɖa=tu̪-ŋime  wunku-ti̪ta̪j=ju
 go.1pc.irr-carry-pst=seq=from-pauc.f comit-honey=cls
 we were going along carrying honey (MaNa, 1980_CS1-17A-06)
(73) wankuwakal  daŋaɳɳe  kuɻawanku
 wanku-wakal  daŋam-ɖe  kuɻa=wanku
 comit-child affect.2sg.nfut-punch water=comit
 you drunkenly punched her when she was with her children 
 (LuTch, 2016-07-05_SCOPIC02)
(74) peɻe-nin̪ta̪=ju  wunku-maɖa-naŋkun-nin̪ta̪=ju
 3pc.m-dual.m=cls comit-belly-brother.in.law-dual.m=cls
 wuɖam-nin̪ta̪-waɭ=ðaɾa
 impel.3sg.nfut-dual.m-shoot=moving
  the two brothers-in-law, together inside (the vehicle), shot (at the wallaby) as 

they were moving (MaNa, 1980_CS1-17A-07)

7.6 Adverbial clitics

Murrinhpatha has two classes of bound morphs that attach themselves promiscu-
ously to any word type, be it nominal, verb, coverb or the negator and complementiser 
‘function words’ (§4.2). The two promiscuous classes are adverbials and discourse 
clitics (described in the next section), and I label them ‘clitics’ since they attach at 
phrase level. Murrinhpatha has VPs [Coverb Verb] (§8.2) and PPs [Prep NP]. For these 
two phrase types, enclitics can attach to any word in the phrase. By contrast, for NPs 
[Class-Noun Adj Det] (§4.3.1) they attach only to the final word in the phrase.

Adverbials have a rather miscellaneous range of functions, in various ways 
modifying predicate semantics, or cuing information and discourse structure 
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(Street, 1996, p. 214ff.). Many have a modal or epistemic character, and in general 
their semantics are more grammatical than lexical. However they do not have 
the paradigmatic, obligatory character of inflectional morphology (Stump, 2005). 
The fourteen adverbial bound morphs attested in my corpus are listed in Table 7.4. 
Adverbials are always bound morphs: they never occur as independent utter-
ances, nor as the host for bound morphology. Nonetheless, in vernacular orthog-
raphy, adverbials are usually written as separate words.

The examples below illustrate single and double adverbials, attaching to a 
range of nominals (75–82). The principles influencing the sequence of double 
adverbials are unclear, and would require a more substantial corpus collection 
for analysis. A substantial number of examples are provided below to illustrate 
some of the possibilities, including the possibility that the same pair of adverbials 
may have alternate sequences (81, 82).

 Nominal-Adverbial(-Adverbial)
(75) [[kaː]ω  [n̪ínta]ω=ŋu]φ

 car anaph=toward
 towards that car   (AnBu, 2011-07-22_3-6)
(76) [[kala]ω  [kán̪i]ω=mani]φ  [[kán̪i]ω=mata̪]φ

 colour this=attempt this=emph
 how about this colour, right here? (MaMi, 2015-07-21)

Table 7.4: Adverbial clitics. Forms with parenthetic elements, e.g. /=(ɖa)mat̪a/, usually have 
the parenthesised portion deleted in fluent speech.

=nimin contrastive n̪in̪i=nimin ‘you (not someone else)’
=waɖa sequential ŋaj=waɖa ‘me now’ (cf. Ritz & Schultze-Berndt, 2015)
=(ɖa)mata̪ emphatic kan̪i=mata̪ ‘right here’
=ŋata̪ conditional ŋala=ŋata̪ ‘if it were large’
=ŋa(ða) diminution mi=ŋa ‘a bit of food’
=ɖe(jida) iterative n̪ini=ɖe ‘that same one again’
=kama unknown kan̪i=kama ‘maybe this one’
=(wa)ɾa first ŋaj=waɾa ‘me first’
=wa unexpected kaɖu=wa ‘(look out for) the person!’
=ðatp̪iɾ true muɾin̪=ðatp̪iɾ ‘true words’
=ðaɾa † moving dawun=ðaɾa ‘on the way to Darwin’
=(ka)t̪u from wadeje=katu̪ ‘(moving/facing) from Wadeye’

demand mi=katu̪ ‘(give) some food!’
=(wa)ŋu towards pepi=waŋu ‘towards Peppi’
=mani attemptive ŋaj=mani ‘I’ll try’ (cf. Rumsey, 2001)
=mana deductive kan̪i=mana ‘it must be this one’
=wejida undesired kan̪i=wejida ‘this isn’t the right one’

† There is a closely related coverb /t̪aɾa/ ‘run’, as seen in (83) below.
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(77) [páta̪]ω=waɖa=ŋata̪
 good=seq=condit
 (it) would be fine then  (AMN, 2015-01-29_Pr2-CI2)
(78) [niɣúnu]ω=waɖa=tu̪  wuɖam-tu̪k
 she=seq=from impel.rr.3sg.nfut-send
 now she appears   (MM, 2011-09-13_2-5h)
(79) [ŋáj]ω=waɖa=mani
 1sg=seq=attempt
 how about me now?   (SL, 2011-08-08_SL-PM_2-3)
(80) [kúː]ω=ɖejida=waɖa
 creature=iter=seq
 now another creature  (MM, 2011-09-13_2-11)
(81) weɻe [lájan]ω=ðatp̪iɾ=waɖa
 pawed.beast lion=true=seq
 now an actual lion   (MM, 2011-09-13_2-11)
(82) kuɖán-paʈ [ŋála]ω=waɖa=ðatp̪iɾ
 impel.rr.3sg.prsl-fear big=seq=true
 he’s really terrified now  (MM, 2011-09-13_2-11)

7.6.1 Promiscuous attachment

Adverbials generally attach to the right-most PWord in any PPhrase, though this 
is not their only distribution. Verbs and coverbs both host adverbials, and both 
these word types always constitute PPhrases in their own right (83, 84). In NPs, 
it is generally only the right-most PWord, also right-most in a PPhrase, that hosts 
adverbials (85). Thus we can almost posit a generalised PPhrase-attachment for 
adverbials, except that they also attach to negators, which are non-final PWords 
in PPhrases constituted by either NPs or VPs (86).

(83) [[tá̪ɾa]ω=waɖa]φ  ŋem-ku
 run=seq  sit.1sg.irr-run
 I’m going to run now  (JaLo, 2013-01)
(84) nan̪ti̪maɣúlkul  kanammátkutkamawaɖa
 nan̪ti̪-maɣulkul [[kanam-ma-kutkut]ω=kama=waɖa]φ

 thing-heart be.3sg.nfut-appl-collect.plur=unknown=seq
 his heart might be pounding now (MM, 2011-09-13_2-11)
(85) [[kaː]ω  [n̪ínta]ω=ŋu]φ

 [car anaph=toward]NP

 towards that car  (AnBu, 2011-07-22_3-6)
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(86) [[meɻe]ω=waɖa [máɖa]ω]φ [[má-aʈ]ω]φ  ȶu-kuj=ju
 [neg=seq feeling use.hands.1sg.irr-get]VP viol-fight=cls
 now I don’t like fighting  (MaNi, 2015-02-07_Pr2-D1)

When attaching to a nominal, adverbials attach after case clitics (87, 88), which is 
expected given that case clitics are more selective. For verbs, however, adverbials are 
mixed in with the variably sequenced external layer of predicational suffixes (89) (§6.3.4).

(87) pleit  [númi]ω=nu=waɖa
 plate one=dat=seq
 for one plate now   (ClK, 2011-08-30_3-1)
(88) kuɾan [páŋu]ω=ɻe=nimin
 go.3sg.prsl there=perl=contr
 running along there too  (MaWo, 2012-07-11)
(89) [mam-wun-ŋku-makat]ω=waɖa-nin̪ta̪
 use.hands.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-pc.obj-evade=seq-dual
 now it got away from the two of them (MvM, 2011-09-13_3-11h)

The morphotactic layering of nominals is therefore as in (90) (cf. Walsh, 1976, 
p. 265ff.). Adverbials are consistently positioned after case, and discourse clitics 
(see §7.6 below) are consistently positioned after adverbials.

 Nominal morphotactics
(90) Classifier-[Nominal]ω=Case=Adverbial=Adverbial=Discourse

The unit of meaning affected by the adverbial is often a whole clause, rather 
than a verbal predicate or a nominal argument. Within the clause, adverbials 
do not seem to select any particular phrase as the target for attachment, though 
impressionistically the first phrase seems to be favoured. Examples above illus-
trate adverbials attaching to both first phrases (78, 83, 86), last phrases (82, 
84) and being spread over multiple phrases (76). Furthermore, unlike nominal 
morphology discussed above, adverbials do exhibit gapping on co-ordinate 
XPs, in which case they attach to the first half of the coordination (91).

(91) kaɖu-nuɣaɳ  pulit ̪ n̪ini=ka  dem-piɳtuʈ=waɖa
 pers-man paralysed anaph=cst [pierce.rr.3sg.nfut-get.up=seq]vp
 i  kumpaɾa=waɾa  piɾim-wun-maɖaʈ  ŋaɾa  kaɖu
 and [in.front=first stand.3sg.nfut-3pl.obj-surprise]VP loc person
 then the paralysed man got up and stood before them unexpectedly
 (GrMo, 1990_Lk5:17-26-008-1)
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Thus adverbials can be said to attach at a higher level syntactically, and more 
external level morphotactically, compared to the case clitics and classifier nouns 
above, and especially compared to the internal predicate inflections described in 
the last chapter.

7.6.2 Demonstrative and interrogatives hosting adverbials

Despite the generally phrasal attachment of adverbials, there are some special 
cases where they attach to demonstratives and interrogatives as prosodically 
internal units. There is one demonstrative and one interrogative that attach all 
adverbials internally, and four adverbials that attach internally to any demonstra-
tive or interrogative. These combinations constitute exceptions to the prosodic 
constituency found elsewhere in phrasal structures, suggesting that they are lexi-
cally stored as constructions rather than being generated as phrases.

Murrinhpatha has six distinct demonstratives, and four interrogatives 
(Table 7.5). Both are closed sub-classes of the general nominal word type (§4.2). 
The semantics of demonstratives, which are intimately connected with pointing 
and other gestures, is discussed in Blythe et al. (2016).

The stems that always attach adverbials internally are the demonstrative  
/n̪ini/ anaph (92–94), and the interrogative /ŋaɾa/ ‘what, where?’ (95, 96). Note that 
in these prosodically internal constructs, the adverbial is internally adjoined even 
if it attaches outside a case marker or another adverbial; thus it can make other, 
normally external morphs internal (96). But from the evidence available, it appears 
that /n̪ini/ and /ŋaɾa/ internally host only one adverbial, and not a second (94).

Table 7.5: Murrinhpatha demonstratives and interrogatives. Alternate 
forms do not show any clear difference in meaning, and are probably 
related by fusion of the clitic /=ɖa/ locative.

Demonstrative Alternate forms Meaning

kan̪i kaɖa, kanta proximal
n̪ini n̪inta anaphoric
pana recognitional
paŋu distal
ti̪ (less common) ?distal
ŋaŋka (obsolete) distal

Interrogative Meaning

ŋaɾa what, where?
ta̪ŋku what, which?
naŋkal who?
min̪ti̪ɻe when?
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(92) [n̪ini=máta̪]ω

 anaph=emph
 that one, exactly   (LP, 2015-07-09)
(93) [ɖa-[ta̪ŋku]ω  [n̪ini=wáɾa]ω=ju]φ

 time-year anaph=first=cls
 last year    (AMN, 2015-01-30_Pr3-D1)
(94) [ŋalan̪ta̪ɾ  [n̪ini=wáɖa]ω=ɖe]φ

 old.man anaph=seq=iter
 that same old man again   (McMn, 2015-07-21)
(95) [[ŋaɾa=nímin]ω]φ ŋama-nu kan̪i=ju
 what=contr do.1sg.irr-fut this=cls
 what will I do about this other one!? (SL, 2011-08-08_2-11)
(96) [ŋaɾa=ɻe=wáɖa]ω]φ  kaɖu-ti̪pmam=ju
 what=instr=seq pers-black=cls
 how do Aboriginal people…  (AMN, 2015-01-30_Pr3-D2-SC2)

Four adverbials attach internally, not just to the two stems above, but to any 
demonstrative or interrogative. These are /=(ka)t̪u/ from, /=(wa)ŋu/ towards, 
/=kama/ unknown, and /=waɾa/ first (97–105). Again, this condition prosodi-
fies the adverbial internally even if it attaches outside of a case suffix or another 
adverbial (101, 102, 104), while adverbials attached outside it remain exter-
nal (105). Also note that the directional adverbials /=(ka)t̪u/ from, /=(wa)ŋu/ 
towards, usually have their first syllables deleted when adjoining vowel-final 
demonstratives and interrogatives.

 /=katu̪/ FROM
(97) [ŋaŋka=kátu̪]ω

 there=from
 from there     (LK, 2000-11-10)
(98) paŋátu̪
 [paŋu=káthu]ω

 from over there
(99) [ŋaɾa=kátu̪]ω  pin̪ti̪m-kájkaj
 where=from perch.3pl.nfut-call.plur
 where are (the birds) calling out from? (LP, 2015-07-09)

 /=waŋu/ TOWARDS
(100) ŋaɾáŋu
 [ŋaɾa=wáŋu]ω

 where=towards
 where to?     (LP, 2015-07-09)
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(101) ŋaɾaɖéŋu
 [ŋaɾa=ɖe=wáŋu]ω

 where=iter=towards
 where to again?    (SeDu, 2015-07-09)
(102) núŋamtim  kan̪iwaɖáŋu
 nuŋam-dim  [kan̪i=waɖa=wáŋu]ω

 use.feet.3sg.nfut-sit.impf here=seq=toward
 now he’s coming this way   (MiKu, 2011-08-21_3-1)

 /=kama/ uNKNOWN
(103) nan̪ti̪-nuŋam-ʈi-min       [ŋaɾa=káma]ω

 thing-use.foot.3sg.nfut-bottom-clasp where=unknown
 where’s he speeding off to?   (LP, 2015-07-09)
(104) [naŋkal=ʈe=káma]ω

 who=agent=unknown
 who (did it)?    (MaNi, 2015-02-05_Pa2-D1)

 /=waɾa/ FIRST
(105) kaɖu-[paŋu=wáɾa]ω=ŋa
 pers-there=first=dimin
 how about the man there first?   (SL, 2011-08-08_2-3)

7.7 Discourse clitics

The second class of phrasal morphology in Murrinhpatha is the discourse clitics, 
a set of three semantically empty bound morphs that attach at the right edge of 
any syntactic phrase. Their function is rather unclear and requires more research, 
but the most plausible hypotheses are that they help mark phrase edges, cue 
information structure and pragmatic intent (Wilmoth, 2014, p. 38). The three dis-
course clitics, with their rather arbitrary glosses, are as follows:

/=ka/ constituent (cst)
/=ju/ clause (cls)
/=ja/ interjection (intj)

Discourse clitics are used prolifically in hesitant, disfluent speech, suggest-
ing that they additionally have a turn-holding function like the English ‘um’ 
and ‘ah’ (cf. Himmelmann, 2014, p. 942). The clitic /=ka/ constituent usually 
appears on non-final phrase constituents in an utterance, while the clitic /=ju/ 
clause usually appears clause-finally (106–108). However /=ka/ may also appear 
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clause-finally when an implicit question is formed by simply naming a referent 
with an interrogative intonation (Nordlinger, p.c.) (109, 110).

(106) ȶu=ka  meɻe ŋuna-bat-ða  muɳʈak=waɖa=ju
  [[fight]NP=cst [neg use.foot.1sg.pst-hit-pst]vp [before]NP=seq]CLAUSE=cls
 I didn’t hit her before (MaNi, 2015-02-02_Pr2-D1)
(107) ta̪j  laɾin  paŋu  baŋam-ʈaʈaɭ=ka  tu̪ŋku
  [[wood dry distal]NP [affect.3sg.nfut-chop.pl]VP=cst [fire]NP]CLAUSE

 he’s chopping that dead wood for a fire (DaMa, 2011-08-25_3-1)
(108) kaɖu=ka  dini-ŋuɾkuɾk-ða kaɖu=ju
 [[person]NP=cst [sit.3sg.pst-sleep.plur-pst]VP [person]NP]=cls
 he was asleep  (SaLo, 2011-08-08_2-1)
(109) Maɟaɾa=ka?
 name=cst
 Madjarra (is he there)?
(110) muɾin̪=ka?
 language=cst
 language (shall we transcribe some)?

The /=ja/ clitic is usually attached to phrases with an interjective or interrogative 
function (111) (Wilmoth, 2014).

(111) paŋu=ka  muɾin̪-kuɻa=kama=ja
 [[[there]NP=cst [lang-water=unknown]np=intj]CLAUSE

 there, the talk seems incomprehensible! (lit. ‘water language’) 
 (AMN, 2015-01-30_Pr3-D1-EC1)

We saw above that adverbials generally attach at the right edge of phrases, though 
with exceptions relating to negators, demonstratives and variable sequencing of 
suffixes on verbs. Discourse clitics are attached more strictly at the right edge of 
syntactic phrases, which always gives them the final position in PPhrases (112, 
113). They attach outside of all other classes of bound morphs, including adver-
bials (114, 115).

(112) [ku-[tiȶa]ω  [nukúnu]ω=ka]φ mem-na-biɭ=katu̪=waɖa
 [anim-teacher 3sg]NP=cst do.rr.3sg.nfut-3sg.obl-look=from=seq
 now his teacher looks at him   (SM, 2011-08-08_2-3)
(113) [[tá̪ɾa]ω]φ [[ju-win̪áɻaʈ]ω-ða=ka]φ ɖa-nan=mata̪=ŋu
 [run lie.3sg.pst-run-pst]VP=cst place-whats.it=emph=towards
 he ran all the way to what’s-it-called  (PaPu, 2011-09-01_02)
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(114) paŋu=ɻe=ju
 [there=ess]NP=cls
 around that place    (SM, 2011-08-08_2-3)
(115) muɳʈak=waɖa=ka
 [before]NP=seq=cst
 in the old days    (MkN, 2015-02-07_Pr2-D1)

The corpus contains just a handful of possible counter-examples to the phrase-
edge positioning of discourse clitics. These all involve monosyllabic CV classifier 
nouns hosting the /=ka/ clitic, and exempt the open monosyllables from bimo-
raic lengthening. This suggests that /=ka/ may represent a secondary strategy for 
achieving bimoraic weight in open monosyllables (116, 117) (§4.3.1).

(116) [[ku=ka]ω  [weɻe]ω  [ŋála]ω]φ

 [anim=cst furry.quadruped big]NP

 the big dog   (CP, 2009-07-07_04)
(117) [[mi=ka]ω  [ðíː]ω=ɻe]φ  [[láwam]ω=ju]φ

 [veg=cst      there=ess]NP               bread=cls
 the food over there, the bread (NoPe, 2009-07-07_04)

7.8 Summary

In this chapter we have explored the morphology of nominal arguments and 
phrases, which involves less complexity and looser binding, compared to verbal 
morphology. The first type of such nominal morphology, classifier nouns, has a 
mixture of lexical and inflectional characteristics. Classifier nouns are in fact a 
special instance of nom-nom compounding, but one that is exceptionally preva-
lent. At the right edge of the noun phrase are case clitics, which mark the seman-
tic role of nominal arguments in clause structure, but are only used occasionally 
and therefore play a fairly minor role in the grammar.

Adverbials and discourse clitics attach to any type of phrase. Adverbials have 
more complicated distribution as they may also sit among a verb’s predicational 
suffixes, or attach to a phrase-initial negative function word, whereas discourse 
clitics more strictly attach to the end of syntactic phrases. In the next chapter we 
return to more tightly bound structures in the verb, before reviewing the mor-
phology as a whole in the final chapter.
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8 Complex verbs and compounding

8.1 Introduction

Discussion of verbs in previous chapters has focused on the 39 finite verb stems 
and the inflectional affixes that attach to them. But the majority of the Murrinh-
patha verb lexicon is composed of verb stems combined with coverbs. I refer to 
such verbs as complex verbs, in opposition to the simple verbs constituted by verb 
stems as independent lexemes. Complex verbs may be structured as two-word 
phrases, [Coverb Verb]VP, but much more frequently are structured as compound 
verbs, [VerbStem[-Coverb]]V. The compounding mechanism is so dominant that 
three quarters of the finite verb stems, and the majority of coverbs, appear only 
in compounds. The development of so many bound verbs and coverbs has been 
accompanied by substantial semantic opacity, such that in many verbs it is dif-
ficult or impossible to attribute distinct meanings to the two lexical elements. 
If this were not complexity enough, many coverbs are themselves compounds 
of a coverb root combined with a body part nominal, making the overall verb a 
trilexical recursive compound verb, [VerbStem[-[Bodypart-]Coverb]]V. Again, the 
semantic contribution of the body part is often opaque.

The formation of compound verbs interacts with the internal/external lay-
ering of predicate inflectional suffixes: the coverb is attached after all internal 
suffixes, and before all external suffixes. Lexical compounding generally works 
by adjoining a second lexeme either directly to the stem of the first lexeme (as in 
[sabre-[tooth]]-s), or to the whole inflected form of the first lexeme (as in [milk-
[teeth]]) (Anderson, 1992, p. 295). Murrinhpatha presents a third distinct type, 
where the adjoined lexeme is attached to a prosodic edge, which may occur either 
before or after various inflectional affixes, rather than attaching to a morpho-
syntactically specified host. ‘Prosodic compounding’ of this type has not been 
attested in any other language as far as I know (Mansfield, 2017).

The next section describes the general distinction between simple verbs, and 
the two complex types: phrasal verbs and compound verbs. Section §8.3 catego-
rises finite verb stems according to their degree of independence and semantic 
transparency. Section §8.4 introduces the coverb lexical class, while section §8.5 
describes the compounding of coverbs with body part nominals, and section §8.6 
describes a reduplicative process that derives pluractional coverbs. Section §8.7 
describes the attachment of coverbs to a prosodic anchor point on the finite verb 
stem, and the recursive prosodic word structure that is thereby constituted.
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8.2 Simple, phrasal and compound verbs

The previous two chapters have focused the discussion of verb morphology on 
what we will call simple verbs, i.e. those that deploy a finite verb stem as an 
independent lexical item, without any further verbal lexical material (1). But 
Murrinhpatha makes extensive use of complex verbs, where the verbal predicate 
 combines a finite verb stem with a coverb. Complex verbs may be morphologi-
cally realised either as a phrasal verb (2) or a compound (3):

(1) [wúɾan]ω

 go.3sg.nfut
 she’s going
(2) [[wilíli]ω]φ [[wúɾan]ω]φ

 walk  go.3sg.nfut
 she’s walking
(3) [wuɾan-líli]ω

 go.3sg.nfut-walk
 she’s walking

Complex verbs are a common form of verbal predication throughout north- 
western Australia. In most of these languages the combinations take a phrasal 
form (Bowern, 2014; McGregor, 2002; Nash, 1982; Schultze-Berndt, 2003), but 
compounding is the main lexical verb type in various other languages including 
Gooniyandi (McGregor, 1990), Gaagudju (Harvey, 2002), and several Daly region 
languages (Tryon, 1974). In both Murrinhpatha and in other north-western lan-
guages, the coverb class has considerable overlap with nominals. The coverb 
class, unlike the finite verb stem class, is open to lexical borrowing; but borrowed 
coverbs are generally used only as independent words, and not in compounds 
(Mansfield, 2016a).

The majority of the Murrinhpatha verbal vocabulary (excluding recent bor-
rowings from English) occurs only in compounds. Most coverbs, and 29 of the 
39 finite verb stem stems, are only attested in this bound form. Verb stems in 
compounds have been labelled ‘classifier stems’, in view of their tendency to clas-
sify events in terms of valency, aktionsart, instrument, vector and posture (Nord-
linger, 2015). Classifiers make a transparent semantic contribution to some com-
pounds (4a,b), but not to others (5a,b). As illustrated in these examples, coverbs 
may combine with several different classifier stems. Since there is only a small set 
of classifiers, it is inevitable that at least some of these must combine with many 
different coverbs. The two lexical classes have a many-to-many relationship in 
compounding.
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(4a) maɻíɖanu
 ma-ʈiɖa-nu
 use.hands.1sg.irr-push-fut
 {Classifier-Coverb}
 I’ll push it (by hand)
(4b) nuŋuɻíɖanu
 nuŋu-ʈiɖa-nu
 use.foot.3sg.irr-push-fut
 {Classifier-Coverb}
 I’ll push it with my foot  (Street, 2012: -rirda)
(5a) bam-ŋi-ɻalal
 affect.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-discomfort
 {Classifier-pron-Coverb}
 I’m cold
(5b) dem-ŋi-ɻalal
 pierce.rr.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-discomfort
 {Classifier-pron-Coverb}

 I’m thirsty

In terms of discourse frequency, there are generally about twice as many com-
pound verbs used as there are simple verbs (Table 8.1). It is not surprising that com-
pound verbs should dominate, since these are a large lexical class with thousands 
of members, while there are only ten simple verb lexemes. But the fact that simple 
verbs nonetheless account for a substantial minority of discourse tokens shows 
that some members of this small lexicon are used very frequently. The discourse 
frequency of the third verb type, phrasal verbs, is quite different between younger 
and older speakers. For younger speakers this is a substantial category accounting 
for 17% of discourse verb tokens, whereas for older speakers phrasal verbs are quite 
rare, accounting for only 1% of verb tokens. This difference is largely accounted for 
by the greater use of English loanwords by younger speakers, since these are bor-
rowed as coverbs in phrasal but not in compound form (Mansfield, 2016a).

Table 8.1: Discourse frequency of three verb types. Data is from (Mansfield, 2016a, p. 420), 
augmented by a further 101 tokens from one older speaker (GM, 1977-00-00), and 109 tokens 
from one younger speaker (DP, 2012-06-20_25).

Simple Compound Phrasal Total N
All tokens 30% (249) 61% (516) 9% (76)  (841)

(Older speakers) 31% (128) 68% (277) 1% (4)  (409)

(Younger speakers) 28% (121) 55% (239) 17% (72)  (432)
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8.3 The verbiness of verb stems

Some finite verb stems are complete verbs in themselves, being independent 
words that function as lexical predicates of event semantics. Others have less 
verby properties in various ways. As mentioned above, the term ‘classifier stem’ 
is applied to verb stems in compounds, which we may contrast against ‘simple 
stems’ for those that form independent words. Here I further categorise verb 
stems with respect to their lexico-semantic status. The following analysis is based 
on some 400 compounds extracted from the Murrinhpatha dictionary (Street, 
2012). These were arranged into sets by verb stem, to reach an impressionistic 
estimate as to the degree of semantic consistency in each set. Further research 
will be required for more comprehensive semantic analysis. The four categories 
of verb stem are:
 Simple verb stems
   Lexical verb stem – Can occur as a simple verb, and when it occurs as a 

classifier in compounds, its independent meaning is usually maintained 
as a semantic element of the compound.

   Light verb stem – Can occur as a simple verb, but when it occurs as a 
 classifier in compounds, its independent meaning is often not  maintained.

 Classifier-only verb stems
   Semantic classifier – Occurs only as a classifier, and makes a fairly  consistent 

semantic contribution to compounds.
   Pseudo-classifier – Occurs only in compounds, and does not make a 

 consistent semantic contribution.

The boundaries are somewhat fuzzy between the first two categories, and the 
second two categories, respectively, because the matter of semantic transparency 
is a cline of metaphorical extension.

The most clearly lexical verbs are /ɾa/ ‘stand’, /n̪t ̪a/ ‘perch’, /i/ ‘lie’, /ɾu/ 
‘go’ and /n̪t ̪i/ ‘carry’. Each of these may form a simple verb when appropriately 
inflected (§6.2), and contributes transparently to compounds as illustrated in 
Table 8.2. For reference, verb stems are listed along with the arbitrarily assigned 
classifier numbers (CN) by which they are identified in previous works (e.g. 
Blythe, 2009; Nordlinger, 2015; Street, 1987). As discussed in an earlier chapter 
(§5.2.3), there are several verb stems with homophonous inner stems, though 
their finite forms are nonetheless distinguished by different inflectional allo-
morphy.

The remaining simple verbs are less semantically transparent in compounds 
(Table 8.3). The label ‘light verb’ is appropriate for these because they have both 
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independent, albeit highly generic lexical meanings, but also appear in complex 
predicates where their meaning is lost (Butt & Geuder, 2001). The verbs /ni/ ‘be’ 
and /ma/ ‘do, say’ are particularly ‘light’, in that even their independent usages 
encode aktionsart categories (state or customary action, and telic action, respec-
tively) rather than more specifically ‘lexical’ semantics. Accordingly, these con-
tribute aktionsart properties rather than lexical semantics to the compounds in 
which they appear.54

Classifier-only stems are about equally divided into semantic classifiers and 
pseudo-classifiers. As mentioned in an earlier chapter, all transitive stems are 
classifier-only, and pseudo-classifiers, the most semantically opaque type, are all 
transitive verbs (§6.2.4).

54 /nu/ ‘use feet’ appears in several compounds involving throwing projectiles. We might think 
of these actions as more obviously involving the hands or arms than the feet – but the feet are 
actually also involved in throwing projectiles with force.

Table 8.2: Lexical verbs and some examples of compounds.

Verb CN Transparent compounds

/i/ ‘lie’ 2 /-ŋuɾkuɾk/ ‘sleep’, /-pup/ ‘die’, /-wal/ ‘(of a snake) strike’

/ɾa/ ‘stand’ 3 /-aʈ/ ‘stand up’, /-kampa/ ‘stand laughing’, /-bat/ ‘throw missile’

/n̪t ̪a/ ‘perch’ 5 /-kaj/ ‘(of a bird) call out’, /-maɖi/ ‘(of a new moon) rise’

/ɾu/ ‘go’ 6 /-lili/ ‘walk’, /-kampa/ ‘walk along laughing’, /-kaɭ/ ‘move in a straight line’

/n̪t ̪i/ ‘carry’ 22 /-kum/ ‘swim while holding something’, /-win̪aɻaʈ/ ‘run away with 
 something’

Table 8.3: Light verbs and some examples of compounds.

Verb CN Transparent compounds Opaque compounds

/i/ ‘sit’ 1 /-ɻel/ ‘sing (sitting)’, /-t ̪ek/ 
‘defecate’

/-ku/ ‘run’, /-paɭ/ ‘be broken’

/nu/ ‘use feet’ 7 /-ɻiɖa/ ‘kick’, /-win̪aɻaʈ/ ‘run’, 
/-ku/ ‘throw’,/-biɾ/ ‘throw 
spear’54

/-wuʈ/ ‘be feeble’

/ma/ ‘do, say’ 8, 34 – /-ɻikeɖek/ ‘finish’, /-ŋkawuɾ/ ‘have 
a headache’

/me/ ‘do, say rr’ 10 – /-biɭ/ ‘turn and look’
/ni/ ‘be’ 4 – /-kut/ ‘gather’, /-wup/ ‘sit down’
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Table 8.4 lists the semantic classifiers: those that occur only in compounds, 
but for which a lexico-semantic meaning can be posited based on a fairly consist-
ent semantic element in those compounds. For some of these there are also a few 
compounds that do not fit the semantic pattern, but I focus here on exemplifying 
those that do fit the pattern. There are different degrees of semantic consistency 
among the semantic classifiers. For example, /na/ ‘use fire’, /la/ ‘wipe’ and /ɾa/ 
‘watch’ have sets of compounds that are totally consistent or almost so in featur-
ing the glossed semantic element. /ŋa/ ‘put together’ is also fairly consistent, but 
has somewhat opaque outliers /-ɣaŋawet̪/ ‘sun set’ and /-bat̪/ ‘have something 
caught in one’s throat’.55

55 Note that /a/ ‘use mouth’ is homophonous with /a/ pierce, because both have the same 
default stem, and share the same inflectional paradigm (Nordlinger p.c.). Allotting opaque com-
pounds to one of these verbs or the other is therefore somewhat arbitrary, but because /a/ ‘use 
mouth’ seems to have a slightly stronger semantic pattern, I have allotted opaque compounds 
to /a/ pierce.

Table 8.4: Semantic classifiers and examples of compounds.

Verb CN Compound examples

/ma/ ‘use hands’ 8, 9 /-pat ̪a/ ‘make’, /-putet ̪/ ‘turn by hand’, /-jeɭ/ ‘paint’, /-t ̪a/ ‘catch’
/me/ ‘use hands rr’ 10 /-kuɾk/ ‘scratch oneself’, /-t ̪a/ ‘catch each other ’
/ni/ ‘use feet rr’ 38 /-biɾ/ ‘throw spears at each other’
/a/ ‘use mouth’55 19 /-ðaɾpu/ ‘ask, request’, /-t ̪iɾaʈ/ ‘lie’, /-t ̪ap/ ‘taste’, /-ŋkabiɾ/ 

‘scold’
/e/ ‘use mouth rr’ 21 /-ŋkabiɾ/ ‘argue’, /-ŋkawaj/ ‘refuse’
/a/ ‘appear’ 20 /-ɻuðaj/ ‘emerge’, /-ɻuj/ ‘arrive’
/ŋa/ ‘put together’ 25 /-pup/ ‘lay objects in a pile’, /-meɭaɭ/ ‘plait fibres’, /-lip/ ‘squash 

together’ 
/la/ ‘wipe’ 26 /-pul/ ‘wipe’, /-kuɾk/ ‘sharpen’, /-ʈum/ ‘wipe dry’
/li/ ‘wipe rr’ 37 /-ʈum/ ‘wipe oneself dry’
/na/ ‘use fire’ 27 /-t ̪i/ ‘cook’, /wat ̪/ ‘singe’, /-wu/ ‘warm’
/ɾa/ ‘watch’ 28 /-bat ̪/ ‘watch’, /-ŋaɭbaɭ/ ‘(of a dog) glare barking’, /-maɻit/ ‘learn 

by observation’, /-ŋke/ ‘be jealous’
/ɾi/ ‘watch rr’ 36 /-ŋkaɻit/ ‘gaze at one’s own reflection’
/ŋu/ ‘pull’ 32 /-wuj/ ‘eject’, /-jeɣaj/ ‘move something out of the way’, /-jeɾ/ ‘(of 

the tide) recede’
/ŋi/ ‘pull rr’ 33 /-wuj/ ‘exit’, /-ɻat ̪tat ̪/ ‘move oneself out of the way’
/mi/ ‘look’ 12 /-jeɾ/ ‘look around’
/la/ ‘eat’ 31 /-at ̪/ ‘eat’
/bi/ ‘hear’ 16 /-jepup/ ‘hear’
/n̪t ̪a/ ‘crouch’ 35 /-ʈa/ ‘crouch’, /-ŋkaɖal/ ‘balance’, /-te/ ‘be sleepless’
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The list of semantic classifiers includes several reflexive/reciprocal (rr) 
stems, which are derived from transitive verb stems (§5.4) (Nordlinger, n.d.). 
The rr stems in many cases participate in the same compound combinations 
as their base stems, but there are also instances where they form distinct com-
pound lexemes not attested for their bases, and for this reason they are treated 
as  lexically  distinct. Note that rr stems fall into the same light/semantic/pseudo 
categories as their bases – that is to say they have about the same degree of lexi-
co-semantic integrity. However we saw in an earlier chapter that they have differ-
ent patterns of inflectional allomorphy from their bases (§5.2.1).

Three stems /la/ ‘eat’, /mi/ ‘look’ and /bi/ ‘hear’ have a special status, because 
they each occur only in a single compound. Therefore they do not have semantic 
patterns like other semantic stems, though neither do they have heavily gram-
maticalised character of pseudo-classifiers. Similarly, /n̪t ̪a/ ‘crouch’ is attested 
for just three compounds, which makes it more difficult to decide whether these 
exhibit a semantic pattern.

Table 8.5 lists the pseudo-classifiers, those that appear only in compounds, 
and for which the set of such compounds has little or no semantic consistency. On 
the other hand, although pseudo-classifiers are semantically bleached in most 
compounds, Nordlinger (p.c.) reports that semantically productive usage can be 
elicited with some speakers. Pseudo-classifiers are all transitive or RR, and most 

Table 8.5: Pseudo-classifiers and examples of compounds.

Verb CN Compound examples

/ba/ affect 13, 14 /-ɣuɖuk/ ‘drink (something)’, /-maɖabu/ ‘betray’, /-ŋkaɖu/ ‘see’, 
/-jilil/ ‘be in the middle’, /-lele/ ‘bite’

/be/ affect.rr 15 /-ŋkaɖu/ ‘see oneself’, /-maɖabi/ ‘meet’, /-ŋkabu/ ‘go too fast’
/bu/ lower 17 /-pak/ ‘put (down)’, /-bat/ ‘throw down’, /-ðaɾkat/ ‘bog (a vehicle)’, 

/-ðaɾmupak/ ‘retaliate’
/buj/ lower.rr 18 /-bat/ ‘fall’, /-weɾaɾ/ ‘drop to one knee’, /maɖaɖu/ ‘be out of breath’
/mu/ coerce 11 /-maɖali/ ‘bend’, /-wil/ ‘convince’, /-paɭ/ ‘break off’, /-ŋkalili/ 

‘follow around in a circle’ 
/a/ pierce 19 /-waɭ/ ‘spear, shoot’, /-ŋkaj/ ‘poke into a hole’, /-mut/ ‘give’, 

/-ɻiwak/ ‘follow’
/e/ pierce.rr 21 /-t ̪ekum/ ‘poke something in one’s ear’, /jiji/ ‘hurry’,

(object experiencers e.g.: /-t ̪eɖe/ ‘be in the sun’, /-ɻalal/ ‘be thirsty’)
/u/ slash 23 /-ɣat/ ‘circumcise’, /-pek/ ‘comb hair’, /-ŋkapuɭ/ ‘(of sun) rise’, 

/-bat/ ‘call by phone’, /-wuɾ/ ‘measure’
/ju/ slash.rr 24 /-jekum/ ‘forget’, /-t ̪elal/ ‘carry on head’
/ɖu/ impel 29 /-ŋkaɭ/ ‘bring back’, /-at ̪/ ‘exchange’, /-t ̪uk/ ‘send’, /-t ̪et ̪it ̪/ 

‘instruct’, /-kulk/ ‘soak’
/ɖi/ impel.rr 30 /-wuɭ/ ‘go back’, /-jiɾ/ ‘soak oneself’, /-ɻaɭaɭ/ ‘laugh’
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of them appear in large numbers of compounds. They are given notional glosses 
in small capitals, which only sometimes reflect any actual semantic contribution. 
However, again there is a cline of semantic transparency here, and the cut-off 
point between semantic classifiers and pseudo-classifiers is somewhat arbitrary. 
/bu/ lower, /mu/ coerce and /a/ pierce all have substantial sets of compounds 
with shared semantic elements, as illustrated in the table. But in each of these 
cases I judge the semantic set to be outweighed by a larger set that breaks the 
semantic pattern. The verbs /ɖu/ impel and /u/ slash have only vague seman-
tic patterns among small subsets of the many compounds they appears in. The 
verb /e/ pierce.rr has more of a grammatical than a lexico-semantic pattern 
for many of its compounds: besides appearing in reflexive/reciprocal versions of 
/a/ pierce compounds, it also appears in a substantial set of object-experiencer 
 compounds (§6.2.4).

8.3.1 Finite verb stems or inflection-class prefixes?

Pseudo-classifiers, taken on their own merits, may not be analysed as verb stems 
at all. They encode the subject and tense categories associated with finite verb 
stems, but where they do not contribute a lexico-semantic head, they are more like 
grammatical prefixes than lexical stems. In fact this analysis could be extended 
beyond pseudo-classifiers to the instances when light verbs lose their usual 
semantic content. On this analysis, the coverb becomes the stem of a simplex 
verb that has both prefixes and suffixes, and the pseudo-classifier becomes an 
inflectional prefix belonging to an inflectional class selected by the coverb. The 
differences between an inflectional prefix analysis (where ‘VIII’ glosses the prefix 
as inflectional class VIII) and the compound verb analysis are illustrated in (6).

 Compound verb analysis
(6a) [[[[[pubaŋam]-ŋi]-ŋkaɖu]-ŋin̪t ̪a]-piɾim]
 [[[[[affect.3pl.nfut]-1sg.obj]-see]-dual.f]-sit.impf]
 the two of them can see me

 Inflectional prefix / simplex verb analysis
(6b) [[[pubaŋam-[ŋi-[ŋkaɖu]]]-ŋin̪ta̪]-piɾim]
 [[[3pl.nfut.viii-[1sg.obj-[see]]]-dual.f]-sit.impf]

 the two of them can see me

The analysis in (6b) accurately represents the loss of predicational, lexical char-
acter in the /pubaŋam/ formative. However this analysis results in quite  different 
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representations of stem/affix structure for verbs with inflection class prefixes 
versus those with left-edge stems, and this split into separate representations 
leads to systematic duplication of all the morphological structures that the two 
verb types have in common. Since some finite verb stems such as /wuɾan/ go.3sg.
nfut do retain lexico-semantic character, these must be analysed as belonging to 
a separate morphosyntactic category from the proposed inflectional prefixes such 
as /pubaŋam-/ 3pl.nfut.viii. This divergence complicates the fact that they have 
the same position in terms of word structure. Some verbs would be represented 
as having a left-edge lexical stem, and others as having a word-medial lexical 
stem. To avoid these complications, and in recognition of the shared structural 
characteristics of all finite verb stems, the analysis applied in this book treats all 
complex verbs as compounds headed by a left-edge finite verb stem, while rec-
ognising that a subset of finite verb stems are heavily grammaticalised and have 
largely lost their lexico-semantic character. At the end of this chapter I return to 
the question of lexical representations for compound verbs.

8.3.2 Psychological status of finite verb stems in compounds

There is evidence that lexical verbs and light verbs appearing in compounds are 
separable, word-like units for native speakers. One strand of evidence is in alter-
nate phrasal and compounded forms produced under elicitation. For example, 
(7a, b) were produced in succession by a speaker, suggesting that the cognitive 
activation of a simple verb (7a) facilitates its use as a classifier (7b).

(7a) máta̪ɾ ŋém
 sick sit.1sg.nfut
 I’m sick
(7b) ŋem-mát ̪aɾ
 sit.1sg.nfut.sick

 I’m sick  (HJ, 1959_KH)

Further evidence is presented by the orthography used by native speakers who 
are literate in Murrinhpatha. This does not always follow the linguists’ conven-
tion of writing compound verbs as single strings. A word-break is sometimes 
written between finite verb stem and coverb, but this is only attested with lexical 
verbs and light verbs (8–10). There are no examples of orthographic splitting with 
classifier-only stems. This raises the possiblity that speakers may in fact have 
distinct mental representations for lexical verb-headed vs pseudo- classifier-
headed compounds, despite their apparent structural similarities. On the other 
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hand, orthographic phenomena may be specific to the acquisition and process-
ing of orthography, where didactic materials present models of lexical stems, but 
never classifiers, as separately written words. Psycholinguistic research would be 
required to further understand how Murrinhpatha speakers cognitively represent 
verb compounding.

(8) ‘nanhthi pana wurran bangurr mere niraputh’56
 naɲci pana wuɾan-baŋuɾ  meɻe niɻa-put ̪
 thing known go.3sg.nfut-be.white neg stand.2pl.irr-throw.away
 don’t throw away those white things! (plastic rubbish)
(9) ‘ngipilinh kurran kathuk kanhi warda-wa’57
 ŋipilin̪ kuɾan-ŋkaðuk  kaɲi-waɖa-wa
 thing go.3sg.prsnl-exist prox-now-emph
 a river runs there now
(10) ‘thamul thangunu kardi wuyitpuyitdha-yu’58
 ta̪mul-ta̪ŋunu kaɖi-pujit-pujit-ða-ju
 spear-source be.3sg.pst-shift-plur-pst-cls
 he was shifting (the ocean) with his spear

8.3.3 A recent history of grammaticalisation

There is some evidence to suggest that in recent history verb compounding was 
more productive, and that the nexus of the VerbStem-Coverb compound was 
somewhat looser. For Ngan’gi there is substantial evidence of VerbStem-Coverb 
fusion occurring within the last century (Reid, 2003), and though Murrinhpatha 
does not enjoy the same wealth of early twentieth-century linguistic records, 
there are nonetheless some facts suggesting a more modest transition occurring 
in Murrinhpatha within a similar period. The first item of evidence is that one 
coverb borrowed since English contact has been compounded with a finite verb 
stem, /ma-be-t ̪igan/ ‘use.hands-arm-shake.hands’. Since borrowed coverbs have 
not been compounded productively at all in recent decades, despite massive 
lexical borrowing, /ma-t i̪gan/ suggests that at some earlier point, when ‘shake 

56  Sign posted by Thamarrurr Ranges, photographed by the author at Batchelor Education 
rooms, Wadeye, June 2015.
57  Transcription of Kanamkek dreaming story (LK, 2000-11-10), a creation myth produced 
by Dittin Aloyisius Kungul assissted by Christiane Charon, September 2008. Held at Wadeye 
 community archive.
58  As above. 
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hands’ was borrowed, new compounds could more productively be formed 
(Mansfield, 2016a, p. 404).

Another strand of evidence is found in the earliest audio recording of Murrinh-
patha, recorded by Kenneth Hale in 1959. The speaker (HJ, b. ?1920) produces 
complex verbs that in contemporary Murrinhpatha involve pseudo-classifier 
compounds, but he instead pronounces them variably in phrasal and compound 
form. Table 8.6 shows the forms produced by HJ, in comparison to contemporary 
fused forms. The phrasal forms are in [Verb Coverb]VP order, not [Coverb Verb]VP 
as in contemporary Murrinhpatha verb phrases. As with contemporary phrasal 
verbs, there is a prosodic prominence on each of the two words. The same open 
phrase form is used for what would contemporarily be a compound based on a 
lexical verb. The vacilation between prosodic fusion and separation is reflected 
in Hale’s fieldnotes from the session, where verbs are alternately written as one 
word or two. This could be an artefact of hyper-articulation produced for Hale’s 
benefit, but a neat verb – coverb break of this sort is not produced when contem-
porary speakers hyperarticulate verbs.

Table 8.6: Comparison of phrasal forms recorded in 1959 with contemporary forms.

Forms produced by HJ (Hale, 1959) Contemporary forms

t á̪-ŋa mút
pierce.2sg.irr-1sg.obl give
give it to me!

t ̪a-ŋá-mut
pierce.2sg.irr-1sg.obl-give
give it to me!

dám-ŋa mút
pierce.3sg.nfut-1sg.obl give
he gave it to me

dam-ŋá-mut
pierce.3sg.nfut-1sg.obl-give
he gave it to me

káɾim kájkaj
stand.3sg.prsl call.out.plur
he’s calling out

kaɾim-kájkaj
stand.3sg.prsl-call.out.plur
he’s calling out

8.4 Coverbs

Coverbs are an open class of lexical roots that have some overlap with nominals. 
We can define a coverb as being any root that combines with a finite verb stem in 
either phrasal or compound form to create a complex predicate. A nominal mean-
while is a root that can host a nominal class prefix (§7.2). On these definitions, 
we can see that some roots appear alternately as coverbs (11, 12) or as nominals 
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(13). However the phrasal coverb position does not rigorously distinguish coverbs 
from nominals, since the adjectival nominals can freely take on an adverb role, 
modifying verbs rather than nouns. Thus /pata̪/ in (12) may alternatively be ana-
lysed as an adverb.

(11) mam-pata̪
 use.hands.3sg.nfut-good
 she made/fixed it
(12) pata̪  wuɾini-ŋe-ða
 good go.3sg.pst-3sg.f.obl-pst
 he treated her well  (DePu, 2011-07-30)
(13) mi-pata̪
 veg-good

 good food

We might have hoped to more rigorously distinguish coverbs from adverbs by 
proposing that if there is a coverb present in the compounded position, any root 
in the pre-verbal position must be an adverb. However there are some examples 
where lexemes appear in both these positions and the pre-verbal root has the 
predicational nature of a verb, rather than a modifying adverb (14, 15). Therefore 
a finite verb stem can combine simultaneously with two coverbs, in phrasal and 
compound positions respectively (Mansfield, 2016a).

(14) kampa na-ðap-ɖe
 laugh do.2sg.irr-shut-iter
 stop laughing!    (SB, 2013-07-11)
(15) waʃiŋ pillaŋam-biɭbiɭ-paɳam
 wash wipe.3pl.nfut-shine.plur-be.impf

 they’re washing it    (NoPe, 2013-01-21)

Like finite verb stems, coverbs encompass a mixture of those that appear as inde-
pendent words, those that appear only in compounds, and those that do both. 
Compound-only coverbs account for the majority of the lexicon. In cases where 
a coverb can appear both in phrases and compounds, the two forms appear to be 
translational equivalents (as in 7a,b above), and there are also instances where two 
copies of the coverb appear together in phrasal and compounded positions (16).

(16) kampa  paɳam-ka-kampa-nime
 laugh be.3pl.nfut-pc.subj-laugh-pauc.m 

 they (paucal, males) are laughing
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8.5 Compounding body part nominals to coverbs

Coverbs host two forms of morphological structure: reduplicative derivation of 
pluractionality (described in the next section), and compounded body part nom-
inals (Forshaw, 2011; Walsh, 1996a). This is the same set of body part nominals 
that we have already seen compounding prolifically with predicating nominals 
(§6.4). The full list elicited by Walsh (1976: 176) is given in Table 8.7, though this 
includes several forms that are unattested in more recent documentation.

Table 8.7: Bound body parts (Walsh, 1976, p. 176).

Bound body 
part

Free-form 
simile

Gloss Bound body 
part

Free-form 
simile

Gloss

be nit ̪i arm ŋudeŋke ŋudeŋke calf

bu lawali upper leg ŋuɾu ŋuɾu side

ɖaɾi paŋkin back put walmpu testicles

ɖi ɖimu tooth ʈi lumpu buttocks

kaɖaɾi kaɖiɾak eye-brow ʈiɖaɾi muʈiʈi lower back

kaŋa kaŋa small of back t ̪ama t ̪amal neck

lu wulumu forhead t ̪anme t ̪emen tongue

ma maŋe hand, finger t ̪aɾmu t ̪aɾmu lower leg

maɖa maɖa belly wan̪t ̪aj wan̪t ̪aj armpit

mala lamala shoulder t ̪awi t ̪at ̪pi mouth, lip

man̪t ̪i man̪t ̪iŋapa collar-bone area paɳ paɳʈa groin

me me foot, toe pe pelpit ̪ head

mili mikmu hip piŋka piŋkal knee

muɾu t ̪amuɾu cheek t ̪e t ̪e ear

ŋapa ŋapa back of neck t ̪i ŋapuɭu breast

ŋi ŋi penis t ̪i t ̪imu nose

ŋka kamaɭ eye, face t ̪iri t ̪iɾimeme pubic area

Other Daly languages with noun incorporation allow a few nominals other than body 
parts to be incorporated (Nordlinger, 2017). In Murrinhpatha, there is just one bound 
nominal attested in compound coverbs that does not denote a body part. /mulu-/ 
‘fire’ is attested in just a few compounds (17, 18), and none used by younger speakers. 
This raises the question of whether historically there may have been some capacity 
for non-body-part compounding in coverbs. On the one hand we may suppose that 
fire could be an outlier, having been such a salient entity in pre-settlement life. But 
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on the other hand, as we will see below, there are several other ‘fossilised’ com-
pound elements in coverbs that have no synchronically recoverable meaning, and 
therefore could have been either body-part or non-body-part nominals

(17) ŋunnam-ka-mulu-waɭ-ŋime
 use.feet.1pl.nfut-pc.subj-fire-jump-pauc.f
 we jumped over the fire  (MaNa, 1970_CS1-017-A_06)
(18) ku-t i̪ɾangi-mulu-put -̪ta̪-ja
 anim-stand.2sg.pstirr-fire-throw-pst-interj
 you should have thrown that meat on the fire!  (LuTch, 2004-09-12)
(19) ku-t i̪ntu=waɖa=kama tu̪ŋu-mulu-ɭaʈ
 anim-mussel=seq=dub pull.2sg.irr-fire-extract
 maybe you should take those mussels out of the fire (ECu, 2004-09-12)

8.5.1 Relation to independent nominals

Bound body part nominals are a closed set and are not identical to the body 
part nominals that serve as independent words (Walsh, 1996a). In some cases a 
bound body part has a reduced phonological form compared to the independ-
ent body part (e.g. /kamaɭ, ŋka-/ ‘eye’; /ɖimu, ɖi-/ ‘tooth’), and in some cases 
it has a totally distinct form (e.g. /paŋkin, ɖaɾi-/ ‘back’; /nit i̪, be-/ ‘arm’). Inde-
pendent body part words include compound forms denoting specific body parts 
 (e.g. /me-paŋkin/ ‘foot-back = instep of foot’, /me-t i̪ŋin/ ‘foot-claw = toenail’), 
as well as more fossilised compounds (e.g. /pelpit /̪ ‘head’, /pemaɾ/ ‘hair on 
head’). The bound body parts associated with these are the more generic roots, 
which have a hypernymic relation to the more specific free forms (e.g. /me-/ 
‘[any part of] foot’; /pe-/ ‘[any part of] head).

8.5.2 Compounding relations

Bound body parts are used prolifically in the coverb lexicon, though almost 
exclusively in coverbs bound to finite verb stems.59 Therefore, a large propor-
tion of Murrinhpatha verbs are tripartite combinations of lexical elements: 
[Stem-Bodypart-Coverb]. Just as [Stem-Coverb] compounds range from seman-
tically transparent to opaque, body part compounding may also be transparent 

59 The only exceptional case of an independent coverb with compounded body part I have iden-
tified is /be-puɭ/ ‘hand-sweep = sweep away’ (KeMa, 2012-06-20_28).
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or opaque. The more opaque body parts, appearing in coverbs that do not con-
cretely include the body part meaning in their denotation, are by far the more 
frequently used, while transparent, productively compounded body parts are 
fairly rare in contemporary speech (Forshaw, 2011). The prominent role of 
transparent bound body parts in Walsh’s earlier description (e.g. Walsh, 1976, 
pp. 176–186) suggests that this construct may have been more productive in 
an earlier period. Transparent body parts denote a part affected by the verbal 
predicate (20–22).

(20) n̪ini bam-pe-ɭip
 anaph affect.3sg.nfut-head-hit
 she bashed him on the head  (FA, 2011-08-01_3-11)
(21) ku-weɻe baŋam-ŋi-bu-ɭaʈ
 anim-dog affect.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-leg-bite
 a dog bit me on the leg   (MaMu, 2011-09-13_CD)
(22) mem-nu-ŋka-puɭ
 use.hands.rr.3sg.nfut-rr-face-wash

 she washed her face

However there are many more examples where the body part’s semantics are 
metaphorically extended away from the concrete denotation (Walsh, 1996a, 
p. 360ff.). For example /maɖa-/ ‘belly’ may signify emotions (23) or the inner part 
of a physical space (24); /ta̪wi-/ ‘mouth’ may signify speech, /te̪-/ ‘ear’ signify 
knowledge, and /ŋka-/ ‘eye’ cognition or perception (25–28).

(23) niŋam-ŋi-maɖa-kat
 use.fire.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-belly-cut
 I feel angry    (Street 2012: -mardakat)
(24) ŋi-maɖa-pup-nu
 put.together.1sg.irr-belly-sit-fut
 I’ll lay it in the middle
(25)  diɾaŋan-ŋi-t ̪awi-t ̪en̪
 watch.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-mouth-recognise
 he recognises my voice  (Street 2012: -thenh)
(26) dim-t ̪̪e-pup
 hear.2sg.nfut-ear-sit
 you heard, understood
(27) be-ŋka-bat
 affect.rr.1sg.irr-eye-hit
 I’ll be surprised
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(28a) pan-ŋi-ŋka-t ̪ip
 slash.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-eye-dark
 I am unaware of it      (Street 2012: -ngkathip)
(28b) pam-ŋka-t ̪ip-dim     kaɖu insait=waɖa
 slash.rr3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-eye-dark pers imprisoned=seq

 in prison, he realised his predicament  (GM, 2016-06-24_01)

It is presumably via metaphorical extension that so many compound coverbs 
have become semantically opaque (29, 30). In many such instances, the coverb 
root to which a body part is bound does not appear without the body part, and so 
cannot be attributed any meaning separate from the whole (31–33).

(29) ma-n̪i-ŋka-ʈum-nukun
 do.3sg.nfut-2sg.obj-eye-dry-advers
 you might get hazy vision (Street 2012: -ngkatum)
(30) pan-ŋi-ŋka-ʈum
 slash.3sg.irr-1sg.obj-eye-dry
 I had a miraculous vision (Street 2012: -ngkatum)
(31) ŋam-t ̪e-kum
 pierce.1sg.nfut-ear-forget
 I forgot
(32) na-ŋa-ŋka-ðat ̪-nu
 use.hands.2sg.irr-1sg.obl-eye-turn.to.face-fut
 turn it to face me  (Street 2012: -ngkadhath)
(33) dam-ŋi-maɖa-t ̪in
 pierce.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-belly-sad

 I feel sad, worried

There are also some attested instances of compound coverbs with a [Coverb-Bodypart] 
sequence, rather than the more typical [Bodypart-Coverb]. The relative sparsity 
of these suggests that they may be remnants of a configuration that has not been 
productive in recent times (34–37). There is also at lease one compound coverb that 
alternates between [Bodypart-Coverb] and [Coverb-Bodypart] sequences (38, 39).

(34) paŋam-ɻuj-ŋka
 appear.3sg.nfut-be.visible-face
 he peered over   (Street 2012: -ruyngka)
(35) t ̪ani-ɻuj-pe-ða-t ̪ini
 appear.2sg.pst-be.visible-head-pst-sit.impf
 your head was visible  (ClDu, 2016-07-14_12)
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(36) meɾk pin̪t ̪im-ba-ɖi
 moon perch.3sg.nfut-pale-tooth
 the new moon is in the sky (Street 2012: -bardi)
(37) piɾim-na-laŋ-ma
 stand.3sg.nfut-3sg.obl-spread-hand
 he extended his hand to him  (MaNa, 1980_CS1-017-A_07)
(38) dim-ʈeʈ-pe
 sit.3sg.nfut-stretch-head
 his hair stood on end  (Street 2012: -rtertpe)
(39) mam-pe-ʈeʈ
 do.3sg.nfut-head-stretch
 his hair stood on end  (Street 2012: -wertert)

8.5.3 Fossilised compounds

Where bound body parts are semantically transparent, just one body part 
nominal compounds to the coverb (40). But once a body-part + coverb com-
pound has become lexicalised (i.e. semantically opaque), a second body 
part can be recursively compounded to modify the meaning (41b, c). In this 
work I tend towards maximal morphological segmentation, glossing com-
pounded body parts as morphological elements even where the compound is 
 lexicalised (§1.7).

(40) mem-ŋka-puɭ
 use.hands.rr.3sg.nfut-face-wash
 she washed her face
(41a) ŋuɖan-ŋka-wuj
 impel.1sg.nfut-eye-insert
 I have something on my mind
(41b) ŋuɖam-t ̪e-ŋka-wuj
 impel.rr.1sg.nfut-ear-eye-insert
 I have confused understanding (Street 2012: -wengkawuy)
(41c) ŋuɖam-t ̪awi-ŋka-wuj
 impel.rr.1sg.nfut-mouth-eye-insert

 I have confused speech  (Street 2012: -dhawingkawuy)

There are further compounded elements that exist only in semantically 
opaque combinations, such that we cannot assign them any meaning, but 
can only presume that they were erstwhile bound nominals, either body 
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parts or otherwise. Despite having lost meaning, these remain phonologi-
cally segmentable because they attach outside of the pluractional deriva-
tion (§8.6). The most prominent fossilised nominal of this type is /win̪(i)-/ 
(42, 43).

(42) t ̪empin̪ilkul
 t ̪em-win̪i-kulkul
 pierce.rr.2sg.nfut-bend.over-expect.plur
 you bent over (several times)  (Street 2012: -winhikul)
(43) dampin̪imaɖakpak
 dam-win̪i-maɖa-pakpak
 pierce.3sg.nfut-pour.into-belly-put.plur

 he poured it into a container (several times)

Finally, we should note that bound body parts can themselves occupy the coverb 
position in compound verbs (44, 45). This again shows that the category distinc-
tion between nominals and coverbs is somewhat porous.

(44) kan̪t ̪in-maɖa
 hold.3sg.nfut-torso
 she holds it to her chest
(45) diɾaŋan-ŋka
 watch.3sg.nfut-eye
 she watches over it

8.5.4 Body-part applicatives

Two of the bound body parts /ma-/ ‘hand’ and /ŋka-/ ‘eye’, can function either 
as body part lexemes or as derivational valency-changing prefixes (§6.2.4) (Nord-
linger, in prep., 2011a; Walsh, 1976, p. 184). Both promote a source or maleficiary 
to a direct object, though it is not clear from the limited attested examples if there 
is any semantic difference between them (46, 47).

(46) ŋanam-n̪i-ma-kut
 be.1sg.nfut-2sg.obj-hand.appl-collect
 I collected it from you   (Nordlinger 2011a: 2)
(47) kaɖu  kani-ŋi-ŋka-t ̪ek-nu=kama
 person be.3sg.irr-1sg.obj-eye.appl-defecate-fut=dub

 the (child) might shit on me!   (BeMa, 2015-03-30)
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8.6 Pluractional coverbs

The second type of morphological complexity in coverbs is the derivation of plu-
ractional (plur) coverbs by phonological reduplication (48) (Nordlinger & Caudal, 
2012; Street, 1980a; Walsh, 1976, pp. 240–243). Pluractional verb roots derived 
by reduplication are elsewhere attested in the Daly region (e.g. Ngan’gi, Reid, 
1990, p. 157ff.), in the north-west (e.g. Bardi, Bowern, 2004, p. 147ff.; Warlpiri, 
Nash, 1980, p. 136ff.), and in Australian more generally (Fabricius, 1998, p. 96ff). 
The most common form of the plur derivation is full reduplication of the base, 
though as we will see in Murrinhpatha there are several patterns of phonological 
reduction that render this as partial reduplication, as well as irregular changes 
and outright suppletion.

(48a) nuŋammat
 nuŋam-bat
 use.feet.3sg.nfut-throw
 she threw a projectile
(48b) nuŋammatbat
 nuŋam-bat-bat
 use.feet.3sg.nfut-throw-plur

 she threw projectiles (repeatedly)

The relationship of plur coverbs to their simple bases can be considered deriva-
tional, rather than inflectional. Standard definitions of the distinction often note 
that inflectional categories apply to all members of a word class, and involve the 
same semantic distinctions for all words in the class (e.g. Haspelmath & Sims, 
2010, p. 89ff.). Morphological processes that are more lexically idiosyncratic, 
either in applicability or in semantics, are derivational. Thus Murrinhpatha plur 
coverbs would fall into the derivational category, since (a) some coverbs do not 
appear to have a plur form at all; (b) for some coverbs a formally plur coverb has 
become the only form, e.g. /ŋuɾk-urk/ ‘sleep’; (c) the semantics of plur is some-
what unpredictable, i.e. there are lexicalised special meanings such as /biɭ/ ‘turn 
to look’, /biɭ-biɭ/ ‘keep watch’; /bat/ ‘throw, hit’, /bat-bat/ ‘right hand’.

Pluractional forms generally denote iterated (49), durative (50) or habitual 
(51) events. The use of plur in some cases, such as (51), might also be interpreted 
as encoding plurality of the object argument. This would not be unexpected, 
since transitive use of pluracational verbs in other languages is reported to have 
this function (Corbett, 2000, p. 247). However, we observe that when a Murrinh-
patha transitive verb affects multiple patients, but affects them all in a single 
event, a simple coverb is used (52, 53). Conversely, a single argument affected by 
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an iterative event uses a plur coverb (54), suggesting that it is the plurality of the 
event, rather than the argument, that is expressed by plur coverbs. Note that (52, 
53) overtly mark their objects as plural, and (54) marks its oblique argument as 
singular, confirming that the number paradigm in the obj/obl pronominal system 
is independent of the simple/pluractional distinction on coverbs.

(49) t ̪uɾu-lili=ka  paɳu  keɾet ̪en  ini=ka 
 go.2sg.irr-walk=cst grass spear.grass anaph=cst
 bu-n̪-ʈeʈe
 lower.3sg.irr-2sg.obj-spike.plur
 when you walk through the spear grass, (the seeds) stick into you 
      (DePu, 2015-07-01_AT)
(50) ŋaj-waɖa  ŋuɾini-kumkum-ða-ŋini
 1sg.seq go.1sg.pst-swim.plur-pst-sit.impf
 wuɖini-ŋi-paɭ-ða=waɖa
 impel.3sg.pst-1sg.obj-wash.along-pst=seq
 I kept on swimming as the tide pushed me along (GrMo, 1981_CS1-03A)
(51) ku  paɳam-put ̪put ̪  ŋameɻe=ju
 money be.3pl.nfut-scatter.plur some=cls
 some people are always wasting money  (CaPe, 2009-07-07_04)
(52) kaɖu  peɾkenku  piɾim-wun-bat ̪-dim60
 person two watch.3pl.nfut-3pl.obj-hold-sit.impf
 ŋaɾa  kaɖu  peɾkenkuŋime
 loc person three
 two people are looking at three people  (McKu, 2015-07-07_AM)
(53) wuɖan-wun-paɭ
 impel.3sg.nfut-3pl-wash.along
 (the waves) washed them in   (LcTch, 2009-11-21)
(54) kaɖi-ŋa-kajkaj-ða
 be.3sg.pst-3pl-call.out.plur-pst

 he (kept on) calling out to me   (RoB, 2015-07-17_02)

The surface form of pluractional coverbs is often not a complete reduplication 
of the base. However, I do not analyse this as a partial-reduplication template 
(McCarthy, 1982), but rather as the result of full reduplication with phonological 

60  This verb is spoken by a teenager (McKu, b. 1997) and does not conform with ‘standard’ in-
flectional patterns in two ways: the formatives used to inflect the stem watch.3pl.nfut are rather 
different from the standard, and instead of adding a dual suffix in the external layer of bound 
morphs, an independent noun phrase is used to encode dual subject.
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reduction (Inkelas & Zoll, 2005). This reduction takes two forms, both unpre-
dictably applied: cluster harmonisation, which occurs at all morphological 
junctures within PWords (§4.4.3); and morph-initial reduction, which is else-
where exhibited in Murrinhpatha (§4.4.1), but takes on a more drastic form in 
coverbs.

Cluster harmonisation may occur wherever a consonant-final morph abuts 
another morph within the PWord domain. This is particularly common in redu-
plicated coverbs, because the most common phonological form of coverb roots 
is CVC (§4.2.1), thus giving reduplicated CVC-CVC. Wherever these consonant 
clusters have a dispreferred sonority profile *son↑ or a dispreferred place-of- 
articulation profile *per-cor, various harmonisation strategies apply (§4.4.3). 
These are quite diverse in their outcomes, and to some extent are lexically specific 
to the compound verb in which they occur (55–58).

(55) damŋamututkanam
 dam-ŋa-mut-mut-kanam
 pierce.3sg.nfut-1sg.obl-give-plur-be.impf
 she gives me things 
(56) panmeŋkatat
 pan-me-ŋkat-ŋkat
 arc.3sg.nfut-foot-catch-plur
 she tripped them over  (Street 2012: -mengkat)
(57) memmibiɭwuɾan
 mem-biɭ-biɭ-wuɾan
 do.rr.3sg.nfut-look.out-plur
 he’s turning to look around  (Street 2012: -birl)
(58) dimmiɭbiɭ
 dim-biɭ-biɭ
 sit.3sg.nfut-look.out-plur

 he kept watch   (Street 2012: -birl)

For /CV/ coverb bases, meanwhile, there is always full reduplication (59), and 
occasionally triplication (60), which does not appear to have any special  semantic 
or grammatical function.

(59) kanammebe
 kanam-be-be
 be.3sg.nfut-vomit-plur
 he’s vomiting (repeatedly)
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(60) wuɾanlalalakaɾim
 wuɾan-la-la-la-kaɾim
 go.3sg.nfut-climb-plur-plur-stand.impf

 he’s climbing (steps)  (LTch, 2015-07-01_2-3)

The general form of morph-initial reduction in Murrinhpatha reduces voiceless 
obstruents /p, t ,̪ k/ to continuants /w, ð, ɣ/ following a vowel (§3.7.1, §4.4.1). Lenition 
of this type occurs in coverbs, but there are also instances of more drastic reduction 
where the initial CV string is deleted altogether. This affects only reduplicated coverbs, 
and only where they occur in lexicalised compounds with body part nominals. We 
may suppose that this could not occur in simple coverbs, because the reduction /C/ 
would leave too little phonological material to signal the identity of the coverb root. 
But an additional reason why this should happen only in pluractional coverbs is that 
morph-initial reduction in coverbs depends on minimally disyllabic length (§4.4.1). As 
to why it occurs only in lexicalised compounds with body parts, we can only suppose 
that this is an effect of routinisation and loss of transparency in the compound. Cov-
erb-initial CV deletion affects the expected /pV, tV̪, kV/ sequences (61–63). It may also 
affect sequences /bV, ɖV, mV/, and categorically affects /wV/ (64–67), surpassing the 
more general pattern that targets only voiceless obstruents for morph-initial reduction.

(61) damŋiwin̪it ̪put ̪
 dam-ŋi-[win̪i-[put ̪-put ̪]]
 use.mouth.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-[winhi-[scatter-plur]]
 he ensorcelled me (repeatedly)  (Street 2012: -winhiputh)
(62) ŋaŋkakt ̪uknu
 ŋa-[ŋka-[t ̪uk-t ̪uk]]-nu
 use.mouth.1sg.irr-[eye-[send-plur]]-fut
 I will decide (repeatedly)   (Street 2012: -ngkathuk)
(63) dininmatkutt ̪a
 dini-wun-[ma-[kut-kut]]-ða
 sit.3sg.pst-3pl.obj-[appl-[collect-plur]]-pst
 he collected it from them   (Street 2012: -makut)
(64) mamkaŋmiŋdim
 mam-[ŋka-[biŋ-biŋ]]-dim
 do.3sg.nfut-[eye-[lift-plur]]-sit.impf
 he’s turning the pages   (Street 2012: -ngkabing)
(65) dampin̪imaɖamnum
 dam-win̪i-[maɖa-[ɖum-ɖum]]
 pierce.3sg.nfut-winhi-[belly-[sightless-plur]]
 she layed them front-down  (Street 2012:  -winhimardardum)
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(66) t ̪amŋijetmutt ̪uɾan
 t ̪am-ŋi-[t ̪e-[mut-mut]]-t ̪uɾan
 use.mouth.2sg.nfut-1sg.obj-[ear-[deaf-plur]]-go.impf
 you keep refusing me    (Street 2012: -yemut)
(67) panŋiðamaɾwuɾkanam
 pan-ŋi-[ðama-[wuɾ-wuɾ]]-kanam
 arc.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-[throat-[choke-plur]]-be.impf

 I keep getting things caught in my throat (Street 2012: -dhamawurr)

Finally, there is a substantial number of coverbs for which the phonological relation 
between simple and pluractional forms shows no regularity whatsoever, and can be 
labelled ‘suppletive’. Some of these show a hint of a historical pattern in either */ɾ/ 
or */ðat ̪/ associating with pluractionality (68–71) (cf. §5.5.4). Others have no discern-
able pattern, or involve outright replacement of the whole coverb string (72, 73).

(68) ŋeŋ  → ŋeɾen
 talk  talk plur
(69) wit  → ɾit
 lay down  lay down plur
(70) ŋuɾu  → ŋuɾaðat ̪
 provoke   provoke plur
(71) t ̪iɾi  → t ̪iɾaðat ̪
 wear a naga wear a naga plur
(72) waɾk  → ɖaɾk
 lose oneself  lose oneself plur
(73) wuɭ  → lat ̪
 return  return plur

8.7 Prosodic compounding

One of the most typologically unusual characteristics of the Murrinhpatha verb 
is the positioning of the compounded coverb with respect to inflectional suffixes. 
Compounded lexical elements usually attach either to the base stem, or outside 
the larger unit formed by base stem plus inflections (Anderson, 1992, p. 295). The 
compounded lexical element should therefore be positioned either before or after 
inflectional affixes. But in Murrinhpatha verbs it is positioned amidst inflectional 
suffixes, at the boundary of prosodically internal and external layers. We can 
therefore say that it has a prosodic anchor point, rather than a position defined 
purely by morphosyntactic relations (Mansfield, 2017).
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8.7.1 Coverb attachment to a prosodic anchor

We saw in an earlier chapter that finite verb stems host two distinct layers of 
inflectional suffixes: one that is prosodically internal (i.e. forming a PWord 
together with the host verb), and one that is prosodically external (§6.1). 
In compound verbs, the coverb is positioned between these layers. Thus, 
when a verb has no internal suffixes, the coverb is positioned directly to the 
right of the finite verb stem (74). But when there are internal suffixes of any 
type, the coverb is to the right of these (75, 76). In either case, external suf-
fixes appear to the right of the coverb. PWord boundaries marked on these 
examples indicate where the PWord constituent would be on the associated 
simple verb – though as we will see below, compounding modifies prosodic 
constituency.

(74)  [pume]ω-pat ̪a-ða-ŋime
 use.hands.3pl.pst-good-pst-pauc.f
 they were building (a house)
(75)  [pume-ŋa]ω-pat ̪a-ða-ŋime
 use.hands.3pl.pst-1sg.obl-good-pst-pauc.f
 they were building it for me
(76) [ma-ŋin̪t ̪a-nu]ω-puɭ-nu
 use.hands.3sg.irr-dual.f-rr-clean-fut

 they will wash themselves

We saw in the earlier chapter that dual has a special status as the only suffix that 
can appear in either internal or external layer (§6.2.4). Where no obj or obl suffix 
is present, dual appears internally. But where a pronominal suffix appears, it 
blocks dual from occurring within the internal layer, relegating it to the external 
layer where it has variable sequencing with other morphs. In all of these config-
urations, the coverb maintains its position at the right edge of the internal layer 
(77). The alternate positioning of dual provides special evidence that the coverb 
is not positioned with respect to any inflectional suffix as such, but rather with 
respect to the prosodic boundary.

(77a)  [pa-ŋin̪t ̪a]ω-waɭ-nu
 pierce.3sg.fut-dual.f-spear-fut
 two people will spear him
(77b)  [pa-ŋi]ω-waɭ-ŋin̪t ̪a-nu
 pierce.3pl.fut-1sg.obl-spear-dual.f-fut
 two people will spear me
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(77c)  [pa-ŋi]ω-waɭ-nu-ŋin̪t ̪a
 pierce.3pl.fut-1sg.obl-spear-fut-dual.f
 two people will spear me

8.7.2 Recursive PWord constituency

Verb compounding uses the PWord edge of the associated simple verb as an 
anchor point for the coverb. But as mentioned above, the compound verb 
redefines the PWord domain. In the compound verb, a larger PWord is formed 
over a domain encompassing the stem, the coverb and any internal suffixes, 
while the PWord that would have been constituted in the associated simple 
verb is not phonologically evident in the compound. We find evidence for this 
because the penultimate pitch accent is calculated from the right margin of 
the whole compound, rather than the right margin of the head PWord (78). 
Furthermore, if a compound is built from just an open monosyllabic verb 
stem and open monosyllabic coverb /CV-CV/, neither undergoes bimoraic 
lengthening (79). This confirms that for the purpose of phonological realisa-
tion, neither element realises PWord phonological characteristics in its own 
right (§4.3).

(78) [[maŋán]ω-aʈ]ω

 use.hands.3sg.nfut-grab
 she grabbed it
(79) [[t ̪í]ω-ku]ω

 sit.2sg.irr-run
 go away!

The same PWord-anchoring and recursive PWord formation applies when body 
part nominals are compounded with predicating nominals (§6.4). For this com-
pound structure there is far less audio data permitting inspection of prosodic 
prominence, but those examples that are auditable are consistent with the same 
prosodic compounding structure as in verb-headed predicates (80, 81).

(80) [[daɾimuɳ-ŋi]ω-ŋíni]ω

 [[sugar-1sg.obj]-body]
 I have diabetes    (ECu, 2004-07-04)
(81) [[pakpak-mé]ω-ma]ω-ða-ŋaɖi
 [[weak-do.1sg.pst]-hand]-pst-be.impf
 I was too weak   (MnMn, 2004-09-12)
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Paradoxically, the PWord edge that provides the anchoring point for the coverb is 
not phonologically evident in the compound thus formed. In some approaches to 
word-formation this could be regarded as recursive PWord constituency (McCa-
rthy & Prince, 1993; Peperkamp, 1996; Selkirk, 1996), with phonological opacity 
of the inner PWord (e.g. Bermúdez-Otero, 2011; Kiparsky, 2000). Opacity of 
PWords is not widely discussed in the literature, though a similar effect has been 
described for Axinaca Campa (McCarthy & Prince, 1993). The recursive constitu-
ency analysis is explored in more detail in Mansfield (2017). By contrast, the the-
oretical approach taken in this book interprets morphology as relations between 
words, rather than derivational processes by which words are formed. In this 
view the compound verbs do not contain an inner PWord constituent, opaque or 
otherwise.

8.7.3 Incoporating coverbs into the verb schemata

In my analysis of verb inflection structure I argued that a psychologically plau-
sible representation should use a minimally specified general verb schema, with 
details of suffix structure specified in sub-schemas associated with pronominal 
argument configurations (§6.4). The shared schema contains only quite general 
information about stem–affix configuration and prosodic layering (82). Coverb 
compounding can be integrated into this general schema, because coverb posi-
tioning is linked to the prosodic layering structure, and does not change accord-
ing to pronominal argument structures. Thus I posit a general compound verb 
schema as in (83).

Simple verb schema
(82) [[[[Stem]-SUFF+]ω{-SUFF+}]V

 Compound verb schema
(83) [[[[Stem]-SUFF+-[Nom-[Cov]]COV]ω{-SUFF+}]V

The compound schema indicates that the coverb itself may be a complex con-
stituent built out of compounded nominal and coverb elements. It inherits the 
stem–suffix configuration of the general schema, but modifies the position of the 
PWord right edge, which is now to the right of the coverb, rather than the inner 
suffixes. The schema thus represents the fact, observed above, that coverb posi-
tioning matches the PWord edge of a related simple verb, but the compound does 
not itself retain that PWord constituent. My representation assumes that prosodic 
structure can be redefined in constructional inheritance relations – a topic that 
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requires further research. Schemata (84–87) show the pronominally specific com-
pound verb sub-schemas, inheriting the more general structure of (83). In the 
next section, I investigate how these schemata are inherited by yet more specific 
schemata for compound verb lexemes.

(84) [[[Stem]-num.subj-[Nom-[Cov]]COV]ω{-tns-pauc-adv+-impf}]V

(85) [[[Stem]{-rr-dual}-[Nom-[Cov]]COV]ω{-tns-pauc-adv+-impf}]V

(86) [[[Stem]-obj-num.obj-[Nom-[Cov]]COV]ω{-tns-num-adv+-impf}]V

(87) [[[Stem]-obl-num.obl-[Nom-[Cov]]COV]ω{-tns-num-adv+-impf}]V

8.8 Representing compound verb lexemes

As noted above, a large proportion of both verb stems and coverbs do not appear 
as independent words, but only as parts of compounds. Taking a constructional 
approach (§1.7.3), I assume a grammar that represents these bound elements only 
as part of the compound lexemes in which they appear, and not as atomic units 
in the lexicon.

Particular compound word-forms inherit structure from schematic represen-
tations described in the previous section. For example (88) inherits structure from 
the oblique-argument schema above (87). For the verb stem element, an abstract 
diacritic use.hands is added to identify the stem of which this is a particular inflec-
tional form. (For additional constituent structure inside the verb stem, see §5.9.)

(88) [[[pumam]USE.HANDS-ŋa-pat ̪a]ω-ŋime]V

 use.hands.3pl.nfut-1sg.obl-make-pauc.f
 they (pauc) made it for me

I add diacritic elements to verb stems to represent the paradigmatic inflectional 
information that speakers must deploy to parse and produce these. As described 
in an earlier chapter (§5), verb stems do not have any non-finite root form, but 
instead appear in one of 42 inflected forms. These paradigms exhibit semi-reg-
ular morphological patterning, leaving substantial unpredictability in the form 
taken for an inflectional cell of a particular stem. To be able to parse or produce 
a previously unencountered form of a compound verb, speakers must draw on 
their knowledge of the stem paradigm, encapsulated in other inflected forms of 
the same compound, and inflected forms of other compounds that use the same 
stem. Strictly speaking, this knowledge could be represented by a network of 
associated wordforms without any internal structure, linked by either paradig-
matic relations (89–91) or by shared stem form (92–94).
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Paradigmatically related compound forms
(89) pumamŋawat ̪aŋime they (pauc) made it for me
(90) mamŋawat ̪aŋime she made it for me
(91) numaŋawat ̪aŋime you (pauc) will make it for me

Compounds with same stem form (and same suffixes)
(92) pumamŋawat ̪aŋime they (pauc) made it for me
(93) pumamŋakuɾkŋime they (pauc) scratched it for me
(94) pumamŋawet ̪ŋime they (pauc) did an operation for me

Stem diacritics represent the paradigmatic information distributed across many 
such related forms. This must be stored as an abstract diacritic, distinct from the 
lexical semantics and grammatical category features associated with wordforms, 
because the stem does not necessarily contribute to the semantics of the whole 
word. Thus if we consider the representation of compounds that have highly 
opaque stem semantics, the speaker’s knowledge that these share a common par-
adigm of stem forms must be encapsulated in an abstract diacritic, distinct from 
both phonological and semantic information (95–97). It is this representation of 
a shared paradigmatic structure that allows such forms to be morphologically 
associated, and collectively contribute to the knowledge required for parsing and 
producing new compound forms using this stem.

(95) [[[pan]PIERCE-ŋi-wek]ω]V

 pierce.3sg.nfut-1sg.obj-comb.hair
 he combed my hair
(96) [[[ŋu]PIERCE-mpa-bat]ω-nu]V

 pierce.1sg.irr-2sg.obl-phone-fut
 I’ll phone you
(97) [[[puɳi]PIERCE-wuɾwuɾ]ω-ða]V

 pierce.3pl.pst-measure-pst
 they were measuring them

Abstract diacritics of this type can be compared to inflection class information 
that is required in other languages. Speakers use known forms of a lexeme to 
adduce the inflection class of a lexeme, which enables parsing and producing of 
unknown forms (Ackerman et al., 2009). This knowledge could be stored purely 
in networks of concrete wordforms, but speakers may also create more abstract 
representations of this distributed information. It is this potential abstraction 
that is represented as an inflection-class diacritic, which is neither phonologi-
cal nor semantic in form. A related phenomenon is the ‘morphomic structure’ 



8.9 Summary   221

of stem alternants in some paradigms – for example Latin third stems, which do 
not adhere to any phonological or syntactic generalisation, but have a consistent 
distribution across paradigmatic cells (Aronoff, 1994).

However Murrinhpatha adds an extra twist to the phenomenon of abstract 
paradigmatic patterns. In the Murrinhpatha compound verb representations 
above, the abstract diacritic identifies not just inflection class, or a particular 
stem alternation, but the identity of the stem itself. This reflects the fact that 
finite verb stems in compounds have to a great extent become ‘abstract stems’, 
in some ways resembling inflection-class prefixes, as discussed above (§8.3.1). 
However we cannot neatly reclassify them as purely inflectional material, since 
many members of the class do retain characteristics of lexical stems, and there is 
no clear dividing line between those that are more stem-like and those that are 
more inflection-like.

8.9 Summary

In this chapter we have explored the fullest expression of complexity in Murrinh-
patha word structure: the compound verb. We have seen that complex verbs 
make up most of the verbal lexicon, using phrasal and compound configura-
tions, the latter being far more frequent. Compounding is responsible for a great 
degree of conventionalisation and opacity in finite verb stems, the majority of 
which occur only in compounds, and some of which have lost much of their 
lexical semantics. Coverbs, the lexical elements that compound with finite verb 
stems, are themselves in many cases compound structures including body part 
nominals with prolific metaphorical extension of semantics. Body part com-
pounding is built on top of a pluractional derivation in coverb roots, which is 
highly unpredictable in its phonological form, and even more so when com-
pounded with semantically opaque body part nominals. Finally, we have seen 
that the prosodic constituency of compound verbs has a typologically unusual 
feature, anchoring the coverb at a prosodic boundary, the right margin of the 
verbal PWord, rather than selecting either verb stem or whole inflected word as 
its morphotactic host. 
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9  Murrinhpatha wordhood and gradient 
morphology

9.1 Introduction

In the preceding chapters I have described the word-like, tightly bound structures 
of Murrinhpatha, and the prosodic constituents formed by these structures. In 
this final chapter I briefly review the main structures (§9.2, §9.3), and return to 
two theoretical issues raised in the introduction. The first of these is the ques-
tion of wordhood – how might we distinguish Murrinhpatha words from phrases 
on the one hand, and word parts on the other (§9.4). I answer this by offering 
not one but three definitions of wordhood in Murrinhpatha, which however do 
not align well in the parts of the language they encompass. The second issue 
is how to define and identify word parts – that is to say, morphology (§9.5). I 
argue that morphology is a gradient phenomenon defined by form–meaning 
patterns among words. More rigorous attempts to identify the presence of mor-
phology would require a method for quantifying the inherent gradience of pat-
terns. I discuss some factors that we might consider in such a quantification, and 
propose, following Haspelmath (2011), that such a method may offer us a prin-
cipled, though fuzzy, distinction between morphology and syntax. I conclude by 
reflecting on how questions about wordhood and morphology affect the concep-
tion of  Murrinhpatha as a ‘polysynthetic’ language, and what might make poly-
synthetic languages special (§9.6).

9.2 Murrinhpatha phonology

The phonology of Murrinhpatha fits broadly into typical Australian patterns, with a 
small set of vowels, many consonantal places of articulation, a large range of sono-
rants, but rather few obstruent manner contrasts. However it departs from standard 
Australian patterns (e.g. Dixon, 1980, p. 127ff.) on several fronts: firstly, by having 
some degree of obstruent manner constrasts, with stop/fricative contrasts in the 
dental and dorsal positions, and more unusually, voiceless/voiced stop contrasts 
in the labial and apical positions. Word and syllable shapes are also non-standard, 
in that Murrinhpatha has many monosyllabic words (which are rare or absent else-
where), and the permissibility of both sonorants and obstruents in the syllable coda 
(where most Australian languages have sonorant codas only). But the presence of 
monosyllabic words and obstruent codas is not idiosyncratic to Murrinhpatha. In 
fact these are attested in many non-Pama Nyungan languages, and the cluster of 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503306


9.2 Murrinhpatha phonology   223

phonological characteristics that has sometimes been taken as a general Australian 
standard should be rebadged as a more specifically Pama-Nyungan archetype.61

Murrinhpatha phonology exhibits significant interaction with morphology 
and morphosyntactic classes. Firstly, the full segmental and syllabic inventory 
is only used by the two main lexical classes, nominals and coverbs. Finite verb 
stems and bound grammatical morphs use substantially restricted subsets, which 
interestingly are close to the sonorant, open-syllabled sound patterns found else-
where. Sentence (1) illustrates the presence of atypical features: obstruent codas, 
a coda cluster, and a velar fricative, all of which are limited to noun and coverb 
lexemes (underlined). On the other hand, (1) also illustrates a typologically 
unusual geminate /nn/, which occurs only in finite verb stems.

(1) kaɖukíɣaj ȶú punnuŋampátbat  kuwéɾknu
 kaɖu-kiɣaj ȶu  punnuŋam-bat-bat  ku-weɾk-nu
  pers-young.man   viol  use.feet.3pl.nfut-throw-throw anim-cockatoo-dat
 the young men threw things at the cockatoo

The prosodic constituency of words and phrases provides further mediation 
between phonology and morphology. The Murrinhpatha prosodic word (PWord) is 
characterised by minimally bimoraic length, penultimate pitch accent when it is the 
final PWord in a phrase, and by various segmental assimilation processes that only 
apply PWord-internally. Some bound morphology is internal to the PWord constitu-
ent, while other morphology is external, i.e. ‘adjunct’. The division between prosod-
ically internal and external morphological has consequences for the phonology of 
complex words. Because there is far more assimilation PWord-internally, the com-
position of morphological structures within this domain is more opaque, compared 
to the quite transparent segmentation of prosodically external structure. The assim-
ilatory effects at lexical compounding and reduplication junctures are unpredicta-
ble, exhibiting clear patterns in the types of structure they avoid, but with specific 
lexemes selecting different ways of avoiding (or sometimes failing to avoid) them.

Prosodic constituency above the word level is only briefly analysed in this 
book, but the core observation is that there is a phonological phrase (PPhrase) 
that encompasses NPs and PPs, but for verbs and coverbs is constituted by a single 
word. The PPhrase is marked by a single H* pitch accent on the penultimate syllable 
of the final PWord (which is often the only PWord). Other than PWord-penultimate  
accentual anchoring, no system of prosodic prominence has been identified. There 

61  Even within the Pama-Nyungan family there are languages that diverge substantially from 
this archetype, such as Kuuk Thaayorre (Gaby, 2017).
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is no evidence of alternating strong-weak syllables as has been claimed for many 
other Australian languages (Evans, 1995, p. 753). This again appears to be unusual in 
comparison to the majority of Australian phonologies, though there is little detailed 
research on prosodic prominence in Australian languages, and earlier impression-
istic accounts of metrical structure have been disputed (Baker, 2014, p. 154).

9.3 Murrinhpatha morphology

The analysis in this book categorises bound morphology according to semantic func-
tion, distribution and prosodic constituency. The types identified are semi-regular 
inflectional formatives, predicate inflectional suffixes with distinct prosodically inter-
nal and external layers, nominal classifier prefixes, case, adverbial and discourse 
clitics. Additionally there is lexical compounding morphology in both verbs and 
nominals. The main characteristics of these types are reviewed and exemplified here.

Semi-regular inflectional formatives are the morphological components of finite 
verb stems. Finite verb stems can be broken down into prefixes, ‘inner stems’ and 
suffixes, though the patterns upon which this analysis is based are quite inconsistent 
from one finite verb stem to another. Prefixes are associated with subject agreement, 
and suffixes with tense, though the irregularity of patterning means that morpholog-
ical encoding is far from biunique, and in many instances could be characterised as 
distributed exponence across the whole of the verb stem. However, the regularity of 
patterning in the inflectional formatives varies significantly. For example, non-fu-
ture (nfut) forms consistently end with one of four suffix formatives, and just one of 
these, /-m/ accounts for the majority of nfut forms (2). This can be contrasted with an 
inner stem alternation pattern such as vowel fronting in pst and pstirr tenses, which 
occurs in just a few verb stems. These different degrees of regularity or ‘predictabil-
ity’ beg the question of where we should draw the line in identifying morphological 
structure. This cline of predictability among semi-regular formatives is one of the key 
motivations for proposing a gradient view of morphology, as discussed below.

(2) kanam
 ka-[niback, low]-m
 Pref-inner.stem-Suff
 be.3sg.nfut
 she/he/it is.

Predicate inflectional suffixes mark inflectional categories associated with a 
predicate, which may be either verbal or nominal. In addition to the subject 
 participant marked on verb stems, predicate suffixes mark obj, obl or rr pro-
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nominal participants (3). For nominal predicates, the obj suffix marks the sole 
participant (4). Pronominal marking establishes basic number categories, and 
additional predicate suffixes may be added to further specify number and gender, 
and to mark TAM categories. Pronominal suffixes are prosodically internal, as 
are number markers if they are adjacent to the pronominal argument they index. 
Other number markers are external, as are all TAM markers.

(3) [me-ŋa-ɾu]ω-ða-ŋime
 do.3sg.pst-1pl.obl-pc.obl-pst-pauc.f
 she/he/it did it for us (paucal)
(4) [muɾin̪-n̪i-ðaj]ω

 language-2sg.obj-mouth
 you talk a lot  (LP, 2015-09-14_AT)

Lexical compounding is very prominent in Murrinhpatha, both in verbs and 
nouns. There are four distinct types of compounding, shown here with semantic 
headedness relations, and in approximate order of frequency (5–8).

(5) [ClassifierNoun]-Nominal → Noun
 kaɖu-[muɭak]ω

 person-wild
 bad-tempered person
(6) [ClassifierVerbStem]-Coverb → Verb
 [niŋan-ti̪]ω

 heat.3sg.nfut-cook
 she/he cooked it
(7) Bodypart-[Coverb] → Coverb
 [-te̪-pup]ω

 -ear-sit
 listen
(8) [PredNom]-Bodypart → PredNom
 [daɾimuɳ-ŋini]ω

 sugar-body 
 to be diabetic

The most frequent types (5–7) are core structures in the nominal and verbal parts 
of the lexicon; while the last type (8) is rare in contemporary discourse. Types 
(5, 6) involve small classes of head elements, classifier noun and classifier verb 
stem, which exhibit mixed lexical and grammatical characteristics. The closed-
class heads combine with large lexical classes of dependents (nouns and coverbs). 



226   9  Murrinhpatha wordhood and gradient morphology

These  structures have moderate degrees of semantic compositionality. The 
 bodypart-coverb structure (7) is right-headed, while the other three are left-headed. 
The core nominal type (5) stands out as the only type in which one part remains 
prosodically independent: the open-class nominal stands alone as a PWord, while 
the classifier is a left adjunct, CLASS-[NOM]ω (but see §7.3.2 on evidence for the pro-
sodic status of the classifier). The two predicating types (6, 8) host predicate inflec-
tional suffixes in two layers, with the dependent coverb or body-part positioned 
between them, and the lexical compound elements prosodified as a combined 
PWord, [CLASS-INFL-COV]ω-INFL and [PRED.NOM-INFL-BODYPART]ω-INFL.

Finally, there are three types of phrasal morphology or ‘clitics’ in Murrinh-
patha. The first is case clitics, which are optional and rather infrequent. The seman-
tic role of participants is more often presumed to be implicit from context. When 
case clitics are used, they are prosodic adjuncts to the last word in the NP (9).

(9) tɻak wakal [pana]ω=ɻe
 truck small familiar=instr
 with that little truck (BrBe, 2012-07-19)

The second phrasal type is adverbials. There are over a dozen of these, encom-
passing a range of meanings mostly relating to modality or epistemic stance. Ad-
verbials attach at the end of a phonological phrase, and more than one can attach 
to a phrase (10).

(10) kuɖán-paʈ [ŋála]ω=waɖa=ðatp̪iɾ
 impel.rr.3sg.prsl-fear big=seq=true
 he’s really terrified now (MM, 2011-09-13_2-11)

The third phrasal type is discourse clitics, which do not have referential  meaning, 
but rather are used optionally to reinforce constituent structure. One tag, /=ka/, 
marks the end of syntactic phrases, which are simultaneously phonological 
phrases. Another tag, /=ju/, marks the end of clauses, which are simultaneously 
intonation phrases (11). /=ka/ is also used as a filler in disfluent speech. The third 
tag, /=ja/, is reserved for interjections.

(11) ȶu=ka meɻe ŋuna-bat-ða  muɳʈak=waɖa=ju
  [[fight]NP=cst [neg use.foot.1sg.pst-hit-pst]VP [before]NP=seq]CLAUSE=cls
 I didn’t hit her before (MaNi, 2015-02-02_Pr2-D1)

9.4 Three types of word in Murrinhpatha

In the introduction, it was observed that the concept ‘word’ is difficult to rigor-
ously define, and that word-like structures show considerable cross-linguistic 



9.4 Three types of word in Murrinhpatha   227

diversity. I here review the question of wordhood with respect to Murrinhpatha, 
proposing three candidates for definitional criteria, but showing that these pick 
out quite different sub-sets of Murrinhpatha’s grammatical constructs. This cri-
terial non-alignment may be taken as evidence that the concept ‘word’ is not a 
natural category in Murrinhpatha.

The first type of word is that which is coextensive with the PWord. This 
criterion shows considerable appeal in matching simple lexical words such as  
/muluɳ/ ‘leaf’ or /wakal/ ‘small’, which can be independent utterances, and do 
not themselves contain any word-like subparts. However there are other struc-
tures matching the PWord criterion that are problematic because they contain 
word-like subparts. These are compounds verbs such as /piɾim-kampa/ stand.3sg.
nfut-laugh ‘she is (standing there) laughing’, or /kan̪ti̪n-maɖa/ hold.3sg.nfut-
torso ‘she holds it to her chest’.

The second type of word is defined by mobility and independence of distribu-
tion – i.e. appearing freely in a range of structures without depending on a specific 
host element. This criterion is satisfied by the PWord-coextensive structures men-
tioned above, but also by clitic elements such as adverbials. This expanded set 
is closer to the set of elements written separately in Murrinhpatha orthography, 
since adverbials are written separately. Speakers also tend to pronounce adver-
bials separately when carefully explaining a sentence. However adverbials are 
never pronounced as independent utterances in normal speech – they must be 
postposed to a host. The ‘independent distribution’ criterion is also problematic 
in that it includes case and discourse clitics, which like adverbials have a free and 
mobile distribution, but are not written separately in the community orthography.

The third type of word is the minimal unit that can be a complete utterance. 
This is the main criterion applied in this book in distinguishing phrases from 
complex word structures, and in the glossing of example sentences. It was noted 
above that the PWord criterion is problematic in that it matches compounds, 
which themselves contain word-like elements. This issue is exacerbated under 
the complete-utterance criterion, which matches not just compounds but also 
the entire inflected verb complex. The verb complex can encompass one or more 
adverbial elements, positioned amidst inflectional elements (12). Because some 
parts of this structure are not minimal independent utterances (e.g. /-ŋime/ 
pauc.f, /-ŋkaɖuɾ/ ‘depart’), wordhood must be attributed to the whole structure. 
But it also contains word-like elements, and it is not clear whether native speak-
ers would think of this more like a word or a phrase.

(12) [pumpan-ŋkaɖuɾ]PW=waɖa=katu̪-ŋime
 [go.3pl.nfut-depart]=seq=away-pauc.f
  then they set off (LK, 2000-11-10)
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In summary, the main issue with Murrinhpatha wordhood is that elements with 
word-like properties – lexical stems, and adverbial clitics – often themselves 
appear in larger structures, where one or more parts of the larger structure are not 
word-like, so that whole structure must be considered a word. We might say that 
the concept ‘word’ does not apply very well to Murrinhpatha, given the predomi-
nance of clitics and compounds in the language.

9.5 Morphology, gradience, and methods of quantification

I have argued above that there is no clear cut-off point between words and 
phrases in Murrinhpatha, though in general words are constructs in which the 
sub-parts are more highly interdependent. I now return to the question of identi-
fying word-internal structure, that is to say, ‘morphology’. The existence of mor-
phological structure is usually presented as self-evident, without any explicit 
criterion for what constitutes such structure (Anderson, 2015). But deciding on 
what counts as morphology may be important for cross-linguistic comparison, for 
example in works that analyse linguistic complexity in terms of morphological 
composition (e.g. Juola, 1998; Nichols, 1992).

As was stated in the introduction (§1.7), a good starting point for a definition 
of morphology is to view it as patterns of form–meaning relations among words. 
However this definition begs a deeper ontological question as to what constitutes 
a ‘pattern’. I here consider some methodological possibilities for  identifying and 
quantifying patterns in form–meaning relations, drawing on Murrinhpatha exam-
ples that have been described in this book. There is some recent literature that 
investigates information-theoretic methods for quantifying wordhood or morpho-
logical structure (Ackerman, Malouf, & Blevins, 2016; Baayen, 2003; Geertzen, 
Blevins, & Milin, 2016), however there is no widely accepted methodology.

In the introduction I proposed a distinction between ‘descriptive’ and ‘cog-
nitive’ morphology, clarifying that the structures analysed in this book are pro-
posed only as descriptive morphology (i.e. patterns observed in the data), without 
implying that they should necessarily be cognitive morphology (i.e. active in the 
mental grammar of speakers). At various points in the book I have discussed a 
priori considerations regarding the cognitive representation of some structures 
(§5.7, §8.3.2, §8.8), however these too remain far from being concrete claims about 
cognitive processes. While descriptive morphology can be distinguished from 
cognitive morphology, an implicit aim of descriptive work may be to identify 
structures that seem likely to be cognitively represented.

In the introduction I defined cognitive morphology as cognitive co-activation of 
words in a connectionist mental architecture (e.g. Rumelhart & McClelland, 1986), 
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with the ‘morphological’ element of such co-activation being that which cannot be 
assigned to co-activations that are purely phonological, or purely syntactic-seman-
tic (Cutler, 2012, p. 103ff.). I note that morphological co-activation is a gradient phe-
nomenon, and therefore morphology in the cognitive sense is gradient, with degrees 
of morphologicality corresponding to degrees of  co-activation. But in descriptive 
morphology, we may also be able to identify degrees of morphologicality, by quan-
tifying our notion of ‘patterning’ in form–meaning relations among words. Indeed, 
the presence of the term ‘pattern’ in our basic definition of morphology implies a 
profoundly gradient notion, since patterns may be more or less ‘regular’ or ‘predict-
able’. Using Murrinhpatha examples below, I investigate some ways that we might 
quantify this gradience. I consider the following factors for quantification:
1. Number of words sharing a pattern;
2. Proportion of words with syntactic/semantic feature that share phonological 

formative;
3. Phonological transparency;
4. The status of stems;
5. Semantic transparency.

The discussion below attempts neither a comprehensive theory, nor an imple-
mentable algorithm for measuring morphologicality. Rather my aim here is to 
make more explicit some of the considerations that are inherent in identifying 
morphological structure. I also show how these considerations relate to the 
non-essentialist definitions of wordhood sketched above, arguing for a further 
conception of morphology as the blurry region that connects lexicon and syntax, 
and ultimately prevents any rigorous distinction between the two.

9.5.1 Number of words sharing a pattern

An obvious place to start for establishing a degree of morphologicality is the 
number of words in which a form–meaning association occurs. It is this consid-
eration that often appears to underlie descriptive observations of ‘morphological 
productivity’ (§1.7.1). A Murrinhpatha morph that would rate highly for number 
of words is the internal-layer predicate suffix /-ŋi/ 1sg.obj, which can appear in 
hundreds or thousands of transitive verb forms that have the syntactic feature 
1sg.obj. By contrast, the semi-regular formative /wu-/ 3sg.subj appears in a 
much smaller number of word forms, since rather than appearing in all 3sg.subj 
forms, it appears only on those that use one of a small set of verb stems, and 
among these, only in nfut, pst and pstirr tenses. However some other semi-reg-
ular formatives occur on larger sets of word-forms. For example /-m/ nfut occurs 
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in the majority of stems with nfut tense. At the other end of the scale, we find 
that clitic elements such as adverbial /=waɖa/ seq occur in the greatest range 
of word-like structures, since they can adjoin essentially any word. This would 
suggest that the highest degree of morphologicality is found in loosely-bound ele-
ments, which as we saw above are the same elements for which we might ques-
tion whether they are part of word structure or phrase structure.

Turning to lexical stem elements, a bound coverb like /-bat/ ‘hit’ would have 
only a moderate degree of morphologicality, since it appears in just a handful of 
stem-coverb compounds, each of which has a limited array of inflected forms. 
Since coverbs seem intuitively to be clear examples of morphological structure, 
we will need to address other considerations for quantifying their morphological-
ity (see below).

An additional consideration here is the contrast between type counts and 
token counts. The observations above are formulated in terms of number of dif-
ferent word-form types, but we might also consider whether appearance in highly 
frequent words either increases or decreases morphologicality (Baayen, 2003). As 
well as considering the absolute frequency of tokens, we might also consider the 
relative token frequencies of word-forms in which a morph appears. For example, 
if there are one or two word-forms that account for a very large proportion of the 
appearances of a morph, then we might say that it is less morphological, since 
in discourse distribution it is very highly correlated with particular word-forms 
and therefore less independent of those word-forms. For example, the Murrinh-
patha case clitic /=ɖa/ loc usually appears in just a handful of constructs, e.g. /
kan̪i=ɖa/ ‘here-loc’ or /paŋu=ɖa/ ‘there-loc’, even though it can appear in any 
NP construct. This somewhat predictable distribution might make it less of an 
independent morph. The information-theoretic approaches mentioned above 
(e.g. Ackerman et al., 2016; Geertzen et al., 2016) provide models for quantifying 
this type of ‘predictability’ or ‘dependence’.

9.5.2 Proportional coverage of syntactic/semantic feature

Another way that word-counts might be relativised is with respect to the overall 
distribution of a syntactic or semantic feature – for example, 3sg.subj or ‘hand’. 
It was noted above that /wu-/ 3sg.subj is less morphological than /-ŋi/ 1sg.obj, 
because it appears in a smaller set of word-forms. But another consideration 
would be that /wu-/ appears in only a minority (perhaps 10%) of all word-forms 
that have the feature 3sg.subj, while /-ŋi/ appears consistently in every word-
form with the feature 1sg.obj. The importance of this consideration becomes clear 
when we consider the semi-regular /-m/ nfut, which occurs in a high  proportion 
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of all nfut verbs (perhaps 70%), but not all. Now if it turns out that there are 
many more word-forms over all with the feature nfut, than there are with the 
feature 1sg.obj, then we would find that on an absolute count, /-m/ nfut has 
greater morphologicality, but in terms of proportional coverage of its semantic 
contribution, /-ŋi/ 1sg.obj has greater morphologicality.

9.5.3 Phonological transparency

The proposals above depend on identifying a shared phonological formative 
among a set of words. This phonological commonality itself may have a gradient 
dimension, in view of degrees of transparency found in phonology. For example, 
the external predicate suffix /-ŋime/ pauc.f has a unique segmental representa-
tion in the word-forms in which it occurs. The only variations in its representa-
tion are phonetic variations. The suffix /-nu/ fut may be considered to have less 
transparency because it is subject to morpho-phonological processes that give it 
the segmental form /-nu, -lu, -ɾu/ (§3.7.1). Coverb reduplication is less transpar-
ent still. It involves a shared pattern of phonological doubling, but the segmen-
tal form of the doubling is subject to a range of reductions and assimilations, 
e.g. /ðap-ðap/ → /ðapep/, /ɖut-ɖut/ → /ɖuɖut/, /-mut-mut/ → /tmut/. Coverb 
doubling is less phonologically transparent because the morpho-phonological 
processes are not applied predictably to all coverb lexemes, and therefore the 
relationship between simple and reduplicated forms is more unpredictable. If 
this degree of unpredictability can be quantified (for example by measuring 
distribution of morpho-phonological patterns across a set of coverb lexemes), it 
could be factored in to the quantification of morphologicality.

9.5.4 The status of stems

I have suggested above that morphology may be identified by patterning of 
shared elements among sets of words. However the identification of a morpho-
logical element leads to a further question about the theoretical status of the 
residual portion of the word, which we would generally identify as the ‘stem’. 
Based on word-counts, stem formatives are less morphological, because rather 
than appearing in large sets of words, they appear in a small set (e.g. the various 
inflected forms of that word). For example a Murrinhpatha noun such as /múluɳ/ 
‘leaf, shade’ appears in just a handful of words, being those that encompass clas-
sifier prefixes or case clitics, e.g. /mimúluɳ/ ‘edible leaf’, /múluɳʈe/ ‘leaf instr’ 
etc. The absolute degree of such stem → word mapping is a simple bare stem that 
is not part of any complex words.
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Notice that in this conception, stems are separated from grammatical mor-
phology as a matter of degree. We may also encounter some stem elements 
that do occur in fairly large sets of words, though generally not as large as the 
sets in which affixes occur. For example, the Murrinhpatha classifier stem /mi/ 
‘look’ occurs only in compounds with the coverb /-jeɾ/, producing a limited set 
of inflected forms. By contrast, the stem /ba/ affect occurs in dozens of com-
pounds, each with the same range of inflected forms. We may thus say that  
/ba/ affect has greater morphologicality than /mi/ ‘look’. Interestingly, we have 
observed that the most widely used classifier stems, such as /ba/ affect, tend to 
be those that exhibit the most ‘grammaticalisation’, due to extensive bleaching of 
lexical semantics (§8.3).

9.5.5 Semantic transparency

Form–meaning patterning also depends upon the identifiability of shared seman-
tics. For inflectional morphology this is quite straightforward, as the shared 
semantic element among the morphologically related words is a grammatical 
feature (such as pl, fut, 1sg) that has a highly consistent meaning from one word 
to another. But in stem compounding there may be different degrees of semantic 
transparency, and this may be another gradient factor contributing to degrees of 
morphologicality. For example a high proportion of Murrinhpatha coverbs have 
compound structure, but these vary in terms of semantic compositionality. Com-
pounds such as /ŋka-puɭ/ ‘face-wash’, /pe-puɭ/ ‘head-wash’, /me-puɭ/ ‘foot-wash’ 
show high semantic transparency, with the left-compounded elements denoting an 
affected body-part. But other compounds are non-compositional, e.g. /ŋka-wuj/, 
‘eye-insert, be preoccupied’. This loss of semantic transparency can be interpreted 
as a weakening of form–meaning patterns, and therefore a lesser degree of mor-
pholgicality. However it is not immediately clear how degrees of semantic transpar-
ency could be operationalised in the quantification of gradient morphology.

9.5.6 Lexicon, morphology and syntax

The discussions of morphologicality above, and wordhood in the preceding 
section, together suggest a profoundly gradient conception of linguistic structure. 
Language is composed of structural units with various degrees of independence 
from one another (capacity to stand alone, occurrence in a large range of complex 
structures, lower predictability of structural context). Morphology can be under-
stood as the blurry region between lexicon and syntax, where ‘lexicon’ refers to 
those elements that have no patterned internal structure, ‘syntax’ refers to the 
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most productive combinatoric patterns with highly independent elements, and 
‘morphology’ refers to an intermediate region where there is a degree of pattern-
ing. In Murrinhpatha and in some other languages (Tallman & Epps, 2018), the 
intermediate region accounts for a large proportion of the grammar, and it lacks 
clear natural borders with syntax on the one side, and lexicon on the other.

There may still be grounds to posit a natural distinction of morphology and 
syntax in some languages, and perhaps in Murrinhpatha, if we can identify a 
‘fuzzy distinction’ in the cline of dependency (Haspelmath, 2011). Here prosodic 
constituency may have a crucial role. For example, if quantification techniques 
can be developed to measure a scale of lexicon > morphology > phrase, there 
could turn out to be clusterings on this cline that align with levels of the prosodic 
hierarchy. We have seen some suggestive evidence for this in Murrinhpatha – for 
example, PWord-internal predicate suffixes showed greater inter-dependency in 
their combinatorics, compared to PWord-external predicate suffixes. Highly inde-
pendent clitics are PWord-external, while highly inter-dependent  semi-regular 
inflectional formatives are internal not just to the PWord, but in some cases are 
constituted below the level of the syllable. An interesting direction for future 
research would be to investigate whether this impressionistic association 
between prosodic dependency and combinatoric dependency can be confirmed 
by the quantification of degrees of dependency.

9.6 Concluding comments: Wordhood and polysynthesis

This book has presented detailed analysis of word structure in a language that is 
generally regarded as ‘polysynthetic’ (Nordlinger, 2017). Murrinhpatha comforta-
bly fits this label, as it can express in a word-like structure what most other lan-
guages would express in a sentence. This is made possible by the morphological 
complexity of Murrinhpatha words, especially the inclusion of multiple pronomi-
nal arguments, verb–coverb compounding, incorporation of body-part nominals, 
and the incorporation of adverbial modifiers. However, as we have seen in this 
final chapter, principled analysis of wordhood in Murrinhpatha highlights exten-
sive non-alignment of standard wordhood criteria. In the main chapters of the 
book, the maximally polysynthetic analysis of Murrinhpatha has been followed, 
with the verb complex encompassing adverbials and prosodically  external suffixes 
treated as a word unit. This is supported by its status as a minimal independent 
utterance. However other wordhood criteria, such as prosodic word constituency, 
and distributional independence, select somewhat smaller units as words.

The polysynthetic nature of Murrinhpatha is partly grounded in lexical 
compounding, which is unusually prominent in the Murrinhpatha verb lexicon. 
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However it has elsewhere been noted that compounding has an ambivalent status 
with regards to wordhood, since compounds by definition contain multiple lexical 
elements, one or more of which may themselves be word-like (Haspelmath, 2011, 
p. 39), and since compounds can in some cases be viewed as special types of 
phrases (ten Hacken, 2017). The concept of ‘compounding’ is not often explic-
itly applied in studies of polysynthetic verbs, but it may highlight the ambiguity 
of wordhood in these languages. One reason why polysynthetic verbs may not 
be identified as compounds is that they often interpolate multiple lexical stems 
with affixal material. This interpolation is also found in Murrinhpatha, however 
analysis of prosodic constituency in the verb provides a means of analysing it as 
a compound. The coverb is compounded to the base stem, but is compounded 
using a prosodic rather than morphosyntactic anchor-point.

As has been argued elsewhere (e.g. Baker, 2018; Tallman & Epps, 2018), 
the distinctive feature of polysynthetic languages may not be that they have big 
words, but that the concept ‘word’ does not apply to them easily. As noted in the 
introduction, Murrinhpatha does not appear to have rigid grammatical structure 
beyond the verb complex and the noun phrase, and it is the verb complex where 
most structure is usually realised. There are some good reasons why the verb 
complex has been identified as a word rather than a phrase – complex depend-
encies among its inflectional elements, semantic opacity among its lexical ele-
ments, and prosodic integration of a substantial part of the structure, marked by 
a single accentual prominence. If however we set aside the concept of wordhood, 
we can see that what makes Murrinhpatha unusual is that when it does exhibit 
rigid grammatical structure, this is accompanied by great complexity and opacity.

Finally, the theoretical discussions in this book have cast doubt not just on 
the concept of wordhood, but also morphology. Morphology involves patterned 
form–meaning relations among words, but since patterns may be more or less 
regular, I have argued that morphology is a gradient phenomenon. This per-
spective has been provoked by analytical issues in Murrinhpatha verb stems 
and coverbs, where there are different degrees of regularity in form–meaning 
patterning across the lexicon, and therefore no obvious cut-off point between 
 morphology and pure, unanalysable lexicon. The degree of irregularity in Murrinh-
patha morphology may again point to it being a particularly complex and opaque 
language. For inflectional paradigms we have been able to make a quantified 
cross-linguistic comparison on this point, thanks to previous work (Ackerman & 
Malouf, 2013). For semantic opacity of compounding, and morpho-phonological 
opacity, there is no established method for quantitative cross-linguistic compari-
son. However in this final chapter I have sketched out some possible approaches 
for quantifying degrees of morphologicality, which may in the future provide a 
different approach to comparing structural complexity among languages. 
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Appendix I

Finite verb stem paradigms

This appendix illustrates the inflectional paradigms of all 39 finite verb stems in 
Murrinhpatha (Table A.1). Each paradigm is illustrated with the complete forms 
of inflectional exponence, together with a segmented analysis of the semi-regular 
formatives that make up’ the exponence (§5).

Inflected stem forms that share the same number and tense categories, and 
differ only in person category (e.g. 1sg.nfut, 2sg.nfut, 3sg.nfut) are usually dif-
ferentiated only by their prefix consonant. Where this is the case, the first person 
segmentation is given in full, while for second and third persons only the prefix 
consonant is segmented.

Note that three verb stems, /ma/ “do, say”, /ba/ affect, and /ma/ “use 
hands” each have two distinct inflectional paradigms. “Pseudo-classifiers”, i.e. 
those that lack a clear lexico-semantic meaning, are given arbitrary labels in 
small capitals such as /bu/ lower, reflecting weak patterns of meaning found 
among the compound verbs in which they occur.

The inflectional paradigms illustrated here were originally documented by 
Walsh (1976) and Street (1987). An improved presentation format is provided 
by Blythe et al. (2007). The inflectional analysis presented here draws on all 
these sources, but is not identical to any of them. Numbering of inflectional 
paradigms is not consecutive, nor is it meaningful; rather, it follows number-
ing established in Blythe et al (2007), with some divergences imposed by differ-
ences of analysis.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501503306
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Base verb stem Exponence patterns Reflexive/reciprocal verb stem

/i/ ‘sit’ I

/i/ ‘lie’ II

/ɾa/ ‘stand’ III

/ni/ ‘be’ IV

/n̪ta̪/ ‘perch’ V

/ɾu/ ‘go’ VI

/nu/ ‘use feet’ VII XXXVIII /ni/ ‘use feet rr’

/mu/ coerce XI

/bu/ lower XVII XVIII /buj/ lower.rr

/a/ ‘use mouth’
XIX XXI

/e/ ‘use mouth rr’

/a/ pierce /e/ pierce.rr

/a/ ‘appear’ XX

/n̪ti̪/ ‘carry’ XXII

/u/ slash XXIII XXIV /ju/ slash.rr

/ŋa/ ‘put together’ XXV

/la/ ‘wipe’ XXVI XXXVII /li/ ‘wipe rr’

/na/ ‘use fire’ XXVII

/ɾa/ ‘watch’ XXVIII XXXVI /ɾi/ ‘watch rr’

/ɖu/ impel XXIX XXX /ɖi/ impel.rr

/la/ ‘eat’ XXXI

/ŋu/ ‘pull’ XXXII XXXIII /ŋi/ ‘pull rr’

/n̪ta̪/ ‘crouch’ XXXV

/ba/ affect
XIV

/be/ affect.rr

VIII

/ma/ ‘use hands’
/me/ ‘use hands rr’

IX

/ma/ ‘do, say’
/me/ ‘do, say rr’

XXXIV

/mi/ ‘look’
X

/bi/ ‘hear’

TOTAL 27 VERB STEMS  TOTAL 34 EXPONENCE PATTERNS TOTAL 12 VERB STEMS

Table A.1: Murrinhpatha finite verb stems, and sharing of inflectional paradigms. Shading 
indicates verb stems with multiple paradigms, or paradigms that apply to multiple verb stems.
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/i/ ‘sit’
Paradigm: I

STEM: /i/ default
/ɾi/ c:rhotic
/ju/  c:j (suppletive), vh:back

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR
SG 1 ŋem

ŋ-a-[def]-m
ŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋini
ŋ-i-[def]-ni

ŋini
ŋ-i-[def]-ni

2 ti̪m
t-̪i-[def]-m

ti̪
t-̪…

ti̪ni
t-̪…

ti̪ni
t-̪…

3 dim / kem
d-i-[def]-m / k-e-[def]-m

ki/ pi
k-… / p-…

dini
d-…

dini
d-…

INCL 1 ti̪m
t-̪i.[def].m

pi
p-i.[def].ø

ti̪ni
t-̪i-[def]-ni

ti̪ni
t-̪i-[def]-ni

PL 1 ŋaɾim
ŋ-a-[rhot]-m

ŋuju
ŋ-u-[j.back]-ø

ŋaɾini
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ni

ŋaɾini
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ni

2 niɾim
n-i-[rhot]-m

nuju
n-…

niɾini
n-i-[rhot]-ni

niɾini
n-i-[rhot]-ni

3 pirim / kaɾim
p-i-[rhot]-m / k-a-[rhot]-m

kuju / puju
k-… / p-…

piɾini
p-i-[rhot]-ni

piɾini
p-i-[rhot]-ni

PC 1 ŋe
ŋa.[def].ø

ŋaɾine
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ne

ŋaɾine
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ne

2 ne
n-…

niɾine
n-i-[rhot]-ne

niɾine
n-i-[rhot]-ne

3 ke / pe
k-… / p-…

piɾine
p-i-[rhot]-ne

piɾine
p-i-[rhot]-ne
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/i/ ‘lie’
Paradigm: II

STEM: /i/ default
/ɾi/ c:rhotic
/ju/ c:j (suppletive), vh:back
/bi/ c:b (suppletive)

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋabim
ŋ-a-[b]-m

ŋu
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuŋi
ŋ-u-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪bim
t-̪i-[b]-m

tu̪
t-̪…

tu̪
t-̪…

tu̪ŋi
t-̪…

3 jibim / kabim
j-i-[b]-m / k-a-[b]-m

ku/ pu
k-… / p-…

ju
d-…

juŋi
j-…

INCL 1 ti̪bim
t-̪i.[def].m

pu
p-i.[def].ø

tu̪
t-̪u-[def]-ø

tu̪ŋi
t-̪u-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋaɾim
ŋ-a-[rhot]-m

ŋuju
ŋ-u-[j,back]-ø

ŋaɾini
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ni

ŋaɾini
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ni

2 niɾim
n-i-[rhot]-m

nuju
n-…

niɾini
n-i-[rhot]-ni

niɾini
n-i-[rhot]-ni

3 pirim / kaɾim
p-i-[rhot]-m / k-a-[rhot]-m

kuju / puju
k-… / p-…

piɾini
p-i-[rhot]-ni

piɾini
p-i-[rhot]-ni

PC 1 ŋe
ŋa-[def]-ø

ŋaɾine
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ne

ŋaɾine
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ne

2 ne
n-…

niɾine
n-i-[rhot]-ne

niɾine
n-i-[rhot]-ne

3 ke / pe
k-… / p-…

piɾine
p-i-[rhot]-ne

piɾine
p-i-[rhot]-ne
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/ɾa/ ‘stand’
Paradigm: III

STEM: /ɾa/ default
/ɾi/ vh:high, vf:front
/ɻa/ c:geminate
/ɻi/ c:geminate, vh:high, vf:front
/bi/ c:b (suppletive), vh:high, vf:front
/a/ c:weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋaɾim
ŋ-a-[high,front]-m

ŋiɾa
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋiɾi
ŋ-i-[high,front]-ø

ŋiɾaŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪ɾim
t-̪i-[high,front]-m

ti̪ɾa
t-̪…

ti̪ɾi
t-̪…

ti̪ɾaŋi
t-̪…

3 piɾim / kaɾim
p-i-[high,front]-m / k-…

kiɾa / piɾa
k-… / p-…

piɾi
p-…

piɾaŋi
p-…

INCL 1 t ̪̪iɾim
t-̪i-[high,front]-m

piɾa
p-i-[def]-ø

piɾi
p-i-[high,front]-ø

ti̪ɾaŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋibim
ŋ-i-[b,high,front]-m

ŋiɻa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø62

ŋi
ŋ-i-[weak]-ø

ŋiɻaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 nibim
n-…

niɻa
n-…

ni
n-…

niɻaŋi
n-…

3 pibim / kibim
p-… / k-…

kiɻa / piɻa
k-… / p-…

pi
p-…

piɻaŋi
p-…

PC 1 ŋiɻa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋe
ŋ-i-[weak]-ø

ŋiɻaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 niɻa
n-…

ne
n-…

niɻaŋi
n-…

3 kiɻa / piɻa
k-… / p-…

pe
p-…

piɻaŋi
p-…

62 /ɾ → ɻ/ is analysed as a gemination pattern by Green (2003, p. 143). This may have more of 
a historic than a synchronic motivation, according to which we could posit the /ɻ/ stems in this 
verb as synchronically suppletive.
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/ni/ ‘be’
Paradigm: IV

STEM: /ni/ default
/na/ vh:low, vf:back
/ɳi/ c:rn (suppletive)
/ɳe/ c:rn (suppletive), vh:low
/ɳa/ c:rn (suppletive), vh:low, vf:back
/ɖi/ c:rd (suppletive)
/ɖe/ c:rd (suppletive), vh:low

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋanam
ŋ-a-[low,back]-m

ŋani
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋaɖi
ŋ-a-[rd]-ø

ŋani
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

2 ta̪nam
t-̪…

ta̪ni
t-̪…

ta̪ɖi
t-̪…

ta̪ni
t-̪…

3 kanam / kanam
k-… / k-…

kani / pani
k-… / p-…

paɖi
p-…

kani
k-…

INCL 1 ta̪nam
t-̪ a-[low,back]-m

pani
p-a-[def]-ø

paɖi
p-a-[rd]-ø

ta̪ni
t-̪a-[def]-ø

PL 1 ŋaɳam63
ŋ-a-[rn,low,back]-m

ŋaɳi
ŋ-a-[rn]-ø

ŋaɖi
ŋ-a-[rd]-ø

ŋaɳi
ŋ-a-[rn]-ø

2 naɳam
n-…

naɳi
n-…

naɖi
n-…

naɳi
n-…

3 paɳam / kaɳam
p-… / k-…

kaɳi / paɳi
k-… / p-…

paɖi
p-…

kaɳi
k-…

PC 1 ŋaɳe
ŋ-a-[rn,low]-ø

ŋaɖe
ŋ-a-[rd,low]-ø

ŋaɳe
ŋ-a-[rn,low]-ø

2 naɳe
n-…

naɖe
n-…

naɳe
n-…

3 kaɳe / paɳe
k-… / p-…

paɖe
p-…

kaɳe
k-…

63 The retroflex /ɳ/ in PL stems, as opposed to apical /n/ in SG stems, is not produced by all 
speakers. Younger speakers especially tend to realise the pl stem instead with a geminate con-
sonant.
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/n̪ta̪/ ‘perch’
Paradigm: V

STEM: /n̪ta̪/ default
/n̪ti̪/ vh:high, vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋan̪ti̪m
ŋ-a-[front,high]-m

ŋin̪ta
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋin̪tan̪i
ŋ-i-[def]-n̪i

ŋin̪taŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪n̪ti̪m
t-̪i-[front,high]-m

ti̪n̪ta̪
t-̪…

ti̪n̪ta̪n̪i
t-̪…

ti̪n̪ta̪ŋi
t-̪…

3 pin̪ti̪m / kan̪ti̪m
p-i-… / k-a-…

kin̪ta̪ / pin̪ta̪
k-… / p-…

pin̪ta̪n̪i
p-…

pin̪ta̪ŋi
p-…

INCL 1 ti̪n̪ti̪m
t-̪i-[front,high]-m

pin̪ta
p-i-[def]-ø

ti̪n̪tan̪i
t-̪i-[def]-n̪i

ti̪n̪taŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋan̪ti̪m
ŋ-a-[front,high]-m

ŋin̪ta
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋin̪tan̪i
ŋ-i-[def]-n̪i

ŋin̪taŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 nin̪ti̪m
n-i-[front,high]-m

nin̪ta̪
n-…

nin̪ta̪n̪i
n-…

nin̪ta̪ŋi
n-…

3 pin̪ti̪m / kan̪ti̪m
p-i-… / k-a-…

kin̪ta̪ / pin̪ta̪
k-… / p-…

pin̪ta̪n̪i
p-…

pin̪ta̪ŋi
p-…

PC 1 ŋin̪ta
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋin̪tan̪e
ŋ-i-[def]-n̪e

ŋin̪taŋe
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋe

2 nin̪ta̪
n-…

nin̪ta̪n̪e
n-…

nin̪ta̪ŋe
n-…

3 kin̪ta̪ / pin̪ta̪
k-… / p-…

pin̪ta̪n̪e
p-…

pin̪ta̪ŋe
p-…
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/ɾu/ ‘go’
Paradigm: VI

STEM: /ɾu/ default
/ɻu/ geminate
/u/ weak
/ji/  j (suppl), 

 front
/mpa/  mp (suppl),  

low

/ɾa/ low
/ɾi/ front
/je/ j (suppl), front, low

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋuɾan
ŋ-u-[low]-n

ŋuɾu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuɾini
ŋ-u-[front]-ni

ŋuɾi
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 tu̪ɾan
t-̪…

tu̪ɾu
t-̪…

tu̪ɾini
t-̪…

tu̪ɾi
t-̪…

3 wuɾan / kuɾan
w-… / k-…

kuɾu / puɾu
k-… / p-…

wuɾini
w-…

wuɾi
w-…

INCL 1 tu̪ɾan
t-̪u-[low]-n

puɾu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ɾini
t-̪u-[front]-ni

tu̪ɾi
tu̪-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋumpan
ŋ-u-[mp,low]-n

ŋuɻu
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋuɳi
ŋ-u-
[weak,front]-ɳi

ŋuji
ŋ-u-
[j,front]-ø

2 numpan
n-…

nuɻu
n-…

nuɳi
n-…

nuji
n-…

3 pumpan / 
kumpan
p-… / k-…

kuɻu / puɻu
k-… / p-…

puɳi
p-…

puji
p-…

PC 1 ŋa
ŋ-a-[weak]-ø

ŋuɳe
ŋ-u-
[weak,front]-ɳe

ŋuje
ŋ-u-
[j,frnt,low]-ø

2 na
n-…

nuɳe
n-…

nuje
n-…

3 ka / pa
k-… / p-…

puɳe
p-…

puje
p-…
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/nu/ ‘use feet’
Paradigm: VII

STEM: /nu/ default
/ni/ vf:front
/nuj/ vf: offglide
/na/ vh: low

/nnu/ c:geminate
/nni/ c:gem, vf:front
/nna/ c:gem, vh: low
/nne/ c:gem, vh: low, vf:front

w NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋunuŋam
ŋ-u-[def]-ŋam

ŋunu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuna
ŋ-u-[low]-ø

ŋuni
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 tu̪nuŋam
t-̪…

tu̪nu
t-̪…

tu̪na
t-̪…

tu̪ni
t-̪…

3 nuŋam / 
kunuŋam
ø-… / k-…

kunu / punu
k-… / p-…

na64 
ø-…

nuj
ø-u-[offglide]-ø

INCL 1 tu̪nuŋam
t-̪u-[def]-ŋam

punu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪na
t-̪u-[low]-ø

tu̪ni
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋunnuŋam
ŋ-u-[gem]-
ŋam

ŋunnu
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋunni
ŋ-u-[gem,front]-ø

ŋunni
ŋ-u-[gem,front]-ø

2 nunnuŋam
n-…

nunnu
n-…

nunni
n-…

nunni
n-…

3 punnuŋam / 
kunnuŋam
p-… / k-…

kunnu / punnu
k-… / p-…

punni
p-…

punni
p-…

PC 1 ŋunna
ŋ-u-[gem,low]-ø

ŋunna
ŋ-u-
[gem,low]-ø

ŋunne
ŋ-u-
[gem,front,low]-ø

2 nunna
n-…

nunna
n-…

nunne
n-…

3 kunna / punna
k-… / p-…

punna
p-…

punne
p-…

64 Street (1987) in addition lists a variant /nuɻa/ use.feet.3SG.PST. This variant does not appear 
in my corpus data
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/ni/ ‘use feet rr’
Paradigm: XXXVIII

STEM: /ni/ default
/na/ vf:back, vh: low

/nni/  c:geminate
/nna/  c:gem, vf:back, 

vh: low

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋinim
ŋ-i-[def]-m

ŋini
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋinaŋa
ŋ-i-[back,low]-ŋa

ŋinaŋa
ŋ-i-[back,low]-ŋa

2 ti̪nim
t-̪…

ti̪ni
t-̪…

ti̪na
t-̪i-[back,low]-ŋa

ti̪na
t-̪i-[back,low]-ŋa

3 niŋam / kiniŋam
ø-i-[def]-ŋam / k-…

kini / pini
k-… / p-…

niŋa
ø-i-[def]-ŋa

niŋa
ø-i-[def]-ŋa

INCL 1 ti̪niŋam
t-̪u-[def]-ŋam

pini
p-i-[def]-ø

ti̪naŋa
t-̪i-[back,low]-ŋa

ti̪naŋa
t-̪i-[back,low]-ŋa

PL 1 ŋinnaŋam
ŋ-u-[gem,back,low]-
ŋam

ŋinni
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋinnaŋa
ŋ-i-
[gem,back,low]-ŋa

ŋinnaŋa
ŋ-i-
[gem,back,low]-ŋa

2 ninnaŋam
n-…

ninni
n-…

ninnaŋa
n-…

ninnaŋa
n-…

3 pinnaŋam / 
kinnaŋam
p-… / k-…

kinni / pinni
k-… / p-…

pinna
p-…

pinna
p-…

PC 1 ŋinni
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋinnaŋa
ŋ-i-
[gem,back,low]-ŋa

ŋinnaŋa
ŋ-i-
[gem,back,low]-ŋa

2 ninni
n-…

ninnaŋa
n-…

ninnaŋa
n-…

3 kinni / pinni
k-… / p-…

pinnaŋa
p-…

pinnaŋa
p-…
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/ma/ ‘say, do’
/ma/ ‘use hands’
Paradigm: VIII

STEM: /ma/ default
/na/ c:apical
/me/ vf:front
/ne/ c:apical, vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 mam
ø-u-[def]-m65

ma
ø-u-[def]-ø

me
ø-u-[front]-ø

me
ø-u-[front]-ø

2 nam
ø-u-[apic]-m

na
ø-u-[apic]-ø

ne
ø-u-[apic,front]-ø

ne
ø-u-[apic,front]-ø

3 mam / kumam
ø-u-[def]-m / k-…

ma / ma
ø-u-[def]-ø

me
ø-u-[front]-ø

me
ø-u-[front]-ø

INCL 1 tu̪mam
t-̪u-[def]-m

puma
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪me
t-̪u-[front]-ø

tu̪me
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋumam
ŋ-u-[def]-m

ŋuma
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 numam
n-…

numa
n-…

nume
n-…

nume
n-…

3 pumam / kumam
p-… / k-…

kuma / puma
k-… / p-…

pume
p-…

pume
p-…

PC 1 ŋuma
ŋ-u-[def] ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 numa
n-…

nume
n-…

nume
n-…

3 kuma / puma
k-…/ p-…

pume
p-…

pume
p-…

65 Where forms have a phonologically empty PrefC, I analyse them as having an ‘underlying’ 
PrefV following whatever theme vowel pattern is established in the rest of the paradigm. In these 
instances the PrefV cannot be realised on the surface due to the constraint against onsetless 
syllables (§5.4.2).
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/ma/ ‘use hands’
Paradigm: IX

STEM: /ma/ default
/na/ c:apical
/me/ vf:front
/ne/ c:apical, vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 maŋan
ø-u-[def]-ŋan

ma
ø-u-[def]-ø

me
ø-u-[front]- ø

me
ø-u-[front]- ø

2 naŋan
ø-u-[apic]-ŋan

na
ø-u-[apic]-ø

ne
ø-u-[apic, 
front]-ø

ne
ø-u-[apic,front]-ø

3 maŋan / kumaŋan
ø-u-[def]-ŋan / k-…

ma / ma
ø-u-[def]-ø

me
ø-u-[front]- ø

me
ø-u-[front]- ø

INCL 1 tu̪maŋan
t-̪u-[def]-ŋan

puma
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪me
t-̪u-[front]-ø

tu̪me
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋumaŋan
ŋ-u-[def]-ŋan

ŋuma
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 numaŋan
n-…

numa
n-…

nume
n-…

nume
n-…

3 pumaŋan / kumaŋan
p-… / k-…

kuma / puma
k-… / p-…

pume
p-…

pume
p-…

PC 1 ŋuma
ŋ-u-[def] ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 numa
n-…

nume
n-…

nume
n-…

3 kuma / puma
k-…/ p-…

pume
p-…

pume
p-…
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/ma/ ‘say, do’
Paradigm: XXXIV

STEM: /ma/ default
/me/ vf:front
/mi/  vf:front, 

vh:high

/na/ c:apical
/ne/ c:apical, vf:front
/ni/  c:apical, vf:front, 

vh:high

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋamam
ŋ-a-[def]-m

ŋama
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

me
ø-u-
[front]-ø

mi
ø-u-[front,high]-ø

2 nam
ø-a-[apic]-m

ta̪ma
t-̪…

ne
ø-u-[apic, 
front]-ø

ni
ø-u-[apic,front,high]-ø

3 mam / kamam
ø-a-[def]-m / k-…

kama / pama
k-… / p…

me
ø-u-
[front]- ø

mi
ø-u-[front,high]- ø

INCL 1 ta̪mam
t-̪a-[def]-m

pama
p-a-[def]-ø

tu̪me
t-̪u-
[front]-ø

tu̪mi
t-̪u-[front,high]-ø

PL 1 ŋamam
ŋ-a-[def]-m

ŋujema
ŋ-uje-[def]-ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-
[front]-ø

ŋumi
ŋ-u-[front,high]-ø

2 namam
n-…

nujema
n-…

nume
n-…

numi
n-…

3 pamam / kamam
p-… / k-…

kujema / pujema
k-… / p-…

pume
p-…

pumi
p-…

PC 1 ŋujema
ŋ-uje-[def]-ø

ŋume
ŋ-u-
[front]-ø

ŋumi
ŋ-u-[front,high]-ø

2 nujema
n-…

nume
n-…

numi
n-…

3 kujema / pujema
k-… / p-…

pume
p-…

pumi
p-…
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/me/ ‘say, do rr’
/me/ ‘use hands rr’
Paradigm: X

STEM: /me/ default
/ne/ c:apical

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 mem
ø-u-[def]-m

me
ø-u-[def]-ø

mena
ø-u-[def]- ø

mena
ø-u-[def]- ø

2 nem
ø-u-[apic]-m

ne
ø-u-[apic]-ø

nena
ø-u-[apic]-ø

nena
ø-u-[apic]-ø

3 mem / kumem
ø-u-[def]-m / k-…

me / me
ø-u-[def]-ø

mena
ø-u-[def]- ø

mena
ø-u-[def]- ø

INCL 1 tu̪mem
t-̪u-[def]-m

pume
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪mena
t-̪u-[def]-ø

tu̪mena
t-̪u-[def]-ø

PL 1 ŋumem
ŋ-u-[def]-m

ŋume
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋumena
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋumena
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

2 numem
n-…

nume
n-…

numena
n-…

numena
n-…

3 pumem / kumem
p-… / k-…

kume / pume
k-… / p-…

pumena
p-…

pumena
p-…

PC 1 ŋume
ŋ-u-[def] ø

ŋumena
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋumena
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

2 nume
n-…

numena
n-…

numena
n-…

3 kume / pume
k-…/ p-…

pumena
p-…

pumena
p-…
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/ba/ affect
Paradigm: VIII

STEM: /ba/ default
/da/ c:apical
/be/ vf:front
/de/ c:apical, vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 bam
ø-u-[def]-m

ba
ø-u-[def]-ø

be
ø-u-[front]- ø

be
ø-u-[front]- ø

2 dam
ø-u-[apic]-m

da
ø-u-[apic]-ø

de
ø-u-[apic,front]-ø

de
ø-u-[apic,front]-ø

3 bam / bam
ø-u-[def]-m

ba / ba
ø-u-[def]-ø

be
ø-u-[front]- ø

be
ø-u-[front]- ø

INCL 1 tu̪bam
t-̪u-[def]-m

puba
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪be
t-̪u-[front]-ø

tu̪be
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋubam
ŋ-u-[def]-m

ŋuba
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋube
ŋ-u-[front] ø

ŋube
ŋ-u-[front] ø

2 nubam
n-…

nuba
n-…

nube
n-…

nube
n-…

3 pubam / kubam
p-… / k-…

kuba / puba
k-… / p-…

pube
p-…

pube
p-…

PC 1 ŋuba
ŋ-u-[def] ø

ŋube
ŋ-u-[front] ø

ŋube
ŋ-u-[front] ø

2 nuba
n-…

nube
n-…

nube
n-…

3 kuba / puba
k-…/ p-…

pube
p-…

pube
p-…
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/ba/ affect
Paradigm: XIV

STEM: /ba/ default
/da/ c:apical
/be/ vf:front
/de/ c:apical, vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 baŋam
ø-u-[def]-ŋam

ba
ø-u-[def]-ø

be
ø-u-[front]-ø

be
ø-u-[front]–ø

2 daŋam
ø-u-[apic]-ŋam

da
ø-u-[apic]-ø

de
ø-u-
[apic,front]-ø

de
ø-u-[apic,front]-ø

3 baŋam / baŋam
ø-u-[def]-ŋam

ba / ba
ø-u-[def]-ø

be
ø-u-[front]-ø

be
ø-u-[front]- ø

INCL 1 tu̪baŋam
t-̪u-[def]-ŋam

puba
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪be
t-̪u-[front]-ø

tu̪be
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋubaŋam
ŋ-u-[def]-ŋam

ŋuba
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋube
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋube
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 nubaŋam
n-…

nuba
n-…

nube
n-…

nube
n-…

3 pubaŋam / kubaŋam
p-… / k-…

kuba / puba
k-… / p-…

pube
p-…

pube
p-…

PC 1 ŋuba
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋube
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋube
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 nuba
n-…

nube
n-…

nube
n-…

3 kuba / puba
k-…/ p-…

pube
p-…

pube
p-…
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/be/ affect.rr
Paradigm: X

STEM: /be/ default
/de/ c:apical

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 bem
ø-u-[def]-m

be
ø-u-[def]-ø

bena
ø-u-[def]- ø

bena
ø-u-[def]- ø

2 dem
ø-u-[apic]-m

de
ø-u-[apic]-ø

dena
ø-u-[apic]-ø

dena
ø-u-[apic]-ø

3 bem / kubem
ø-u-[def]-m / k-…

be / be
ø-u-[def]-ø

bena
ø-u-[def]- ø

bena
ø-u-[def]- ø

INCL 1 tu̪bem
t-̪u-[def]-m

pube
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪bena
t-̪u-[def]-ø

tu̪bena
t-̪u-[def]-ø

PL 1 ŋubem
ŋ-u-[def]-m

ŋube
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubena
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubena
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

2 nubem
n-…

nube
n-…

nubena
n-…

nubena
n-…

3 pubem / kubem
p-… / k-…

kube / pube
k-… / p-…

pubena
p-…

pubena
p-…

PC 1 ŋube
ŋ-u-[def] ø

ŋubena
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubena
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

2 nube
n-…

nubena
n-…

nubena
n-…

3 kube / pube
k-…/ p-…

pubena
p-…

pubena
p-…
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/mu/ coerce
Paradigm: XI

STEM: /mu/ default
/nu/ c:apical
/u/ c: weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 muŋam
ø-u-[def]-ŋam

mu
ø-u-[def]-ø

muni
ø-u-[def]-ni

muj
ø-u-[def]-j

2 nuŋam
ø-u-[apic]-ŋam

nu
ø-u-[apic]-ø

nuni
ø-u-[apic]-ni

nuj
ø-u-[apic]-j

3 muŋam / muŋam
ø-u-[def]-ŋam

mu / mu
ø-u-[def]-ø

muni
ø-u-[def]-ni

muj
ø-u-[def]-j

INCL 1 tu̪muŋam
t-̪u-[def]-ŋam

pumu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ni
t-̪u-[weak]-ni

tu̪muj
t-̪u-[def]-j

PL 1 ŋumuŋam
ŋ-u-[def]-ŋam

ŋumu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋumuni
ŋ-u-[def]-ni

ŋumuj
ŋ-u-[def]-j

2 numuŋam
n-…

numu
n-…

numuni
n-…

numuj
n-…

3 pumuŋam / kumuŋam
p-… / k-…

kumu / pumu
k-… / p-…

pumuni
p-…

pumuj
p-…

PC 1 ŋumu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋumune
ŋ-u-[def]-ne

ŋumuj
ŋ-u-[def]-j

2 numu
n-…

numune
n-…

numuj
n-…

3 kumu / pumu
k-… / p-…

pumune
p-…

pumuj
p-…
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/mi/ ‘look’
Paradigm: X

STEM: /mi/ default
/ni/ c:apical

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 mim
ø-u-[def]-m

mi
ø-u-[def]-ø

mina
ø-u-[def]-na

mina
ø-u-[def]-na

2 nim
ø-u-[apic]-m

ni
ø-u-[apic]-ø

nina
ø-u-[apic]-na

nina
ø-u-[apic]-na

3 mim / mim
ø-u-[def]-m

mi / mi
ø-u-[def]-ø

mina
ø-u-[def]-na

mina
ø-u-[def]-na

INCL 1 tu̪mim
t-̪u-[def]-m

pumi
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪mina
t-̪u-[def]-na

tu̪mina
t-̪u-[def]-na

PL 1 ŋumim
ŋ-u-[def]-m

ŋumi
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋumina
ŋ-u-[def]-na

ŋumina
ŋ-u-[def]-na

2 numim
n-…

numi
n-…

numina
n-…

numina
n-…

3 pumim / kumuŋam
p-… / k-…

kumi / pumi
k-… / p-…

pumina
p-…

pumina
p-…

PC 1 ŋumi
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋumina
ŋ-u-[def]-na

ŋumina
ŋ-u-[def]-na

2 numi
n-…

numina
n-…

numina
n-…

3 kumi / pumi
k-… / p-…

pumina
p-…

pumina
p-…
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/bi/ ‘hear’
Paradigm: X

STEM: /bi/ default
/di/ c:apical

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 bim
ø-u-[def]-m

bi
ø-u-[def]-ø

bina
ø-u-[def]- ø

bina
ø-u-[def]- ø

2 dim
ø-u-[apic]-m

di
ø-u-[apic]-ø

dina
ø-u-[apic]-ø

dina
ø-u-[apic]-ø

3 bim / kubim
ø-u-[def]-m / k-…

bi / bi
ø-u-[def]-ø

bina
ø-u-[def]- ø

bina
ø-u-[def]- ø

INCL 1 tu̪bim
t-̪u-[def]-m

pubi
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪bina
t-̪u-[def]-ø

tu̪bina
t-̪u-[def]-ø

PL 1 ŋubim
ŋ-u-[def]-m

ŋubi
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubina
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubina
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

2 nubim
n-…

nubi
n-…

nubina
n-…

nubina
n-…

3 pubim / kubim
p-… / k-…

kubi / pubi
k-… / p-…

pubina
p-…

pubina
p-…

PC 1 ŋubi
ŋ-u-[def] ø

ŋubina
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubina
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

2 nubi
n-…

nubina
n-…

nubina
n-…

3 kubi / pubi
k-…/ p-…

pubina
p-…

pubina
p-…
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/bu/ lower
Paradigm: XVII

STEM: /bu/ default
/du/ c:apical

/ba/ vh:low
/da/  c:apical, vh:low

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ban
ø-u-[low]-n

bu
ø-u-[def]-ø

buni
ø-u-[def]-ni

buj
ø-u-[def]-j

2 dan
ø-u-[low,apic]-n

du
ø-u-[apic]- ø

duni
ø-u-[apic]-ni

duj
ø-u-[apic]-j

3 ban / kuban
ø-u-[low]-n / k-u-[low]-n

bu / bu
ø-u-[def]-ø

buni
ø-u-[def]-ni

buj
ø-u-[def]-j

INCL 1 tu̪ban
t-̪u-[low]-n

pubu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪buni
t-̪u-[def]-ni

tu̪buj
t-̪u-[def]-j

PL 1 ŋuban
ŋ-u-[low]-n

ŋubu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubuni
ŋ-u-[def]-ni

ŋubuj
ŋ-u-[def]-j

2 nuban
n-…

nubu
n-…

nubuni
n-…

nubuj
n-…

3 puban / kuban
p-… / k-…

kubu / pubu
k-… / p-…

pubuni
p-…

pubuj
p-…

PC 1 ŋubu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubune
ŋ-u-[def]-ne

ŋubuj
ŋ-u-[def]-j

2 nubu
n-…

nubune
n-…

nubuj
n-…

3 kubu / pubu
k-… / p-…

pubune
p-…

pubuj
p-…
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/buj/ lower.rr
Paradigm: XVIII

STEM: /buj/ default
/duj/ c:apical

/ba/ vh:low
/da/  c:apic, vh:low

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 bam
ø-u-[low]-m

buj
ø-u-[def]-ø

bana
ø-u-[low]-na

bana
ø-u-[low]-na

2 dam
ø-u-[low,apic]-m

duj
ø-u-[apic]- ø

dana
ø-u-
[apic,low]-na

dana
ø-u-[apic,low]-na

3 bam / kubam
ø-u-[low]-m / k-u-
[low]-m

buj / buj
ø-u-[def]-ø

bana
ø-u-[low]-na

bana
ø-u-[low]-na

INCL 1 tu̪bam
t-̪u-[low]-m

pubuj
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪bana
t-̪u-[low]-na

tu̪bana
t-̪u-[low]-na

PL 1 ŋubam
ŋ-u-[low]-m

ŋubuj
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubana
ŋ-u-[low]-na

ŋubana
ŋ-u-[low]-na

2 nubam
n-…

nubuj
n-…

nubana
n-…

nubana
n-…

3 pubam / kubam
p-… / k-…

kubuj / pubuj
k-… / p-…

pubana
p-…

pubana
p-…

PC 1 ŋubuj
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋubana
ŋ-u-[low]-na

ŋubana
ŋ-u-[low]-na

2 nubuj
n-…

nubana
n-…

nubana
n-…

3 kubuj / pubuj
k-… / p-…

pubana
p-…

pubana
p-…
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/a/ pierce
/a/ ‘use mouth’
Paradigm: XIX

STEM: /a/ default
/ɾa/ c:rhotic

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋam
ŋ-a-[def]-m

ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋani
ŋ-a-[def]-ni

ŋe
ŋ-e-[def]-ø

2 ta̪m
t-̪…

ta̪
t-̪…

ta̪ni
t-̪…

te̪
t-̪…

3 dam / kam
d-… / k-…

ka / pa
k-… / p-…

dani
d-…

de
d-…

INCL 1 ta̪m
t-̪a-[def]-m

pa
p-a-[def]-ø

ta̪ni
t-̪a-[def]-ni

te̪
t-̪e-[def]-ø

PL 1 ŋaɾam
ŋa-[rhot]-m

ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋaɾani
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ni

ŋeɾa
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ø

2 naɾam
n-…

na
n-…

naɾani
n-…

neɾa
n-…

3 paɾam / kaɾam
p-… / k-…

ka / pa
k-… / p-…

pani
p-…

peɾa
p-…

PC 1 ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋaɾane
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ne

ŋeɾa
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ø

2 na
n-…

naɾane
n-…

neɾa
n-…

3 ka / pa
k-… / p-…

paɾane
p-…

peɾa
p-…
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/e/ pierce.rr
Paradigm: XXI

STEM: /e/ default
/ɾe/ c:rhotic

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋem
ŋ-e-[def]-m

ŋe
ŋ-e-[def]-ø

ŋena
ŋ-e-[def]-na

ŋena
ŋ-e-[def]-na

2 te̪m
t-̪…

te̪
t-̪…

te̪na
t-̪…

te̪na
t-̪…

3 dem / kem
d-… / k-…

ke / pe
k-… / p-…

dena
d-…

dena
d-…

INCL 1 te̪m
t-̪a-[def]-m

pe
p-e-[def]-ø

te̪na
t-̪e-[def]-na

te̪na
t-̪e-[def]-na

PL 1 ŋeɾem
ŋ-e-[rhot]-m

ŋa
ŋ-e-[def]-ø

ŋeɾena
ŋ-e-[rhot]-na

ŋeɾena
ŋ-e-[rhot]-na

2 neɾem
n-…

ne
n-…

neɾena
n-…

neɾena
n-…

3 peɾem / keɾem
p-… / k-…

ke / pe
k-… / p-…

peɾena
p-…

peɾena
p-…

PC 1 ŋe
ŋ-e-[def]-ø

ŋeɾene
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ne

ŋeɾene
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ne

2 ne
n-…

neɾene
n-…

neɾene
n-…

3 ke / pe
k-… / p-…

peɾene
p-…

peɾene
p-…
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/a/ appear
Paradigm: XX

STEM: /a/ default
/ɾa/ c:rhotic

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋaŋam
ŋ-a-[def]-ŋam

ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋani
ŋ-a-[def]-ni

ŋe
ŋ-e-[def]-ø

2 ta̪ŋam
t-̪…

ta̪
t-̪…

ta̪ni
t-̪…

te̪
t-̪…

3 paŋam / kaŋam
p-… / k-…

ka / pa
k-… / p-…

dani
d-…

de
d-…

INCL 1 ta̪ŋam
t-̪a-[def]-ŋam

pa
p-a-[def]-ø

ta̪ni
t-̪a-[def]-ni

te̪
t-̪e-[def]-ø

PL 1 ŋaɾam
ŋa-[rhot]-m

ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋaɾani
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ni

ŋeɾa
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ø

2 naɾam
n-…

na
n-…

naɾani
n-…

neɾa
n-…

3 paɾam / kaɾam
p-… / k-…

ka / pa
k-… / p-…

pani
p-…

peɾa
p-…

PC 1 ŋa
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋaɾane
ŋ-a-[rhot]-ne

ŋeɾa
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ø

2 na
n-…

naɾane
n-…

neɾa
n-…

3 ka / pa
k-… / p-…

paɾane
p-…

peɾa
p-…
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/n̪ti̪/ ‘carry’
Paradigm: XXII

STEM: /n̪ti̪/ default
/n̪te̪/ vh:low
/i/ c:weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋan̪ti̪n
ŋ-a-[def]-n

ŋa
ŋ-a-[weak]-ø

ŋan̪ti̪
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋe
ŋ-e-[def]-ø

2 ta̪n̪ti̪n
t-̪…

ta̪
t-̪…

ta̪n̪ti̪
t-̪…

te̪
t-̪…

3 kan̪ti̪n / kan̪ti̪n
k-… / k-…

ka / pa
k-… / p-…

kan̪ti̪ / kan̪ti̪
k-… / k-…

de
d-…

INCL 1 ta̪n̪ti̪n
t-̪a-[def]-n

pa
p-a-[weak]-ø

ta̪n̪ti̪
t-̪a-[def]-ø

te̪
t-̪e-[def]-ø

PL 1 ŋan̪ti̪n
ŋa-[def]-n

ŋa
ŋ-a-[weak]-ø

ŋan̪ti̪
ŋa-[def]-ø

ŋeɾa
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ø

2 nan̪ti̪n
n-…

na
n-…

nan̪ti̪
n-…

neɾa
n-…

3 pan̪ti̪n / kan̪ti̪n
p-… / k-…

ka / pa
k-… / p-…

pan̪ti̪
p-… 

peɾa
p-…

PC 1 ŋa
ŋ-a-[weak]-ø

ŋan̪te̪
ŋa-[low]-ø

ŋeɾa
ŋ-e-[rhot]-ø

2 na
n-…

nan̪te̪
n-…

neɾa
n-…

3 ka / pa
k-… / p-…

pan̪te̪
p-… 

peɾa
p-…
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/u/ slash
Paradigm: XXIII

STEM: /u/ default
/mpa/ c:suppl
/j/ vf:front
/je/ vf:front, vh:low

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋan
ŋ-a-[def]-n

ŋu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuni
ŋ-u-[def]-ni

ŋuj
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 ta̪n
t-̪…

tu̪
t-̪…

tu̪ni
t-̪…

tu̪j
t-̪…

3 pan / kan
d-… / k-…

ku / pu
k-… / p-…

puni
p-…

puj
p-…

INCL 1 ta̪n
t-̪a-[def]-n

pu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ni
t-̪u-[def]-ni

tu̪j
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋumpan
ŋa-[mp]-n

ŋu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuɳi
ŋ-u-[def]-ɳi

ŋuji
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 numpan
n-…

nu
n-…

nuɳi
n-…

nuji
n-…

3 pumpan / kumpan
p-… / k-…

ku / pu
k-… / p-…

puɳi
p-…

puji
k-… / p-…

PC 1 ŋu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuɳe
ŋ-u-[def]-ɳe

ŋuje
ŋ-u-[front,low]-ø

2 nu
n-…

nuɳe
n-…

nuje
n-…

3 ku / pu
k-… / p-…

puɳe
p-…

puje
p-…



262   Appendix I

/ju/ slash.rr
Paradigm: XXIV

STEM: /ju/ default
/j/ vf:front
/je/ vf:front, vh:low
/u/ c:weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋam
ŋ-a-[weak]-m

ŋuj
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋana
ŋ-a-[weak]-na

ŋana
ŋ-a-[weak]-na

2 ta̪m
t-̪…

tu̪j
t-̪…

ta̪na
t-̪…

ta̪na
t-̪…

3 pam / kam
d-… / k-…

kuj / puj
k-… / p-…

pana
p-…

pana
p-…

INCL 1 ta̪m
t-̪a-[weak]-m

puj
p-u-[front]-ø

ta̪na
t-̪a-[weak]-na

ta̪na
t-̪a-[weak]-na

PL 1 ŋujem
ŋu-[front,low]-m

ŋuju
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋujena
ŋ-u-
[front,low]-na

ŋujena
ŋ-u-
[front,low]-na

2 nujem
n-…

nuju
n-…

nujena
n-…

nujena
n-…

3 pujem / kujem
p-… / k-…

kuju / puju
k-… / p-…

pujena
p-…

pujena
p-…

PC 1 ŋuj
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋujena
ŋ-u-
[front,low]-na

ŋujena
ŋ-u-
[front,low]-na

2 nuj
n-…

nujena
n-…

nujena
n-…

3 kuj / puj
k-… / p-…

pujena
p-…

pujena
p-…
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/ŋa/ ‘put together’
Paradigm: XXV

STEM: /ŋa/ default
/a/ c:weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋiŋam
ŋ-i-[def]-m

ŋi
ŋ-i-[weak]-ø

ŋiŋa
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋiŋa
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

2 ti̪ŋam
t-̪…

ti̪
t-̪…

ti̪ŋa
t-̪…

ti̪ŋa
t-̪…

3 jiŋam / kiŋam
j-… / k-…

ki / pi
k-… / p-…

jiŋam
j-…

jiŋam
j-…

INCL 1 ti̪ŋam
t-̪i-[def]-m

pi
p-i-[def]-ø

ti̪ŋa
t-̪i-[def]-ø

ti̪ŋa
t-̪i-[def]-ø

PL 1 ŋiŋam
ŋ-i-[gem]-m

ŋi
ŋ-i-[weak]-ø

ŋiŋa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋiŋa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

2 niŋam
n-…

ni
n-…

niŋa
n-…

niŋa
n-…

3 piŋam / kiŋam
p-… / k-…

ki / pi
k-… / p-…

piŋa
p-… 

piŋa
p-… 

PC 1 ŋe
ŋ-i-[weak]-ø

ŋiŋa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋiŋa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

2 ni
n-…

niŋa
n-…

niŋa
n-…

3 ke / pe
k-… / p-…

piŋa
p-… 

piŋa
p-… 
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/la/ ‘wipe’
Paradigm: XXVI

STEM: /la/ default
/lla/ c:geminate

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋilam
ŋ-i-[def]-m

ŋila
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋila
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋilaŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪lam
t-̪…

ti̪la
t-̪…

ti̪la
t-̪…

ti̪laŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

3 dilam / kilam
d-… / k-…

kila / pila
k-… / p-…

dila
d-…

dilaŋi
d-i-[def]-ŋi

INCL 1 ti̪lam
t-̪i-[def]-m

pila
p-i-[def]-ø

ti̪la
t-̪i-[def]-ø

ti̪laŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋillaŋam
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋam

ŋilla
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋilla
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋillaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 nillaŋam
n-…

nilla
n-…

nilla
n-…

nillaŋi
n-…

3 pillaŋam / killaŋam
p-… / k-…

killa / pilla
k-… / p-…

pilla
p-…

pillaŋi
p-…

PC 1 ŋilla
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋilla
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋillaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 nilla
n-…

nilla
n-…

nillaŋi
n-…

3 killa / pilla
k-… / p-…

pilla
p-…

pillaŋi
p-…
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/li/ ‘wipe rr’
Paradigm: 
XXXVII

STEM: /li/ default
/lli/ c:geminate

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋilim
ŋ-i-[def]-m

ŋili
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋili
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋiliŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪lim
t-̪…

ti̪li
t-̪…

ti̪li
t-̪…

ti̪liŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

3 dilim / kilim
d-… / k-…

kili / pili
k-… / p-…

dili
d-…

diliŋi
d-i-[def]-ŋi

INCL 1 ti̪lim
t-̪i-[def]-m

pili
p-i-[def]-ø

ti̪li
t-̪i-[def]-ø

ti̪liŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋillim
ŋ-i-[gem]- m

ŋilli
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋilli
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋilliŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 nillim
n-…

nilli
n-…

nilli
n-…

nilliŋi
n-…

3 pillim / killim
p-… / k-…

killi / pilli
k-… / p-…

pilli
p-…

pilliŋi
p-…

PC 1 ŋilli
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋilli
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋilliŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 nilli
n-…

nilli
n-…

nilliŋi
n-…

3 killi / pilli
k-… / p-…

pilli
p-…

pilliŋi
p-…
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/na/ ‘use fire’
Paradigm: XXVII

STEM: /na/ default
/nna/ c:geminate
/a/ c:weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋinaŋam
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋam

ŋina
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋinaŋa
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋa

ŋinaŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪naŋam
t-̪…

ti̪na
t-̪…

ti̪naŋa
t-̪i-[def]-ŋa

ti̪naŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

3 ninaŋam / kinaŋam
n-… / k-…

kina / pina
k-… / p-…

niŋa
n-i-[weak]-ŋa

niŋa
n-i-[weak]-ŋa

INCL 1 ti̪naŋam
t-̪i-[def]-ŋam

pina
p-i-[def]-ø

ti̪naŋa
t-̪i-[def]-ŋa

ti̪naŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋinnaŋam
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋam

ŋinna
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋinnaŋa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋa

ŋinnaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 ninnaŋam
n-…

ninna
n-…

ninnaŋa
n-…

ninnaŋi
n-…

3 pinnaŋam / kinnaŋam
p-… / k-…

kinna / pinna
k-… / p-…

pinnaŋa
p-…

pinnaŋi
p-…

PC 1 ŋinna
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋinnaŋa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋa

ŋinnaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 ninna
n-…

ninnaŋa
n-…

ninnaŋi
n-…

3 kinna / pinna
k-… / p-…

pinnaŋa
p-…

pinnaŋi
p-…
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/ɾa/ ‘watch’
Paradigm: XXVIII

STEM: /ɾa/ default
/ɻa/ c:geminate
/a/ c:weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋiɾaŋan
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋan

ŋiɾa
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋiɾa
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋiɾaŋi
ŋ-i-[def]-ŋi

2 ti̪ɾaŋan
t-̪…

ti̪ɾa
t-̪…

ti̪ɾa
t-̪…

ti̪ɾaŋi
t-̪…

3 diɾaŋan / kiɾaŋan
d-… / k-…

kiɾa / piɾa
k-… / p-…

diɾa
d-…

diɾaŋi
d-…

INCL 1 ti̪ɾaŋan
t-̪i-[def]-ŋan

piɾa
p-i-[def]-ø

ti̪ɾa
t-̪i-[def]-ø

ti̪ɾaŋi
t-̪i-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋaŋan
ŋ-a-[weak]-ŋan

ŋiɻa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋiɻa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋiɻaŋi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋi

2 naŋam
n-…

niɻa
n-…

niɻa
n-…

niɻaŋi
n-…

3 paŋam / kaŋam
p-… / k-…

kiɻa / piɻa
k-… / p-…

piɻa
p-…

piɻaŋi
p-…

PC 1 ŋiɻa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋiɻa
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋiɻaŋe
ŋ-i-[gem]-ŋe

2 niɻa
n-…

niɻa
n-…

niɻaŋe
n-…

3 kiɻa / piɻa
k-… / p-…

piɻa
p-…

piɻaŋe
p-…



268   Appendix I

/ɾi/ ‘watch rr’
Paradigm: XXXVI

STEM: /ɾi/ default
/ɻi/ c:geminate
/i/ c:weak

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋiɾim
ŋ-i-[def]-m

ŋiɾi
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋiɾi
ŋ-i-[def]-ø

ŋiɾini
ŋ-i-[def]-ni

2 ti̪ɾim
t-̪…

ti̪ɾi
t-̪…

ti̪ɾi
t-̪…

ti̪ɾini
t-̪…

3 diɾim / kiɾim
d-… / k-…

kiɾi / piɾi
k-… / p-…

diɾi
d-… 

diɾini
d-… 

INCL 1 ti̪ɾim
t-̪i-[def]-m

piɾi
p-i-[def]-ø

ti̪ɾi
t-̪i-[def]-ø

ti̪ɾini
t-̪i-[def]-ni

PL 1 ŋim
ŋ-i-[weak]-m

ŋiɻi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋi
ŋ-i-[weak]-ø

ŋiɻi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

2 nim
n-…

niɻi
n-…

ni
n-…

niɻi
n-…

3 pim / kim
p-… / k-…

kiɻi / piɻi
k-… / p-…

pi
p-… 

piɻi
p-…

PC 1 ŋiɻi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

ŋi
ŋ-i-[weak]-ø

ŋiɻi
ŋ-i-[gem]-ø

2 niɻi
n-…

ni
n-…

niɻi
n-…

3 kiɻi / piɻi
k-… / p-…

pi
p-… 

piɻi
p-…
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/ɖu/ impel
Paradigm: XXIX

STEM: /ɖu/ default
/ɖa/ vh:low
/ɖi/ vf:front
/ɖe/  vh:low, 

vf:front

/ɖɖu/ c:gem
/ɖɖa/ c:gem, vh:low
/ɖɖi/ c:gem, vf:front
/ɖɖe/  c:gem, vh:low, vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋuɖan
ŋ-u-[low]-n

ŋuɖu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuɖini
ŋ-u-[front]-ni

ŋuɖi
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 tu̪ɖan
t-̪…

tu̪ɖu
t-̪…

tu̪ɖini
t-̪…

tu̪ɖi
t-̪…

3 wuɖan / kuɖan
w-… / k-…

kuɖu / puɖu
k-… / p-…

wuɖini
w-… 

wuɖi
w-… 

INCL 1 tu̪ɖan
t-̪u-[low]-n

puɖu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ɖini
t-̪u-[front]-ni

tu̪ɖi
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋuɖɖan
ŋ-u-[gem,low]-n

ŋuɖɖu
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋuɖɖini
ŋ-u-[gem, 
front]-ni

ŋuɖɖi
ŋ-u-[gem, 
front]-ø

2 nuɖɖan
n-…

nuɖɖu
n-…

nuɖɖini
n-…

nuɖɖi
n-…

3 puɖɖan / kuɖɖan
p-… / k-…

kuɖɖu / puɖɖu
k-… / p-…

puɖɖini
p-…

puɖɖi
p-…

PC 1 ŋuɖɖa
ŋ-u-[gem,low]-ø

ŋuɖɖene
ŋ-u-[gem,front, 
low]-ne

ŋuɖɖe
ŋ-u-[gem,front, 
low]-ø

2 nuɖɖa
n-…

nuɖɖene
n-…

nuɖɖe
n-…

3 kuɖɖa / puɖɖa
k-… / p-…

puɖɖene
p-…

puɖɖe
p-…
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/ɖi/ impel.rr
Paradigm: XXX

STEM: /ɖi/ default
/ɖa/  vh:low, 

vf:back

/ɖɖi/ c:gem
/ɖɖe/ c:gem, vh:low
/ɖɖa/  c:gem, vh:low, vf:back

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋuɖam
ŋ-u-[low,back]-m

ŋuɖi
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuɖana
ŋ-u-
[low,back]-na

ŋuɖana
ŋ-u-[low,back]-na

2 tu̪ɖam
t-̪…

tu̪ɖi
t-̪…

tu̪ɖana
t-̪…

tu̪ɖana
t-̪…

3 wuɖam / kuɖam
w-… / k-…

kuɖi / puɖi
k-… / p-…

wuɖana
w-… 

wuɖana
w-… 

INCL 1 tu̪ɖam
t-̪u-[low]-n

puɖi
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ɖana
t-̪u-
[low,back]-na

tu̪ɖana
t-̪u-[low,back]-na

PL 1 ŋuɖɖam
ŋ-u-[gem,low,back]-n

ŋuɖɖi
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋuɖɖana
ŋ-u-[gem,low, 
back]-na

ŋuɖɖana
ŋ-u-[gem,low, 
back]-na

2 nuɖɖam
n-…

nuɖɖi
n-…

nuɖɖana
n-…

nuɖɖana
n-…

3 puɖɖam / kuɖɖam
p-… / k-…

kuɖɖi / puɖɖi
k-… / p-…

puɖɖana
p-…

puɖɖana
p-…

PC 1 ŋuɖɖe
ŋ-u-
[gem,low]-ø

ŋuɖɖana
ŋ-u-[gem,low, 
back]-na

ŋuɖɖana
ŋ-u-[gem,low, 
back]-na

2 nuɖɖe
n-…

nuɖɖana
n-…

nuɖɖana
n-…

3 kuɖɖe / 
puɖɖe
k-… / p-…

puɖɖana

p-…

puɖɖana

p-…
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/la/ ‘eat’
Paradigm: XXXI

STEM: /la/ default
/le/ vf:front

/lla/ c:geminate
/lle/  c:geminate, vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋulam
ŋ-u-[def]-m

ŋula
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋule
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

ŋule
ŋ-u-[front]-ø

2 tu̪lam
t-̪…

tu̪la
t-̪…

tu̪le
t-̪…

tu̪le
t-̪…

3 wulam / kulam
w-… / k-…

kula / pula
k-… / p-…

wule
w-… 

wule
w-… 

INCL 1 tu̪lam
t-̪u-[def]-m

pula
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪le
t-̪u-[front]-ø

tu̪le
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋullam
ŋ-u-[gem]-m

ŋulla
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋulle
ŋ-u-[gem,front]-ø

ŋulle
ŋ-u-[gem,front]-ø

2 nullam
n-…

nulla
n-…

nulle
n-…

nulle
n-…

3 pullam / kullam
p-… / k-…

kulla / pulla
k-… / p-…

pulle
p-… 

pulle
p-… 

PC 1 ŋulla
ŋ-u-[gem]-ø

ŋulle
ŋ-u-[gem,front]-ø

ŋulle
ŋ-u-[gem,front]-ø

2 nulla
n-…

nulle
n-…

nulle
n-…

3 kulla / pulla
k-… / p-…

pulle
p-… 

pulle
p-… 
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/ŋu/ ‘pull’
Paradigm: XXXII

STEM: /ŋu/ default
/ŋa/ vh:low
/ŋi/ vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋuŋan
ŋ-u-[low]-n

ŋuŋu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuŋuni
ŋ-u-[def]-ni

ŋuŋuni
ŋ-u-[def]-ni

2 tu̪ŋan
t-̪…

tu̪ŋu
t-̪…

tu̪ŋuni
t-̪…

tu̪ŋuni
t-̪…

3 juŋan / kuŋan
j-… / k-…

kuŋu / puŋu
k-… / p-…

juŋuni
j-… 

juŋuni
j-… 

INCL 1 tu̪ŋan
t-̪u-[low]-n

puŋu
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ŋi
t-̪u-[front]-ø

tu̪ŋi
t-̪u-[front]-ø

PL 1 ŋuŋan
ŋ-u-[low]-n

ŋuŋu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuŋuni
ŋ-u-[def]-ni

ŋuŋuni
ŋ-u-[def]-ni

2 nuŋan
n-…

nuŋu
n-…

nuŋuni
n-…

nuŋuni
n-…

3 puŋan / kuŋan
p-… / k-…

kuŋu / puŋu
k-… / p-…

puŋuni
p-…

puŋuni
p-…

PC 1 ŋuŋu
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuŋune
ŋ-u-[def]-ne

ŋuŋune
ŋ-u-[def]-ne

2 nuŋu
n-…

nuŋune
n-…

nuŋune
n-…

3 kuŋu / puŋu
k-… / p-…

puŋune
p-…

puŋune
p-…
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/ŋi/ ‘pull rr’
Paradigm: XXXIII

STEM: /ŋi/ default
/ŋe/ vh:low
/ŋa/  vh:low, 

vf:front

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋuŋam
ŋ-u-[low,front]-m

ŋuŋi
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuŋana
ŋ-u-
[low,front]-na

ŋuŋana
ŋ-u-[low,front]-na

2 tu̪ŋam
t-̪…

tu̪ŋi
t-̪…

tu̪ŋana
t-̪…

tu̪ŋana
t-̪…

3 juŋam / kuŋam
j-… / k-…

kuŋi / puŋi
k-… / p-…

juŋana
j-… 

juŋana
j-… 

INCL 1 tu̪ŋam
t-̪u-[low]-m

puŋi
p-u-[def]-ø

tu̪ŋana
t-̪u-
[low,front]-na

tu̪ŋana
t-̪u-[low,front]-na

PL 1 ŋuŋam
ŋ-u-[low]-m

ŋuŋi
ŋ-u-[def]-ø

ŋuŋana
ŋ-u-
[low,front]-na

ŋuŋana
ŋ-u-[low,front]-na

2 nuŋam
n-…

nuŋi
n-…

nuŋana
n-…

nuŋana
n-…

3 puŋam / kuŋam
p-… / k-…

kuŋi / puŋi
k-… / p-…

puŋana
p-…

puŋana
p-…

PC 1 ŋuŋe
ŋ-u-[low]-ø

ŋuŋana
ŋ-u-
[low,front]-na

ŋuŋana
ŋ-u-[low,front]-na

2 nuŋe
n-…

nuŋana
n-…

nuŋana
n-…

3 kuŋe / puŋe
k-… / p-…

puŋana
p-…

puŋana
p-…
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/n̪ta̪/ ‘crouch’
Paradigm: XXXV

STEM: /n̪ta̪/ default

NFUT (/PRSL) IRR (/FUT) PST PSTIRR

SG 1 ŋan̪ta̪ŋan
ŋ-a-[def]-ŋan

ŋan̪ta
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋan̪ta
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋan̪taŋi
ŋ-a-[def]-ŋi

2 ta̪n̪taŋan
t-̪…

ta̪n̪ta̪
t-̪…

ta̪n̪ta̪
t-̪…

ta̪n̪ta̪ŋi
t-̪…

3 kan̪ta̪ŋan / kan̪ta̪ŋan
k-… / k-…

kan̪ta̪ / pan̪ta̪
k-… / p-…

kan̪ta̪
k-… 

kan̪ta̪ŋi
k-… 

INCL 1 ta̪n̪ta̪ŋan
t-̪i-[def]-ŋan

pan̪ta
p-a-[def]-ø

ta̪n̪ta
t-̪a-[def]-ø

ta̪n̪taŋi
t-̪a-[def]-ŋi

PL 1 ŋan̪ta̪ŋan
ŋ-a-[def]-ŋan

ŋan̪ta
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋan̪ta
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋan̪taŋi
ŋ-a-[def]-ŋi

2 nan̪ta̪ŋan
n-…

nan̪ta̪
n-…

nan̪ta̪
n-…

nan̪ta̪ŋi
n-…

3 pan̪ta̪ŋan / kan̪ta̪ŋan
p-a-… / k-a-…

kan̪ta̪ / pan̪ta̪
k-… / p-…

pan̪ta̪
p-… 

pan̪ta̪ŋi
p-… 

PC 1 ŋan̪ta
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋan̪ta
ŋ-a-[def]-ø

ŋan̪taŋi
ŋ-a-[def]-ŋi

2 nan̪ta̪
n-…

nan̪ta̪
n-…

nan̪ta̪ŋi
n-…

3 kan̪ta̪ / pan̪ta̪
k-… / p-…

pan̪ta̪
p-…

pan̪ta̪ŋi
p-…
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Corpus sources

This appendix lists the primary sources cited for illustrative examples through-
out the book. I am grateful to Andrew Butcher, Joe Blythe, Mark Crocombe, Lucy 
Davidson, Bill Forshaw, Rachel Nordlinger, Chester Street and Michael Walsh, 
each of whom shared recordings, and in some cases transcriptions, to aid in my 
research. Two recordings were also provided by the Australian Institute of Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS).

I am also very grateful to all the Murrinhpatha speakers who have shared 
their language with us over the years. Speakers remain anonymous in this work, 
in the interests of protecting their privacy in relation to the cited utterances.

Source identifier Provided by Speech type

1958_K AIATSIS (archive) and  
Nordlinger (transcription);  
original recording by W.E.H. 
Stanner

Narrative

1959_KH AIATSIS; original recording by 
Kenneth Hale

Elicitation

1980_CS1-17A-06 Street Narrative
1980_CS1-17A-07 Street Narrative
1981_CS1-03A Street Narrative
1990_47 Street Translation from English
1990_70 Street Translation from English
1990_Lk5:17-26-008-1 Street Translation from English
1990_AB Butcher Word list
1997_MSC-1007 Crocombe Narrative
2000-11-10 Crocombe Narrative
2004-06-24 Blythe Elicitation
2004-07-04 Blythe Elicitation
2004-09-12 Blythe Conversation
2008-09-25 Nordlinger Narrative
2009-07-07_04 Blythe Conversation
2009-11-21_03 Blythe Narrative
2010-08-27 Blythe Conversation
2011-07-09_3-1 Mansfield Narrative
2011-07-21_3-12 Mansfield Narrative
2011-07-26_2-11 Mansfield Narrative

(continued)
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Source identifier Provided by Speech type

2011-07-30_04 Blythe Narrative
2011-08-01_3-11 Mansfield Narrative
2011-08-08_2-11 Mansfield Narrative
2011-08-16 Mansfield Conversation
2011-08-21_3-1 Mansfield Narrative
2011-08-21_Ep Mansfield Conversation
2011-08-25_3-1 Mansfield Narrative
2011-09-01_02 Blythe and Mansfield Conversation
2011-09-09_2-5 Mansfield Narrative
2011-09-13_2-11 Mansfield Narrative
2011-09-13_3-11h Mansfield Narrative
2011-09-17_03 Mansfield Conversation
2011-09-21 Mansfield Conversation
2011-10-10_3-1 Mansfield Narrative
2012-06-12 Mansfield Conversation
2012-06-20_25 Mansfield Narrative
2012-06-20_26 Mansfield Narrative
2012-06-20_28 Mansfield Narrative
2012-06-30 Mansfield Narrative
2012-07-08_FN Mansfield Conversation
2012-07-11 Mansfield Narrative
2013-01-02 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-03 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-05 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-07 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-08 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-09 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-11 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-15 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-18_01 Mansfield Narrative
2013-01-21 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-23 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-24 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-01-25 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-06-22_02 Mansfield Narrative
2013-06-25 Mansfield Elicitation
2013-07_clinic Mansfield Translation from English
2013-07_AM Mansfield Elicitation
2013-07-11_02 Mansfield Conversation
2014-10-01_Pa1-D1 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-01-29_Pr2-EC2 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-01-29_PrT2-SC1 Mansfield Translation from English

(continued)

(continued)
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Source identifier Provided by Speech type

2015-01-29_T2-D2-SC2 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-01-30_Pr3-D2-SC2 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-01-30_Pr3-D1 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-02-05_Pa2-D2 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-02-07_Pa1SC2 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-02-07_Pr2D1 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-02-07_Pr3-EC1 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-02-07_Pr3SC2 Mansfield Translation from English
2015-03-30 Davidson Conversation
2015-06-27_AM-02 Mansfield Elicitation
2015-06-29_AT Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-01_AT Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-01_AM Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-01_2-3 Mansfield Narrative
2015-07-02_AT Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-05_AM Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-07_AT Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-08_LS Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-09 Mansfield Conversation
2015-07-10_AT Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-13_PI Mansfield Elicitation
2015-07-13_LH Mansfield Narrative
2015-07-17 Mansfield Conversation
2015-07-21 Mansfield Conversation
2015-09-14_AT Mansfield Elicitation
2015-09-29_AT Mansfield Elicitation
2016-06_AMP Mansfield Elicitation
2016-06-24_01 Mansfield Narrative
2016-07_FN Mansfield Elicitation
2016-07-10_07 Mansfield Elicitation
2016-07-14_12 Mansfield Elicitation
2016-11-01 Nordlinger Elicitation

(continued)
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