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IN THE MARGINS OF AN ARABANA-WA�GA�LlRU DICTIONARY : 

O .  A B B R E V I AT I O N S  

1 .  I NT R O D U C T I O N  

THE -LOSS O F  INITIAL CONSONANTS 1 

A 

ANC 

excl 

intrans 

TR 

trans 

W 

L . A .  Her c u s  

Arabana 

distant past 

exclusive 

intransit ive 

trans itory aspect 

transit ive 

In his work of 1956  (p .  8 4 )  A .  Capell comp lained o f  the difficulty 
o f  ' e stablishing s ound-laws for Austral ian languages ' and of the ' lack 
of cons i st ency that marks Australian languages '  in their phonological 
deve lopment . Since tho se  days important progre s s  has been made in the 
study of historical phonology , initiated by O ' Grady ( 19 66 ) : the 
advance made in these  studies over certain relatively small areas i s  
evident from the historical c ontribut ions to Sutton , e d .  ( 19 7 6 )  
The Langua g e� 0 6  Cape Yo� k .  The general approach i s  now different : we 
have become more aware of regional diffus ion and of Aboriginal multi
lingualism ,  and can see how much these have obscured the operat ion o f  
s trict s ound-laws . Y e t  even in t h i s  context s ome of the inconsi s t en
cies  still  remain puz zling and unexpected : this can be  i l lustrated by 
the Arabana-WaQgaQuru words beginning with a - .  
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MAP 1 :  GENETIC AFFILIATIONS OF LANGUAGES I N  SOUTH-CENTRAL AUSTRALIA 
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6 2 4  L . A .  HERCUS 

It i s  generally agreed that all Original Australian words began 
with a consonant ( Capell  1 9 56 : 1 00 ) . There are areas where it i s  c lear 
that c ertain initial consonant s were dropped bringing vowels into the 
initial position .  Thi s situat ion is found , for instance , in Cape York 
and part s of We st ern Que ens land , in Central Australia and in two 
language s of North-eastern New South Wales ,  Anewan and Yaygir as s hown 
by Crowley ( 197 6 ) . In these areas init ial dropping and the re lated 
phenomenon of initial softening or lenition are regional feature s that 
cut acro s s  genetic  boundaries . Thi s  has been shown for Cape York by 
B .  Alpher ( 19 7 6 ) . The following page s are a summary o f  the South
Central Australian situation . 

Genetically , the languages in the South-Central area belong t o  two 
groups , Arandic and Karnic ( the Arabana-WaQga Quru and the Yu�a sub 
group of Karni c ) ;  the language s o n  the periphery o f  t h i s  area also 
belong t o  Karnic , forming the Diya�ic , Yati , �ura and Bagandj i sub
group s . 

2 .  L A N G U AG E S  O N  T H E  P E R I P H E R Y  O F  T H E  S O U T H  C E N TR A L  A R E A  

2 . 1 .  B a g a n dj i 

The Bagandj i or Darling River sub-group cons ists  of a numb er o f  
re lated dialects once spoken along t he Darling River s outh o f  Bourke 
and in adj acent areas . There are s ome maj or di fferences between the 
northern and s outhern dialects ( Wurm and Hercus 197 6 ) . The two 
northern dialect s ,  GUQu and Barundj i ,  survived unt i l  recent ly .  
Throughout the extens ive vocabulary recalled by the last speakers 
there was only one single word that began with a vowel : i l a g u  
y e s terday , apart from I � I this and I n a that (present t ens e ) .  

Ten years ago it was still  possible  t o  record two s outhern dialect s ,  
Bandj igali and Southern Bagandj i from Pooncarie . It  i s  typical o f  the 
way that init ial c onsonant dropping cuts acro s s  geneti c  boundaries  
t hat in Bandj i gali and Southern Bagandj i ,  as opposed to the  northern 
diale c t s , there is evidence of the occasional loss of the initial ve lar 
consonant s g - and Q- before - 1 - in the free forms of pronouns : Q l m b a , 
I m b a  y o u  sg . intr . subj ect , Q l n d u , i n d u  y o u  s g .  tr . subj ect , g i g i , i g i  
this one ; ( g ) l � u and ( g ) i � u tha t one and that  one further away are in 
fact the pre ferred forms . The same loss o f  the velar consonant in this 
environment i s  found also in pronominal adverbs ( g ) i � a r a ,  ( g ) i 2 a n a  
there and here and less  frequently i n  ( g ) i l a n o t . Apart from the 
adverb I l a g u  y e s te rday (which probab ly shows loss of an init ial g - )  and 
the exclamat ion of surprise I l a g u a i lit . my y e s te rday there is also a 
small group of verbs which show opt ional loss  of initial Q - , ( Q )  i ma -
t o  Zie down , ( Q ) i b a - t o  p u t  down and ( Q ) l n g a - to s i t .  
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B!gandj i i llustrat es  the  point that velars are  particularly liable  
to be  lost  initially . But the situat ion i s  complicated by the fact 
that there is  also a quite specific regional restraint against the 
occurrence of initial Q + I :  this comb ination is t otally ab sent from 
both the Ya� i  and the Diya�i subgroup ( Austin MS and Hercus MSb ) .  

Bagandj i i s  in fact the westernmost language in this part icular area 
to permit initial Q + 1 at all . 

The most important feature i l lustrated by Bagandj i i s  that initial 
dropping does not nec e s sarily affect the whole vocabulary uni formly : 
c ertain c lasses  o f  words , part ic ularly pronouns are more prone to thi s 
change than the rest o f  the vocabulary . 

2 . 2 .  Y a l 1  L a n g u a g e s  

The comparison of cognates  from neighbouring languages shows that 
in the two very closely re lat ed and both recent ly ext inct Yat i  
languages Malj a Qaba and Yaqtiyawara ( Hercus MSc , Austin and Wurm MS ) 
initial g - and Q - have been lost be fore I in pronouns and pronominal 
adverbs ,  hence I n l g l  this , I d n l , I n l  y o u  s g . , as in : 

Yaqtiyawara : wa l J a  i n l g l - �a yawa r a  � i l g a - � �  - a 2 u 
n o t  this -OBJ language know-PRES-l s g .  tr . 
I don ' t  know this languag e . 

wa n a Qa r u  I d n i  
where y o u  sg . Where are y o u ? 

Malj aQaba : I n l g i - �a yawa r a  � I l g a - � �  a n j i - r i  
this -OBJ language know- PRES-l sg . sub . -EMPH 

I know t h i s  l anguage ? 

wa � a � a m i d  J l i n i 
what name you Wha t ' s  y o ur name ? 

There are no words beginning with a - or wu - ,  u - in the Yati languages ,  
and there appear t o  be only a few words beginning with y i - ,  i - apart 
from the pronouns : the kinship term i b u l u  s i s ter ' s  daughter,  mother ' s  

s i s ter ( see also Beckett , 1 9 67 ) ,  and I b i - t o  lift up . 

The presence o f  init ial y i - ,  i - in pronouns is  widespread , far 
beyond the Yati languages , as can be seen readily from the tables 
pub l i shed long ago by Schmidt ( 1919 ) and from the rec ent investigations 
o f  Queensland language s by Breen ( 197la and 1 97 3 )  and by Blake and 
Breen ( 19 7 1  and forthc oming ) .  It i s  of signi ficance , however , that 
initial y l - ,  1 - is found only in the second and third person singular 
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pronouns and in  adverb s derived from them and not t o  any extent in any 
other classes  or words in the Ya�i languages and in the ijura sub-group 
( WaQgumura , BUQ�amara and Gafali ) .  In Southern Bagandj i and in  the 
Diya�i subgroup ( Austin MS ) not only pronouns , but also a few verb s 
begin with y i - ,  i - .  

3 .  C E N TR A L  L A N G U AG E S  

I t  i s  in  the Central languages that initial dropping i s  most 
prominent . 

3 . 1 .  A r a n d a  

Comparat ive data show that in Southern Aranda a s  i n  the entire 
Arandic group initial  Q- and usually also initial g - , w - and d - have 
been lost : 

S .  Aranda Arabana English 

a bma wa bma 8nake 

I ( t r . sub . )  

a l i n j a  tongue 

There are a number of excepti ons and irregularities , as has been 
p ointed out by A .  Capell ( 1956 : 100 ) . But there can be no quest i on 
about the fac t that Aranda has the mos t  general loss o f  initial 
c onsonant s of any of the language s in the area . 

3 . 2 .  T h e  Y u ra L a n g u a g e s  

The Yu�a languages are : 
Kaurna 
NaraQga 
ijadj uri 
Nugunu 
BaQgafa 
Guyani 
Adnj ama�a�a 

They were once spoken over a vast area in South Australia , from 
Adelaide to Lake Eyre . They are all very c lo sely related : they must 
in fact be regarded as  dialects of one language . Adnj ama�a�a of the 
F linders Ranges and Guyani from the p lains to the west and north-west 
o f  the Flinders are espec ially c lose according to rec ent recordings 
( Hercus MSa ) . Thi s  is  evident from both the morphology and the 
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vocabulary , whi ch i s  over 80%  cognat e . There were close  social links 
between all the Yu�a group : they shared the same kinship system ,  which 
i s  reflected in the comp le x  pronouns ( Hercus and White  197 3 ) . They 
shared some maj or c eremoni e s , in part icular the Wilj aru c icatrisat i on 
rite , and t hey all had the same system o f  b irth-order names . It i s  
clear that ijadj uri can be inc luded i n  this re spect , a s  Tindale ment i ons 
( Tindale 1 9 3 7 : 14 9 )  that his main informant was called Waria . This 
me ans in fact Se cond Son and corre sponds to BaQgafa , Wari and Guyani , 
Nugunu , Adnj ama�a�a ( and even Ya�fiyawara ) wa r i y a .  Natural ly there 
were some minor differences  in social b ehaviour ( Schebeck 1 9 7 4 : 17 3 )  
but Yu�a peop le were consc ious o f  their basic  solidarity and they 
sensed a kind of continuity between the various Yu�a ' tribes ' .  As  an 
e lderly Adnj ama�a�a man , Angus McKenzie once explained : ' There were 
really two kinds of Guyani , there were the Adnj a-Guyani ' Hi l l s -Guyani ' 
they were j ust like us Adnj ama�a�a ' Hills  people' - and then there were 
the Vata-Guyani ' the Plains Guyani ' .  The same way there were really 
two kinds of Vangafa ( Bangafa ) ,  the Adnj a-Vangafa ' Hills  Bangafa ' -
they were nearly the same as the Nugunu - and there were also the 
Vata-Vangafa ( ' the Plains Vangafa ' ) . ' Thi s shows how c lo s e ly , in the 
eyes of a most knowledgeab le man , the Guyani and Adnj ama�a�a were 
associated on the one hand , and the Bangafa and Nugunu on the other 
( c f .  Tindale 1 9 7 4 : 2 1 3 ) . Yet the changes involved in the dropping and 
lenit i on of initial consonants cut acro s s  those  close links . 

Guyani and Nugunu , and from o lder evidence , the extinct Kaurna and 
Nara Qga maintained all their init ial st op consonant s : 

b u t  

Adnj ama�a�a shows l o s s  o f  initial g - and lenit ion o f  initial d - t o  y 
and b - t o  V - . 

BaQgafa ( Schilrmann 1 8 4 4  and also Hercus MSc ) i s  in an intermediate 
posit ion : there is weakening o f  initial d- t o  y - .  There are there fore 
words b eginning with y i - ,  i - ,  but not W U - , u - or a - . We were ab le t o  
rec ord only t h e  one isolated proper noun Ara-bangafa , the name o f  the 
northern group of Bangafa (with n ,  not Q )  as opposed to the BaQgafa 
proper , from Eyre Peninsula . Tindale ( 1 9 7 4 : 216 ) and Green ( in Curr 
1 88 9 )  quote also the name Arkaba-!u�a which should be translated as  
the red ochre m e n  from their proximity t o  the  red  ochre mine at  
Parachilna . The written records o f  the extinct ijadj uri ( Berndt and 
Vogelsang , 1 9 4 1 ) als o show evidence ,  though sporadi c ,  o f  weakening o f  
init ial d - and b- ,  and loss  of g - .  

The situation i s  summarised i n  the following table : 
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Guyani 

Adnj ama�a!Ja 

ijadj uri 

Bal)ga:t-a 

Nugunu 

loss  of 
initial g -

+ 

± 

L . A .  HERCUS 

lenit ion of d - leni t i on o f  b-

+ + 

± ± 

+ 

Because o f  the high proporti ons of cognates  between the Yu�a language s ,  
there i s  spectacular evidence for these changes . They took place 
throughout the vocabulary and in any kind o f  vocalic environment . 
Examples  are : 

loss  
o f  
g -

lenition 
of 
d -
'" 

lenition 
of 
b-

Guyani 

g a g l a  

g a g u  

g u d n j u 

g u bma � a 

g u d l u  

d a d n a  
'" 

2 a b a -

2 1 g a 

2 l n d a -

d u r a 
'" . 

b a g � a  

ba b i  

b a g l} a b a  

b l � a 

b u g l i 

b u l g a 

Nugunu 

g a d l a  

g a g u  

g u d n j u 

g u bma 

g u g l u  

2 a ba d j  a -

2 1 g a d j a  

2 l n d a d j a -

d u r a 
'" . 

b a g � a  

*mama*  

b a g � a b a  

b I � a  

b u g  1 i 

b u l g a 

Bal)ga:t-a ljadj uri 

g a d l a  ' g a d l a ' 

g a d u  ' a  t u n  i ' 

g u d n j u ' w i n j u '  

g u bma 

' wu d l u '  

y a d n a  

y a ba -

y i g a d a  , i ka n a ' 

y i n d a  ' i n d a t a ' 
inj ury 

y u � a  , j u r u  ' 

b a g � a  ' b u d n a ' 

b a b i  ' va b  i ' 

b a g l} a ba ' v a d n a p a '  

b i � a ' be � a ' 

b u g l i  ' b u d  1 i ' 

b u l g a 

Adnj ama£alJa English 

a g l a  

a t u n a  . '" 

u d n j u 

u b m a n a  
'" 

u g l u  

y a d n a  

y a b a -

y i g a  

i n d a -

y u � a 

v a g � a  

v a b i 

v a � � a ba 

v i  r a  

v u g  1 i 

v u l g a 

fire 

wife 

whi te 
man 
ghos t 

one 

kangaroo 

they 

to s i t  

to die 

man 

goanna 

father 

y oung 
initiate  

moon 

s tar 

o Zd 
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It is  clear that the loss  of  init ial consonant s must have occurred 
after the separati on of the Guyani and Adnj ama£a�a dialect s ,  and there 
is every likelihood that it  is a relatively recent development . The 
change was not felt to be very pro found : Guyani people could still  
understand what the Adnj ama£a�a were saying and vice  versa . 

3 . 3 .  D i ya r i  S u b - g r ou p  

The languages o f  the Diya�i sub-group were once spoken throughout 
the far north-east of South Australi a .  They have been studied 
extensively over recent years by P .  Aust in and by J . G .  Breen ( see 
Austin MS , Breen MS ) .  The sub-group compri ses  the fol lowing languages :  

Diya�i 

Dirari 
.. . 

ijamini 

Yatuya�£i 

Yawarawarga 

Yandruwanda 

Biladaba 

Apart from the pronominal forms quoted in 2 . 1 . and a few isolat ed 
words beginning with y i , i - ( mainly verb s )  and wu , u - there is no 
general evidence of any loss  of init ial consonant s in Diya�i , Dira�i , 
Yatuyandi ,  ijamini and Yawarawarga , but in the languages closest to  
Yawarawarga , namely Yandruwa�£a ,  there i s  evidence of weakening of  
initial d j - to  y - ( Breen 1 9 7 1a ) . 

Yandruwal:£a Yawarawarga English 

y l wa d j i wa r: a woman 

y i m b a  d j i mb a  b �aak 

y a r a  d j a r a boomerang 

b u t:  
d j u g u r u  d J u g u r u  kangaroo 

From the l imited evidence we have , it  appears that thi s develop
ment was not shared by the neighb ouring Biladaba ( Hercus MSa ) . Again 
we find that the weakening of the initial i s  a feature that must be  
of relatively recent origi n .  
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4 .  A R A B A N A -WA�GA� U R U  

4 . 1 . P l a s i v e s  

Arabana and Wa Qga Quru were two dialect s o f  one language once spoken 
west of Lake Eyre and in the Simpson Desert , i . e .  immediate ly to the 
west of the Diya�i sub-group . In Arabana-Wa Qga Quru the situation with 
initials  is most comp lex , and there are di fferences  in this regard even 
between the se two very simi lar forms of speech . In Arabana there is  
incipient weakening o f  initial plosives , in  Wa Qga. Quru there i s  not . 
In Arabana : 

2 and d j  are lost at the beginning of the second 
member of a reduplicat ing verb . 

b > W at the beginning o f  the second member o f  a 
reduplicat ing verb . 

Examples  are : 

d a r b a - a r b a -
.. 

2 a Q g a - a Q g a  

2 a r g a - a r g a  

t o  tramp le ( 2 a r b a - t o  s tep o n  s ome thing ) 

to s i t  around ( 2 a Q g a - to s i t ) 

to s tand around ( 2 a r g a - to s tand) 

d j i n d J a - i n d j a - t o  cu t up , t o  operate on s omebody ( d j i n d j a 
to cu t )  

b u d a - wu d a - t o  hurt 

Thi s development has not spread to reduplicat ing adj ect ives and nouns , 
e . g .  : 

b a r a - ba r a  long 

d J a ! a - d j a ! a  l i zard spe cies 

g- i s  lost in Arabana at the beginning o f  the word g a � i s e e d  ( Aust in , 
Ellis  and Hercus 1 97 6 )  when this i s  used as a compound format ive and 
in the st em-forming trans itory aspect marker - g a  after verb s ending 
in - a . Thi s leads to a long vowe l in Arabana , a language where 
dist inct ive length is otherwi se unknown . 

Arabana 

g a 2 � a - a �  I ,  

g u d n a - a �  i , 

b a n d j a - a � i , 

2 a Qg a  - a -

s i t  - TR 

g a d n a d i 
.. ..  . 

g u d n a � i 

b a n d j a � i 

b u ga � a 
- ANC 

Wa Qga Quru Engl ish 

g a 2 � a - g a � i money ( lit . s tones ) 

g u d n a - g a � i  guts 

b a n d j a knee 

they used to s i t  
around for a whi le 
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2 a Q  I - g a  - b u g a J:! a  
e a t  - T R  - ANC 

they u 8 e d  to e a t  a8 
they w e n t  

6 3 1  

Thi s  weakening o f  init ial cons onant s i s  very restricted , a s  can b e  
seen b y  the fact that it  i s  confined to  reduplicat ion , t o  stem-forming 
suffixes and to - g a � i : .  the past t ense marker - g a  is never affected by 
the change . 

4 . 2 .  I n i t i a l  � 
Initial Q has not been dropped general ly in Arabana-WaQgaQuru . 

There are numerous words beginning with Qa - ,  Q U - ( Q i - i s  ab sent as 
ment ioned in 2 . 1 . ) .  In fact over 8%  of  the vocabulary begins with Q - : 
this inc ludes rare and ob scure words j ust as much as some of  the 
commonest words in the language . At first sight there appears to  be 
no s ystem in the lo ss or retenti on of init ial Q - ,  but on closer 
examinat ion it would appear that Q - i s  retained except in  particular 
categories  of words . 

4 . 3 .  P r o n o u n s  

In  Arabana-WaQga Quru there i s  loss of Q - ( and rarely m - and n j - )  
init ially in some c ircumstances as shown by cognates . As  there i s  no 
phonemic dist inct ion between y l  and i - , and wu  and U - ,  the c learest 
dec i s i ons with regard to  consonant dropping can be  made when thi s 
results in init ial a .  The present discussion will therefore centre on 
words beginning with a - in Arabana-WaQga Quru . 

Q has evident ly been dropped in all pronominal forms as for 
instance : 

Arabana-WaQgaQuru Guyani 

a � u  I 1 s g .  tr . subj . Qa � u  

a n d a  I 1 
,. ,.  

s g .  intr . subj . Qa y i  

a r i we two excl . Q a d  1 i 

a Q I we pl . exc l . Qa l b u l a  

and in the spe c ial kinship pronouns , e . g . : 

a l a �� a we two of the s ame 
moi e ty but different 
genera tion Zeve Zs 

Q a d l a g a  

Diya:r:i 

Q a li! u  

Q a n i 

Qa 1 i 

Q a ya n i  

Qa l a n d a  
,. ,.  

n J - ,  � - was lost i n  the dual and p lural forms of  the second person 
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pronoun : u r u b u l a  y ou two , u r g a r l  you p l .  as opposed t o  Guyani Q u r a  
y o u  p l .  This s ound-change was ab solute : there are n o  pronominal forms 
in Arabana-WaQgaQuru where initial Q- ( and n j - ,  � - )  are retaine d .  

4 . 4 .  K i n s h i p T e rm s  

The loss of initial Q- is  ab solute i n  both Arabana and WaQgaQuru 
in certain other cat egories  of words apart from pronouns , notably in 
kinship t erms � Thi s  is not surpri sing as kinship terms are closely 
assoc iat ed with pronouns part icularly in south-c entral Australia 
( Hercus and White  1 9 7 3 ) .  As the whole of s ociety i s  viewed in the 
light of kinship , these t erms are used in Aboriginal language s where 
Europeans would s imp ly use a pronoun . This is even carried over into 
Abori ginal Engl ish and sent ences  like the following can be  heard 
frequently : My brother is no  good , or Go and change your un c Le ' s  

nappy ! ,  where Europeans would say : He ' s  no good , or Go and change 

the chi ld ' s  nappy . 
Q i s  lost in : 

WaQgaQuru a b i ! a 

Eastern 

fema le cross cousin , Guyani Q a b a l a  
fa ther ' s  mother 

Wa QgaQuru a d a b i y a g a  son (man speaking)  Diya�i Qa 2 a m u r a  

WaQga Quru a ! uwa chi ld 

a d a d a  
� 

mother ' s  father 

father 

Arabana a b i d j l fa ther 

Guyani Qa ! u  ( fa ther ' s  e lder 
brothe r ,  like son , re fers to 
a person of the opposite 
moiety and of the adj acent 
generat ion leve l )  

Diya�i 

�ira�i Q a b i d j i 

The word for mother is  o f  interest : Arabana has a t erm l u g a  which 
does not appear t o  have cognates  in neighbouring areas and which is 
the only ordinary Arabana word t o  begin with 1 - . In WaQgaQuru there 
was originally a word * Q ama whi ch had two meanings : breas t ,  as in 
Diya� i , Guyani and a number of other language s ,  and mother which 
c orresponds t o  Q a m i in Guyani , Adnj ama�a�a and neighbouring language s ,  
and to Q a m a g a  in Bagandj i .  Thi s Wa QgaQuru word split in two according 
to its  meaning : Qama was retained in the sense of breas t ,  whereas the 
kinship term lost the initial Q ,  hence ama mother . Thi s is  a clear 
indicat ion o f  the fact that kinship terms occupied a dist inct ive 
position in Arabana-WaQga Quru speech . 2 
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4 . 5 .  I n te rj e c t i o n s  a n d  A d v e r b s  

Interj ect ions , and part icularly the words meaning y e a  and no i n  
Aboriginal language s are o ften ' irregular ' :  they , like kinship terms 

may contain phonotactic  and phonetic  feat ure s that are not found else
where in the language . Thus in Malj a �aba �aga  [ �a y a ]  y e a  contains 
the sound [ V ]  otherwise unknown in Malj a�aba . In Eastern Wa�ga�uru 
[ k5 ]  y e a  contains the otherwise unknown [ 5 ] .  It i s  therefore not 
surprising that interj ect ions as opposed to the bulk of the vocabulary 
were affected by the loss of initial �- in Arabana-Wa�ga �uru . 

Examples o f  such interj ect ions are : 

a � a  oh y e a ,  y o u  don ' t  a ay !  (Diya�i � a � a  oh y e a ! Guyani � a � a  � u � a 

a n a g u  

lit . y e a  peop le ! ,  y o u  re a l ly mean 
tha t ! )  Both the Arabana-Wa �ga�uru and 
the Guyani interj ections are used to 
encourage someone t e lling a story . 

I don ' t  know ( Diya�i � a n a  g uwu ) 

a r u  hey t h e re ! a r u  ' n b a  hey y ou there , what about y o u ?  

a r a y i y e a ,  aertainly ( Arabana ) 

a r a d j a  righ t ,  aorre a t .  Thi s word i s  also used as  an adj ect ive 
a trai g h t ,  aorre a t . 

a l a d a  

a g a l l  

re ady ! a l a d a  y u g a l u g u  ready to g o !  

wrong ! ,  i n  aon tradi a t i on ( adv . ) 

a l a  tru Ly , inde e d !  Thi s  i s  also  used adj ectivally . 

When mus ing t o  himself  over a camp fire , Mick McLean , the last 
Simp son De sert Wa�ga�uru , somet imes said a l a , a l a ,  �a l a .  This  was 
surprising as a l a  is equivalent to Diya�i ma l a  and repre sents one of 
the few cases where an initial m - , not �-,  has been dropped . He 
exp lained that he was saying this only in fun , p laying with words : 
yet his fun indicates that the loss o f  init ial consonant s  was recent 
enough for speakers to feel that a consonant really could be pres ent 
and that this c onsonant normally should be �- : � a l a  is s imply a back 
formation . 

There are a number o f  words that are frequent ly used in s ingle word 
ut terances  as if they were interj ect ions , but they also have an 
adverb ial funct ion . A high proport ion of these begin with a - ,  as for 
instanc e : 

Arabana 

a n d l 
a n d i l i m b a  
a g u r u  

a oon,  dire a t ly 

for the fir a t  time 

over there 



Wa�ga �uru awa � a  

Arabana a r a d a  

Arabana a m b a � a  

a n a r i 

a r u r a 

" awu l a  
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over there 
on top, up ! 

in the middte , ge t in ! 

this way 

quiak ty ! 

anyhow, i t  doesn ' t  ma tter 
how ! never mind 

As a cat egory , interj ect ions and interj ectional adverb s show t otal 
loss  o f  init ial �- . Just as there is  no kinship term or pronoun begin
ning with �- in Arabana-Wa �ga �uru , there are no interj ect ions , or 
adverb s that may be used as interj ecti ons , whi ch begin with �- . 

4 . 6 .  P r o p e r  N o u n s  

As  has been we ll known , partic ularly s ince the days o f  Dauzat ( 19 26 ) , 
place-name s contain archaic features ,  and Arabana-Wa�ga �uru i s  no 
except ion to this . Archai sms are found in vocabulary : � a b a - m a r a  fre s h  

wa ter , the name o f  the lower Neales , contains the word � a b a , a wide
spread word which has cognates  in Diya�ic but is no longer found in 
Arabana-Wa�ga�uru where the word for water is g u � a .  Place-name s also 
show archaisms in phonetics  and in phonotactics : 2 a n d j i - wa n b a � a  
Grandson-aarrying the name o f  the most important Arabana rain- site 
stands for � a � � i -wa n b a � a  and take s us back to the days of a single 
laminal phoneme , with allophone s condit ioned by the vocalic environ
ment ( Dixon 197 0 ) ; Wu d ma � a ,  the Woodmurra Creek contains the c luster 
- d m - not found elsewhere in the language . Pre-stopping of nasals and 
lat erals , which is  a recent deve lopment , i s  s omet imes ab sent from 
p lace-name s ( Hercus 197 2 ) . One would therefore NOT expect to see the 
loss of init ial � - in p lace-name s ,  and indeed there are only a few 
instances of place-name s beginning with a - . Borrowing is not unheard 
of in p lace-names , part icularly where the locality involved be longs 
to a history that traverses several tribal areas . Thi s  may be the 
explanat ion of the few place-names beginning with a - ;  none of these 
names is easily analysab le : A r g a r i � g a  ( Arckaringa Ck . )  actually has 
its s ource in We stern Desert c ountry and the name may come from there 
t oo , whi le A l d a g uwa n a  ( in Peake country ) ,  A n d l r i d j a  a p lain near 
Mt . Robinson and A d a b u n a g a  ( near Peake ) are all northern Arabana sites  
that show the influence of Aranda , while A r i l d j i - b a g a � a ( Algebuckina ) 
would appear to be half Aranda , half Arabana : this is  not surprising 
as it i s  a site connected with the ance stral red-bellied b lack snake 
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and t h e  green snake who travelled from Coolata Springs ( NT )  through 
southern Aranda t o  Arabana country . 

There are a few name s of peop le which are taken from part Aranda , 
part Arabana-Wa ogaouru song-cycles , and not surprisingly some o f  the s e  
begin with a - : A r a b a l g a ( from t h e  gras s-seed cycle ) ,  i s  t h e  name o f  
an Arabana woman ; a n  o l d  Arabana rain-maker was called A n ! n d j o l a  after 
the Aranda rain-man who travelled t o  Mt Kingston . There was obviously 
some give and take between Arabana-Waoga ouru and neighbouring 
languages ,  part icularly Aranda , over place-names and personal names , 
and thi s would account for the few proper name s beginning with a - . 

There are no indicat ions o f  any loss  o f  initial c ons onant in proper 
name s within Arabana-Waoga Ouru . 

There i s  one important exception and that i s  the word A r a b a n a . The 
neighbouring Guyani and Diya�i say � a r a ba n a . Tindale ( 19 7 4 : 2 1 0 )  
indicated that the older accepted pronunciat i on among the Arabana 
themse lves was � a r a ba n a , and thi s was hesitatingly affirmed in recent 
recordings . Tribal names in many part s of Austral ia res emble kinship 
terms with regard to ' irregular ' phonological and phonotactic features 
( e . g . , the pre sence of initial  1 - )  and the name A r a ba n a  can there fore 
be c lassed with the kinship terms . It give s a parti cularly clear 
proof that the loss of initial 0- was recent and was still  in proce s s  
a t  the t ime of European occupat ion . 

4 . 7 .  S o n g  L a n g u a g e  

One o f  the styli stic  feature s of the di fficult and not always 
analysable  s ong-language i s  the repet i t ion o f  words and part s of words . 
Frequent ly this i s  accompanied by alternation b etween initial nasals 
and 1 - (not used as an initial in the ordinary language ) or y - . The 
form without nasal always comes first ; it i s  in the initial posit ion . 
Thus in the songs that acc ompany the Wa ogaouru myth O j a ! b a Ba r g u l u  

Two Tre e s : 

b a d l a  l a m b u r u  - o a m b u r u  n a y ! (meaning uncertain ) 

and 

and 

wa b a � a ba � a  I ! a - � i l a o g u r u me  
i . e .  wa b a � � a  i l a og u r u  

y a l b a r a - oa l ba r a  

h e  i s  s e arching Z i ke this 

thirs ty ( Goanna History ) 

Thi s may simply b e  a game with words , such as English ' doggie-woggie '  , 
but the fact that it  happens mainly with initial nasals and parti cu
larly with 0 - would seem to indicate that initial nasals were felt 

to be more di spensable than other consonant s . 
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4 . 8 .  S p e c i a l  W o r d s  

This category comprises terms which have a ritual , mythological or 
trade significance . Some of these  words are shared by people over a 
large are a ,  and they do not neces sar i ly conform t o  the phonotactic  
system of Arabana-WaQgaQuru : for  inst ance they frequent ly begin the 
third syllab le with a p los ive , whi ch is  unusual in Arabana-Wa Qga Quru . 
There are several such words which begin with a - .  Examples  are : 

a r g a ba 

a m b a g a  

a b a ! g a 

a � i d j u m b a  

a r u g u d a  

a m i ra 

red ochre 

maZi cious my tho Zogi c a Z  being 

dream 

w i Zd honey ( connected with the A d i d j um b a  
myth which ends in Southern Aranda Country 
near Finke ) 

b u s h  b oy ( young initiate  not yet allowed 
back into camp ) 

woomera ( o f  the Aranda and West ern Desert 
type , see Spencer and Gi llen 1899 : 5 8 2 )  

A s  these are ' spec ial ' words , the ir vocalic init ial i s  not immediately 
connected with the loss of init ial Q- in Arabana-Wa Qga Quru . 

4 . 9 .  O t h e r  W o r d s  

Apart from the part icular categories compris ing pronouns , kinship 
terms and int erj ections there are very few words in which the loss of 
Q- has brought about an init ial a - . None of these are s imple verb s .  
There are some sec ondary verb s based on adverb s such as a r a d j a - ma -
to s traighten , a ! a - w i d j i - to come true and one single rare redup lica
t ing verb a n d j i - a n d j i - to caj o Z e ,  to try to organise  an (i l Zi ci t )  

mee ting w i t h  a gir Z .  There are only about a dozen other words begin
ning with a - . As they do not have reliable cognates it is difficult 
t o  prove that they originally had an init ial Q- : examples are Arabana 
a m b a l d a c loud , Wa Qga Quru a b a d a  the e as tern side of a sandhi l Z ,  Arabana 
a l b a tep i d , a l g a co lour, appearance , a l g i d j l r a dead fin i s h  tre e . The 
word a b i r a  river gum is highly unlikely ever to have contained an 
initial Q- as is shown by the cognate Guyani b i r a ,  Adnj ama£a�a w i r a .  
Out side the categories listed , therefore , words beginning with a - and 
showing loss of an original initial Q- form an insigni ficant porti on 
o f  the Arabana-WaQgaQuru vocabulary . 
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The data connected with l o s s  and weakening o f  initial consonants 
in south-c entral Australia show that the s e  change s are relative ly 
re cent and regional , cutt ing acros s  genetic  boundaries . As  in the 
case of several other conspicuous linguis t i c  features ,  such as the 
pre-stopping of lateral and nasal consonant s , and kinship pronouns , 
there appear t o  have b ee� two areas o f  maximum deve lopment which were 
also the two main c entres of diffusion : Arandic and Adnj ama�a�a . The 
changes involved di ffered in detail between the two centres .  
A simp li fied schemat i sation o f  the s ituation would b e  as follows : 

region of general O disposit ion t owards 
loss and weakening 
of initials 

Guyani 

Arandic 

I �  
Arabana 

� 
\ 

\ 
\ 

\ 
Adnj amadana� 

j �� 

The rules  regarding the loss of init ial consonant s in Adnj ama�a�a 
are invari ant : they correspond to Labov ' s  Type I rule where exceptions 
and violat i ons do not normally occur ( Labov 1 97 2 : 1 1 1 ) . But in 
Arabana-WaQgaQuru the chan ges were s ti l l  in progre s s . 

The intri cacie s o f  the los s o f  initial p lo sives in Arabana 
reduplicated verb s and in certain b ound morpheme s make it likely that 
a Type I I I  rule was operat ing , that i s  a rule subj ect t o  c ertain 
variat ions . As  regards nasal consonants there was already an 
invariant rule : 

initial Q > � 
+ kinship term 
+ pronoun 
+ interj e ct i on or adverb 

As shown by the term A r a b a n a , by the back formation Qa ! a ,  and by the 
verb a n d j i - a n d j i - the rest of the vocabulary was governed by a 
variable Type I I I  rule but the details o f  this are no longer evident . 
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The que stion that ari s e s  i s : ' Why should pronouns , kinship terms , 
interj ect ions ( and adverb s that can be used in single word utt eranc e s ) 
be affected by the loss  of initial consonants ahead o f  every other 
class  of words ? '  The following answer may be suggested . The feature 
that is shared by the se  three categories of words is that in Arabana
Wa Qga Quru they are pre c i s ely the words found mo st frequently at the 
beginning of an utterance .  Their initial consonant was therefore in 
the init ial position par exce l l ence and mo st liab le to los s . 

Labov ' s  work shows the operat ion o f  sound-changes still  in progre s s ; 
it shows the fine gradi ent s that are noticeable in the es sential 
variab i lity o f  these Type III rules . The s ituation in the remnant s 
of modern Arabana-Wa Qga Quru is  invariable ; what we have here i s  an 
' atrophied ' Type III  rule . The loss of initial Q- was halted j ust as 
it  was starting to spread to the rest of the vocabulary beyond those 
special categories  of words that occur frequently at the beg tnning 
of an utterance .  

The Arabana soc ial system was t otally di srupted in the period 
around the First World war ; this was through European influenc e and 
through the great influx of We stern Desert people and sub sequent 
stri fe . The 1919  influenza epidemic ki lled most of the old people . 
Those who learnt the language then learnt it ' correctly ' from their 
elders , there was no longer a sense o f  ' fashion ' and none of the 
pres sure for change that comes with a young peer group . There was 
nothing left of the vitality that makes a variable rule of Type III . 
The Arabana language was as it were halted in its  tracks around 
1915-1920 , the Wa Qga Quru language even earlier , at the time of the 
migration from the Simpson Desert , around 1900 , while the loss of 
initial Q- was still  in progre s s . It could be safely said that were 
the se language s to be re-vitali sed , the impulse for this particular 
change , loss of init ial Q- , would no longer be fe lt : quite  different 
sound-changes might oc cur . The Arabana-Wa QgaQuru example shows that 
periods of t otal social di sruption and atrophism of the impulses  for 
change may we ll explain some of the part ial sound-changes that are so 
bewildering in historical linguistic s . 
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NOTES 

1 .  Fie ldwork was carried out under the auspices  o f  the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal Studies and the Australian Research G rant s 
Commi s s ion . I am indebted t o  Mr P .  Austin for advice and for 
informat ion on Diya�i . 

2 .  According t o  the list  o f  kinship terms given by Elkin ( 19 3 9 : 6 3 )  
there was a s imilar development in Southern Yawarawarga , where , as 
opposed t o  Northern Yawarawarga , these terms lost an init ial velar 
nasal : ' a t a t j i '  wife ' s  mother ' s  brother ( Northern ' n g a t a t j i , ) and 
' a l a r i ' s i ster ' s  child ( Northern ' n g a l a r i  ' ) . Elkin ' s  l i st s  contain 
even a few examples  from Yandruwanda , e . g .  ' a p a r t i '  for Q a b i r i fat h e r .  

None of these  forms have been c onfirmed in rec ent work by Breen and 
by S . A .  Wurm ( Breen M S ,  Wurm and Aust in M S ) . Elkin ' s  list s ,  i f  
ac curate i n  this respect , would therefore indi cate the fact that 
even sub-dialec t s  may differ from e ach other with regard to the loss 
of init ial c onsonant s ;  the lists  would al s o  confirm the special 
deve lopment o f  kinship terms . 

6 3 9  
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