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This paper begins with a gene ral discussion of lexical diffusion 
in Au stralian language s .  It then discusses the dialects  of about 
twenty tribes in and around the Cairns rain forest in North Queens land 
and , by conside rat ion of their grammat ical and lexical s imi larity , 
at tempt s to  s ubgroup them. On the bas i s  of tentative dat ing of certain 
dialect split s ,  and of certain phonological change s that have taken 
p lace in two of the diale c t s  ( Ngadyan and Mbabaram ) sugge st ions are 
made concerning tribal movement s that have taken place within the area . 
An appendix gives background dat a on tribal names and toundaries , and 
identifies previous ly pub l ished vocabularies . l 

It  is most fitt ing that this paper should appe ar in a Fe st schrift 
for Arthur Cap e l l . Dr Capel l ' s  enormous contribut ion to the knowledge 
and understanding of Australian language s is well known , and it was from 
re ading his art icles  in O cea�ia that I first became int ere sted in doing 
fieldwork in Aus tralia . Dr Capell  encouraged this ambition , s ponsored 
an application to the Aus tralian Institute of Aboriginal Studies , and 
suggested the C airns rain fore st region as a likely fert ile field for 
the depth study I was cont emplat ing ( Dixon , 196 8 ;  forthcoming ) .  But 
he also insisted that , import ant as a depth study was , I should pass by 
no chance of gathering some dat a - however sl ight - on any language 
with which I came into contact ; he persuaded me that survey work , on 
language s soon to become extinct , was also important . Thus the areal 
study of thi s paper owe s  its  very e xis tence to Dr Cape l l ' s  early , 
tactful advice ; in addition , it owe s much t o  his cont inuing encourage
ment and guidance . 

I am grateful to Kenneth Hale for allowing me to  make use of his 
Dyabugay and Yidin materials ; my debt to  Hale goes far beyond this -

6 5 1  

Dixon, R.M.W. "Languages of the Cairns Rain Forest Region". In Wurm, S.A. and Laycock, D.C. editors, Pacific linguistic studies in honour of Arthur Capell. 
C-13:651-688. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1970.   DOI:10.15144/PL-C13.651 
©1970 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.



6 5 2  

the maj or part o f  my knowledge o f  the structures o f  Australian languages ,  
and their like ly patterns of change , come s from reading Hale ' s  art i cles 
and from private di s cussion with him . 

1 .  L E X I CAL D I F FU S I ON I N  AUSTRAL I A  

Before the European invasion at the end o f  the eighteenth century , 
there were around 7 00 aboriginal tribes in Australi a .  Each tribe had 
i t s  own dis tinct ' dialect ' which normal ly had large lexical and 
grammati cal simi lari ties with the dialec t s  of surrounding tribe s .  The 
existence of e xt ens ive ' dialect chains ' makes it difficult to de cide 
on exact ly how many dist inct abori ginal ' languages ' there were . 

Most Australian dialects  are very s imi lar in their phono logy , 
case inflections on nouns and pronouns , pronoun root s , interrogative 
forms (wh o ,  what , whe n ,  whe re ) ,  verb conj ugat ions , and bas ic syntax . 
This sugge s t s  rather strongly that they may be des cended from a s ingle 
ancestor lang�age ; the language s in Arnhem Land show most divergence 
but even the se are s imilar enough for some scholars to  have speculated 
that they may be genetically re lated to language s in the re st of the 
continent . 

There are fifty or so  lexical root s that re cur in very many 
Australian diale cts  ( Cape ll ' s  ' Common Australian vocabulary ' - s ee 
Cape l l ,  1 9 5 6 , pp . 85-94 and 19 62 , pp . 1 0-4 , and compare with Curr , 
1886/7 , and Kroeber , 1923 ) .  But beyond this short list  it is diffic ult 
to find any lexical cognate s  be tween language s in different part s of 
the cont inent . Thus , although phonological re construct ion has proved 
possible amongst group s of related dialects  in smallish areas of the 
continent ( Hale ' s  Prot o-Paman , 196 4 ,  and O ' Grady ' s  Proto-Ngayarda , 
1 96 6 ) ,  there i s  nowhere near enough lexical dat a to permit any attempt 
at phonological re construc tion of proto-Aust ralian . And although 
almos t every point in the grammar of an Austral ian language is similar 
to  s omething in the grammar of some other language , these s imilarit ies 
seem almost random, and cert ainly do not po int to  any general genetic 
sub grouping of the language s .  For instance , the grammar of Dyirbal ,  
from the Cairns rain fore st region , i s  s imilar to  that of Awabakal in 
New South Wale s ( a s  regards certain locat ive forms ) ,  to Ny igina in 
northe rn We st Australia ( in two demonst rat ive forms , and one derivat ional 
affi x ) , to Narrinyeri in South Australia ( in the de c lens ion of 
pos s es sives ) ;  and so  on . 

The abori gine s have been in Austral ia for somewhere of the order 
of 15 , 00 0  years ; that i s ,  about three t ime s as long as modern Indo
European languages have taken to evolve from a s ingle ance stor language . 
With the e xcept ion of Arnhem Land ( which had contact with trade rs from 
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the Celebe s ,  and s o  o n  - s e e  Berndt and Berndt , 1 9 6 4 ) ,  Australian 
tribes have had no contac t with outside peoples during this period . 
The peop le are e s sent ially nomadic , and it is likely that t here has 
been cons iderab le movement of tribes during the 15 , 00 0  y ears . A tribe 
may have split into two , the part s moved in different direct ions , one 
of them merged with a further tribe ( when numbers were reduced due to  
famine , s ay ) ,  and this  new tribe might later have split , and so on 
( see sect ion 3 . , and Birds e l l ,  1 9 5 8 ) .  The isolat ion of Aus t ralian 
tribes from external cultural or linguis t ic influences may be re spons ible 
for the striking simi laritie s  in case infle ctions , verbal conj ugat ions , 
pronoun root s ,  and so on , throughout the cont inent . The pat tern of 
tribal movement , split and merger , over a long period , may be respons
ible for seemingly random s imilarit ie s  of grammatical detai l ,  as 
e xemp lified in the last paragraph . 

A fe ature o f  Australian languages i s  their apparently high rate 
of vo cabulary replacement . An account of the vocabulary of the tribe 
at the j unction of the Murray and Darling Rivers , ninety years ago , 
mentioned ' when anyone die s , named aft er anything , the name of that 
thing is at once changed . For instance , the name for wat er was changed 
nine time s in about five years on account of the death of eight men 
who bore the name of water . The reason i s , the name of the departed 
is never ment ioned from a superstit ious not ion that the spirit of the 
dep arted could immediately appear if  ment ioned in any way ' (Tapl in , 
187 9 ,  p . 2 3 ) . For something to be changed nine t imes in five years i s  
quite unusual , but there undoub tedly always has been cons iderable 
vocabulary replacement , due to this taboo on any common noun s imilar 
to  a dead p erson ' s  name , throughout Aus tralia . The new noun , to 
rep lace the pros cribed one , is  likely to be borrowed from the dialect 
of a ne ighbouring tribe . ( Some tribes , such as the Walb iri in Central 
Aus tralia and the Tiwi on Bathurst and Melville Is lands , have several 
alternat ive name s for some common obj ect s ;  one name will be the mo st 
frequently used , but if this should be pro scribed then one of the other , 
' reverse ' ,  terms will at once replace it ; however this type of synonymy 
is quite ab sent from other regions - from the Cape York peninsula , 
for examp le ) .  Thus if a tribe splits int o two , and the newly-formed 
tribes move so that they are separated by four or five other tribe s ,  
their vocabularie s wi ll quickly diverge ; as word s be come taboo in each 
of the s i s ter dialects  they will be rep laced with items from neigh
bouring diale ct s .  The reason for the ret ent ion of the fifty  or so  
' Common Australian ' forms in  the  maj ority of  Aus t ralian di alect s is not 
understood ; it may be that , for some reason , people are seldom named 
after certain obj ects , so that the common nouns referring to these 
obj ects  are unlikely to be pros crib e d .  
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I f  t wo di alec t s  have been cont iguo us for a long enough time , they 
wi l l  have ab out fifty perc ent vocabulary in common . That is , if  two 
diale c t s  move into c ontiguity and at the beginning have no ( or very 
l i t t le ) vocabu lary in common,  then - through borrowing from each other 
to rep lace proscribed items - the percentage of common vocabulary will  
bui ld up unt i l  it levels off at  about fifty percent . On  the  other 
hand , if a tribe splits into two and two new tribes remain in cont iguity , 
then they will  at first have almost identical vocabularies ; as different 
words become taboo at different t ime s in t he two sister dialects , and 
are rep laced from ne ighbouring dialect s ,  the perc entage of common 
vocabulary will  gradually decrease unt i l  it leve ls  off at about fi fty 
perc ent . Al l this can be seen in detail from a s imple , hypotheti cal 
example . 

Suppose that in a narrow coastal s trip , bounded by the sea to one 
s ide and a mountain range to  the othe r ,  there are five dialec t s : "  from 
north to south , A ,  B ,  C ,  D and E .  Suppose that each diale c t  has 50%  
vocabulary in common with the dialect to  its  north , and also  with  the 
dialect to its south ; e xcept that C has only 20% vocabulary in common 
with B .  Suppose that in T years each dialect replaces 1 %  o f  its  total 
vocabu lary , by b orrowing from its neighb ours ; we would expec t each 
dialect  to borrow equally ( or almost equal ly ) frequent ly from north and 
south . Now of the 1% lost by C one-fifth wi l l  be vocabulary that was 
in common with B ;  simi larly for the 1% lost by B .  But o f  the 1 %  gained 
by C ,  about half is  like ly to be borrowed from B ;  and s imilarly for the 
1% gained by B .  Thus after T years the vocabulary i n  common t o  B and 
C will  be 20 - · 2  - · 2  + ' 5 + ' 5  = 20 · 6 % .  But for C and D half the 
pros cribed vocabu lary wi l l  be material that was common to C and D ;  and 
half the gain wi l l  be new common vocabu lary ; after T years C and D ' s  
common material will  be 5 0  - ' 5  - ' 5  + ' 5  + ' 5  = 5 0 % . The percent age 
of vocabu lary shared by B and C has increased , and will  cont inue to 
increase unt i l  it reaches about 5 0 % ; the percentage shared by C and D ,  
be ing already a t  the stab le 5 0 %  leve l ,  does not alter . 

Cons ider now the other case : supp ose that each diale c t  share s 50%  
with its neighbours save for  B and C ,  which this  time share 70 % .  After 
T years B and C will now share 70  - ' 7  - ' 7  + ' 5  + ' 5 = 69 · 6 % ;  and the 
vocabulary shared by these two dialects wi l l  continue to  drop unt il  it  
is  about fi fty percent . 2 

The arithmetic  in the last two paragraphs has been great ly over
s imp lifie d ;  it can be regarded as a first approximat ion to  the full and 
rather complex mathematical mode l of a borrowing situat ion . Normally , 
of c ourse , we have three-dimensional and not two-dimensional maps ; that 
is , a diale ct may border on,  and borrow from , three , four or more 
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(rather than j us t  two ) other dialect s .  Exac tly the same result holds : 
all percentage s between contiguous diale cts  wi ll in t ime tend towards 
fifty per cent ( the rate of change will  depend on the rate of borrowing 
in each dire c tion ) . 

Fifty percent is an ' idea l '  equi librium figure . We would expect 
in practice two contiguous diale c t s , that had been borrowing back and 
forth for suffic ient time , to have be tween forty and s ixty percent 
common vocabu lary . Diale c t s  not cont iguous but separat ed by a single 
dialect ( as A and C ,  for instance , in our coastal st rip mode l )  should 
eventual ly have 20-30%  c ommon vocabulary . Considering the amount of 
time that aboriginal languages have been oc cupy ing Aus tralia we should 
expect most diale c t s  to  show common vocabu lary percentage s within these 
range s ;  it  seems that very many do s o .  Figure s that fall out side the 
ranges can be s i gnificant : , 

( a )  I f  two contiguous diale c t s  have more than about 6 0 %  common vocab
ulary , then i t  i s  rather likely that they are genet ically related .  
( Here , and in the remainder of this pap e r ,  ' gene t i c  relat ion ' implies 
a ' s trong ' genetic  re lationship be tween two dialec t s  - deve lopment , 
fairly recent ly , from a re constructable ancestor - over and above t he 
weak genet i c  re lationship that we believe exists  between all or mo st 
Australian languages - and which may never be provable . ) 3 That i s ,  
tribes speaking the se diale cts  were formed , not too long ago , b y  the 
split of a s ingle large tribe . The percentage of common vo cabulary 
between the diale c t s  has been dropp ing, but has not yet had time to reach 
the equi librium figure . 

( b )  I f  two c ont iguou s dialect s have less  than about 4 0 %  c ommon vocab
ulary , then they are probab ly not genet ically re lated - in the sense 
de s cribed for ( a )  - and have only been in cont iguity for a re lat ively 
short t ime ( that is , not long enough to  achieve the equilibrium figure ) .  

( c )  I f  two non- cont iguous diale c t s  have more than , say , around 4 0 %  
c ommon vo cabulary , then they may we l l  b e  geneti cal ly re lated , a s  i n  case 
( a ) . Once sister diale c t s  have moved apart , their common vocabulary is  
likely to  drop to a very low figure ( depending on how far apart they are ) ;  
a figure of 4 0 %  indicates that the diale c t s  have not had t ime totally t o  
obs cure their gene t i c  re lat ionship through lexical replacement . 

Now it is a basic tenet of comparative linguis t i c s  that grammar,  
and not  vocabulary , is  the  best bas is on  which to posit genetic relat ion
Ships ; 4 this is e specially so in Australia,  where the language s show 
such a fondne s s  for lexical replacement . Percentage s  of common vocab
ulary are at best  indi cators : they c an e voke suspicion of gene t i c  
re lationship , which should then b e  che cked b y  comparing t h e  grammars 
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o f  the language s .  Grammatical change is  normally rather slower than 
lexical rep lacement . and diale ct pairs of types ( a ) and ( c ) should 
show s ignificant grammatical s imi larity , if they are in fact genetic ally 
re lated . 

For contiguous dialects with 40-6 0 %  common vocabulary it i s  
impossib le , o n  lexical ground s .  t o  even hazard a gues s  a s  to whether 
( 1 )  they are s ister dialect s .  whose percentage of common vocabulary 
has in t ime dropped to the equilibrium le ve l .  or ( 2 )  the diale c t s  are 
not re cent �y re lated . but through borrowing they have achieved an 
equi librium figure . We examine in sect ion 2 .  the case of Yidin and 
Dyabugay , which have only 40 %  vocabulary in c ommon but have remarkab ly 
simi lar grammars , evidence that they are certainly s i ster dialec t s ;  
they have been separate for long enough t o  achieve a lexical eq uilibrium 
figure . but not for long- enough for their grammars to have diverged 
to such an extent that their genetic  relat ionship is obs cure d .  In the 
case of Wargamay and Giramay . however . it seems that these have been 
distinct diale cts  in cont iguity for much longer than Yidin and Dyabugay ; 
they have achieved a le xical equilibrium figure and their grammars show 
s ome . but not too much . s imilarity - it is impos sib le to  t el l  wit h 
certainty whe ther the grammat ical simi larit y i s  a genetic  re sidue , or 
whether it is  due to  grammat ical borrowing and inf luence . over a very 
long period of t ime . 

2 .  LANGUAGE  GROU P I NG I N  T H E  CAI RNS  RA I N  FORE ST  RE G I ON 

The term ' language ' has been used in many different way s .  In this 
section we reserve the term for a group of dialects that have almost 
identic al grammars : so that it  is mos t  reasonable to  write a s ingle 
overall grammar for the language . with notes on diale ctal variat ions . 
When it be come s eas ier to write separate grammars for two diale ct s .  
then we prefer t o  call the di ale cts se parat e language s .  Languages 
which are clearly c losely genetically re lated to each other are said 
to  form a ' language family ' . The diale cts  of tribes in and around the 
Cairns rain fore st re gion ( see map 1 )  can be grouped into languages :  

l .  
2 .  

3 .  

Wagaman ( Agwamin ) -Dy angun-Muluridyi 
Dyabugay-Bulway ( and pos s ibly Yirgay ) } 

Dyabugay-Yidin family 
Yidin-GuQ gay-Madyay 

4 . Mbabaram 
5 . Dyirbal-Mamu-Ngadyan-Giramay ( and the extinct Gul Qay and Dyiru ) 
6 .  Wargamay ( and pos sibly the extinct Bandyin ) 
7 .  Nyawigi ( and possibly the ext inct Wulgurukaba ) 
8 .  WaruQu 
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The Dyabugay and Yidin language s form a family . Re cent genetic 
re lati · ·nship c annot be shown for any of the other language s .  To the 
north , Gugu-Yalandyi is  certainly gene t ic ally re lat ed to  Wagaman , 
possib ly as a dialect of the same language ; Gugu-Yalandyi is not 
included in the s c ope of the present study - it is t he subj ect of 
cont inuing intensive fie ld-work by Henry and Ruth Hershberger , of the 
Summer Institute of Lingui s t ics . No adequate data  i s  available for 
languages to  the we s t  and south . 5 WaruQu  may be genetic ally related to 
languages to  the wes t  and southwest : it has about 4 5% common vo cabu lary 
with I lba - with whi ch it is  not c ont iguous , being separated by Kutj ale 
acc ording to Tindale ' s  map - on the basis of Tompson and Chat field ' s  
1 8 8 6  vocabulary of I lba . 6 From Armst rong and Murray ' s  vocabulary ( 1 886 ) 
it appe ars that Bandy in had 6 0 %  vocabulary in common with Wargamay and 
45%  with Giramay ; no grammat ical data is availab le from which to 
inve stigate Bandyin ' s  geneti c  affi liation with e ither of it s ne ighbours . 7 

On the bas i s  of unpub lished material made availab le by N . B .  Tindale , 
and the short vocabulary in Gribble ( 1 932 ) ,  the l anguage o f  the Palm 
Is lands group - called Wulgurukaba by Tindale and Mun-ba-rah by Gribble -
appears to  be most simi lar to  Nyawigi ( sharing about 50%  of its  
vocabulary with Nyawigi ) .  

The rest of thi s sec tion give s some o f  the evidence behind this 
subgrouping. Tab le 1 shows the perc ent age s of vocabulary shared by ten 
diale cts . A list  of 2 2 1  lexical items 8 was used - not all items are 
known for all di alects ( the lowe st number known is 1 8 0 ) . 

Dyabugay 
40  Yidin 
14 2 7  
15 2 3  
15 2 2  
1 1  1 8  

5 12 
9 1 1  

1 4  14  
9 16  

Ngadyan 

TABLE 1 

LEXI CAL COMPARI SON 

70 Mamu 
62  87 Dy irb al 
5 0  7 0  8 1  Giramay 
30  4 7  5 3  60  Wargamay 
1 3  2 1  2 3  2 4  30  Nyawigi 

2 7  4 3  4 6  4 7  4 6  2 0  WaruQu 

15 17 1 8  1 5  9 8 1 3  Mbabaram 
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We w i l l  first dis cus s the top eight diale cts  i n  t he table , 
returning later to WaruQu  and Mbabaram . These  eight dialect s  are in a 
roughly north-to-south chain , each dialect be ing in cont iguity with the 
one s above and below it in the chain . 

From the table , Ngadyan , Mamu , Dyirbal and Giramay are seen to 
have significant ly high percentages of common vocabul ary , indicat ing 
a probab le genet ic re lat ionship ; in fact t he se four di ale cts  have 
almos t ident ical grammars and are def initely related ( for instance , 
unlike all other languages of the region each has a system of four 
noun c lasses ) .  The Dyabugay -Yidin and G iramay-Wargamay figures are 
within the equilibrium range : on the lexical count these pairs m�g ht 

be gene t ically re lated . However the Yidin-Ngadyan and Wargamay-Nyawigi 
figures are well be low the equi librium range , and these pairs are very 
unlikely to be genetically relate d .  

The next step i s  to  compare the grammars of the diale ct s , which 
should confirm the lack of relationship between Yidin and the Dyirbal 
group , and be tween Wargamay and Nyawigi . More cruc ially , grammat ical 
comparison s hould indi cate whether there is  any genetic  relat ion ship 
be tween Yidin and Dyabugay , and between Giramay and Wargamay . 

The writer has very ful l grammat ical informat ion on the Dyirbal 
dialects , and some data on the morphology and bas i c  synt ax of Wargamay 
and Nyawigi . Hale has wr itten short sket ch grammars o f  Dyabugay and 
Yidin . On the basis of this we cannot attempt any large-s cale syntact ic 
comparison of the diale cts , but we can compare their morpho logie s ,  and 
the mos t bas ic  synt ax . Such comparison can take two forms : ( 1 )  com
paring morpho logical categories ( qua the ir syntactic funct ion ) , and 
( 2 ) comparing the reali s at ions of morphological cat e gories . For 
ins t ance , c omparing how many cases ( and with what syntact ic  funct ions ) 
each diale ct has would come under ( 1 ) ;  if  in addit ion the actual case 
inflect ions are compared it would be a compari son of type ( 2 ) . 

The percentages of grammar common to  four o f  t he dialects  are 
shown in tab le s 2 and 3 . 9 F igure s in the tables are rounded off to  
the neare st 5 ( b e cause of the rathe r subj ect ive nature of de ciding on 
whe ther certain grammat ical feature s are or are not the same between 
two dialect s ) .  
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TA B L E  Z 

COMPARI S ON OF GRAMMATI CAL CATEGORIES 

Dyabugay 
90 Yidin 
70 
70 

70 
7 5  

Dyirbal 
80 Wargamay 

TAB L E  3 

COMPARI S ON OF GRAMMAT I CAL FORMS 

Dyabugay 
6 0  Yidin 
30 
30 

30 
25 

Dyirbal 
4 5 Wargamay 

On the comparison of categories the Dy irbal and Giramay dialects of the 
Dy irbal language s c ore 9 6% .  It will be seen that even dialects  that 
are quite far apart and certainly unre late d ,  such as Wargamay and 
Dyab ugay , s c ore 7 0 %  in tab le 1 - this is a meas ure of the very similar 
c as e  sys tems , pronouns , conj ugations , and so  on , of mos t  Australian 
language s .  A s core cons ide rab ly in excess  of 7 0 %  appears to be sig
nifi c ant : Dyabugay-Yidin score 9 0 %  and Dyirbal-Wargamay 8 0 % . On the 
comparison of forms , the Dyirbal and Giramay dialects sc ore 9 2 % - this 
i s  the sort of s core that would be required of two dialects  if  they 
were to  be considered di ale cts of the same language : all t he percentage s  
i n  tab le 3 are wel l  be low t h i s  figure . Just a s  7 0 %  appeared to  b e  t he 
' norm '  figure in table 2 for any t wo language s in this region ( and 
poss ibly for most pairs of Australi an language s ) ,  so 25-30 %  appears t o  
b e  the norm figure in table 3 . Again , Dyabugay-Yidin and Dyirbal
Wargamay s c ore s i gnificantly higher than the norm . It i s  on the b as i s  
of t h e  6 0 %  Dyabugay-Yidin figure ( coup led with the ir s core within the 
' equi lib rium range ' in tab le 1 ) ,  that we suggest a gene tic relationship 
be tween these two language s .  Examples  of grammat ical points on which 
they agree ( and differ  from other language s in the region ) are : a 
s ingle case cove ring allat ive , locat ive and inst rumental functions ; 
s imi lar complexly de termined morphophonological alternant s of the 
e rgative case inflection ; and ab s ence of a dual in the pronoun system . 
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The Wargamay case is  far more di fficult . Wargamay has 6 0 %  vo cab
ulary in common with Giramay , and s cores of 80  and 4 5 in tables 2 and 3 :  
scores that are above - but not very far above - the norm . In cont rast , 
Wargamay has only 3 0 %  vocabulary in common with Nyawigi , but score s 9 0  
and 70  on grammatical comparisons ( 1 )  and ( 2 ) , score s consi derab ly above 
the norm . All this sugge s t s  that Wargamay is a somewhat except ional 
case ; on the evidence avai lab le we cannot de finitely say that Wargamay 
is genetically re lated to e i ther the Dy irbal language , or to Nyawigi 
( Dy irbal and Nyawigi are themse lves so very di fferent that there would 
be no j us t ifi cation for sugge st ing genet ic re lat ionship between all o f  
Dy irbal , Wargamay and Nyawigi ) .  

We have above talked o f  lexical s imi larity s core s ,  which involve 
count ing the proportion of nouns , verbs and adj ect ive s ( t he items 
avai lab le from a maximal 2 2 l-word che ck list ) that are held in common 
by two language s .  Howe ve r ,  borrowing i s  likely to involve a higher 
proport ion of nouns than of verbs and adj ective s . If we have two pairs 
of dialects , one pair genetic ally related and the other not , with t he 
s ame lexical s c ore , then we would expe ct the genetically related pair 
to have a larger number of verb and adj ect ive corre spondence s - items 
that have no� been replaced in the �wo sister dialects - and the other 
pair to  have more noun correspondences - items that have been borrowed 
between the two dialect s . This is  confirmed by dialects from the rain 
fore st region . For instance , the Dyabugay-Yidin lexical s core is  only 
half as much again as the Yidin-Ngadyan figure , but there are three 
t ime s as many verb s common to Dyabugay and Yidin ( and not to Ngadyan ) 
as to Yi din and Ngadyan ( and not to  Dyabugay ) .  And whereas Yidin and 
Ngadyan have no che ck-list adj ect ive s  in common , Dyabugay and Yidin 
share four . The 5 0 %  lexical score for genetically related dialect s 
Ngadyan and Giramay inc ludes 30 verbs ( out of 4 6 verbs  in the check 
list ) whereas the 60% s core for G iramay and Wargamay includes only 
seven verb s ;  this sugge s t s  that Giramay and Wargamay are probably not 
genet i c ally related . And note that Ny awigi and Wargamay share three 
verb s and two adj ective s  from the check-list , whereas Gi ramay and 
Wargamay share six verb s and four adj ect ive s (not count ing those  that 
are c ommon to all three dialect s ) ;  there is thus no evidence from this 

10 quart er to  support a ge netic  re lationship betwe en Wargamay and Nyawi gi . 
The other di ale cts  o f  the Yidin language - Gu�gay and Madyay -

appear to  have been as c lo sely related as the diale cts  o f  Dyirbal . On 
the basis of data co llected in 1 9 3 8  by Tindale ,  Bulway has 8 0 %  vo cab
ulary in common with Dyabugay . All the diale ct s ment ioned so  far -
with the except ion of Nyawigi - were spoken at least part ly in the 
predominant ly rain fore s t  region between the dividing range and the east 
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coast . Waru�u was spoken over a long tract on top of the range , in cont 

iguity with Wargamay , Giramay and Dy irbal and als o ,  to  a les ser ext ent , with 
Nyawigi , Mbabaram and prob ab ly Wagaman . In table 1 Waru �u has lexical 
s core s within the equi librium range with Mamu , Dyi rbal , Giramay and 
Wargamay . The writer has even le s s  grammatical dat a  on Waru�u than on 
Wargamay and Nyawigi : not enough on which to base a grammati cal 
s imi larity count . But on the l itt le that is known Waru�u is grammat i cally 
quite di fferent from Dyi rbal and Wargamay ; in addit ion, speakers of 
Dyirbal always refer to  Waru�u as a very ' difficult ' language , far 
harder for them to speak and understand than Wargamay and Yidin , for 
examp le . Waru�u i s  probably genetically re lated to  other diale cts to 
the we s t  and south-we st ( see p . 6 56 ) ;  it i s  p retty certainly not related 
to  any of t he dialects  in the coastal strip . 

Mbab aram was s poken in a small area on top of t he dividing range . 
It had mos t contact with Wagaman , t o  the west , and Dyangun , t o  the 
nort h .  The Muluridyi area extended down to Mareeba , coming between 
Mb abaram and Dyabugay . Mbabaram al so appears to  have had some tribal 
b oundaries in common with Ngadyan , Dy irbal and Waru � u .  Mbabaram has 
in recent t ime s undergone fairly drast i c  phonological change s ,  lo sing 
initial c onsonant or consonant-plus-vowel , and final consonant or vowe l ,  
from many words ; and s o  on . Whereas all ot her diale cts  i n  the region 
have thirteen c onsonant s and three vowels  together with ( except for the 
Dyi rb al group and probab ly also Waru�u ) s ignificant vowel lengt h ,  
Mb abaram has s i xt een consonants  and six  vowe ls plus vowel lengt h .  Some 
of the phonological changes are discussed in sect ion 4 .  

The percentage s of cognate vo cabulary shared by Mbabaram with the 
eight diale cts in the c oastal s trip , and with Waru � u ,  are given in 
tab le 1 .  In addition ,  Mbabaram s core s  2 3 %  with Wagaman , 1 6 %  with 
Dyangun and 14% with Muluridy i .  All these score s are very low , all 

we ll below the equilibrium range . Thi s  may have been due to  the fact 
that after Mbab aram had undergone its various phonological change s it 
was not so  readily comprehens ible to  its ne ighbours , with the re sult 
that they would be unlike ly to  borrow from it . ll  Thus the Mbabaram
Wagaman le xic al s c ore could only be increased through Mbabaram borrowing 
from Wagaman , not vice ver s a ;  in such a s ituat ion 2 5 % ,  and not 5 0 % ,  
would b e  the equilibrium leve l .  ( If Mbabaram and Wagaman had 2 5 %  common 
voc abulary and in T years both replaced 1 %  o f  their total vocabulary , 
then the percentage of common vo cabulary at t he end o f  T years would 
be 25 - · 2 5 - · 2 5  + ' 5  + · 0  = 25 % .  on the as sumpt ion that Mbabaram 
borrowed half i t s  new vocabulary from Wagaman . )  The mos t  interest ing 
point about tab le 1 is that Mbabaram has a marginally higher lexical 
s core with Yidin , a language with whi ch i t  i s  not cont iguous , than it 
has with cont iguous language s such as Waru�u and Muluridyi .  
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Grammati cal count s have been worked out between Mbabaram and 
Dyabugay , Yidin , Dyirbal and Wargamay . On category comparison ( as in 
tab le 2 )  all the s c ores are around the 7 0 %  ' norm ' level . On comparison 
o f  grammat i cal  forms ( as in tab le 3 )  Mbabaram-Dyirbal and Mbabaram
Wargamay were at the norm level of 30% ; however , Mbabaram-Dyabugay was 
4 0 %  and Mbabaram-Yidin 4 5 % , both s light ly above the norm . Note that t he 
4 5 %  score for Mb abaram-Yidin is more s igni ficant than the 4 5% for Dyirbal
Wargamay , since Mbab aram and Yidin are - unlike Dyirbal and Wargamay -
not c ontiguous , and the grammat i cal simi larity i s  thus less  likely to be 
due t o  morphological borrowing over a long period . However , the gramm
ati cal s core s  are not high enough ( e specially in view of the low lexical 
s core ) for us to  be ab le to  posit with confidence a genetic  re lationship 
between Mb abaram and Dyabugay-Yi din . We return to the discuss ion of 
Mbabaram , and i t s  relationship to surrounding languages , in sect ion 4 .  

Wagaman has 7 3% vocabulary in common with Dyangun and 6 5 %  wit h 
Muluridyi ; a dialec t  recorded independently by both Hale and Dixon , 
sp oken around China Camp and Bloomfield River , and called Gugu-Dyungay 
by Hale ' s  informant , is very similar to Muluridyi . G ugu-Yalandyi , 
on the b as is of a che ck-l ist completed by Henry Hershberge r ,  has 7 0 %  
voc abulary i n  c ommon with Muluridyi and 5 5 %  with Wagaman . On lexical 
data alone it seems that these are probably all dialec t s  o f  a s ingle 
language . Wagaman has a lexi c al score of 2 5 %  with Dyabugay , 1 9 %  with 
Yidin , 1 5 %  with Dyirbal ,  1 1 %  with Wargamay , 9% with Nyawigi and 1 5 %  with 
WaruQ u .  Muluridy i score s 3 2 %  with Dyabugay and 2 8 %  with Yidin and has 
s c ore s  similar to  Wagaman with languages further south . From this it 
appears rather unl ike ly that the Wagaman group of diale ct s i s  genetical ly 
re latable to any of the other d ialects  considered above . 1 2  Insufficient 
grammatical data is  to hand for grammat ical comparison, which could 
confirm or deny these suspicions . 

3 .  S P L I T T I N G W I TH I N  T H E  DY I RBAL GROUP  

Birdse l l  ( 19 5 8 )  has  argued that about 500  is  the opt imum s ize for 
a tribal group of hunting and gathe ring people . If a tribe get s very 
much larger  it is  likely to split into two groups , each of whi ch be comes 
a tribe in its own right . I f  two neaby tribes have the ir numbers greatly 
reduce d ,  for any 
of viab le s i ze . 
split there will 

reason , they are likely to  amalgamate ,  creat ing a tribe 
Now each tribe has its .own ' language ' ;  with tribal 
also be language split . For a while the speech of 

sister tribes may be s imi lar enough to  be regarded ,  on the criterion 
used in this paper , as dialects  of a single language ; but after a long 
enough time ( even if they do not geographical ly move apart ) they are 
likely t o  diverge t o  such an extent that they must be regarded as 
di s t inct language s ,  although members of the same language family . 
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From their lexical and grammat ical s imilarity i t  appears t hat the 
diale c t s  of the Dyirbal language are des cended from a s ingle ance stor 
dialect . Ngadyan has been separated from the other diale cts for t he 
longe st time . The se cond split involved the breakaway o f  Giramay ; and 
then finally there was the split int o Dyirbal and Mamu . This i s  
i l lus trated i n  tree 1 .  

TREE 1 

A _/ � 
Ngadyan B 

c/ �amay 

/ �  Mamu Dyirbal 

That the Dyirb al-Mamu split was relatively recent i s  emphasi sed 
by the fact  that although there are name s for t he groups s peaking Dyirbal ,  
Ngadyan and Giramay ( called Dyirb al o an ,  Ngadyandyi and Giramaygan res
pectively ) there is  no single name for the tribe which speaks Mamu , 
on ly names for the five ' horde s ' within the tribe ( called Waribara , 
Dulgubara , Bagirgabara , Dy itibara and Mandubara ) .  Proto-Mamu-Dyirb al 
was pretty certainly called Dyirbal ( and the tribe speaking it , 
Dyirb a l o an ) . Insufficient data is available on the ext inct Gul oay and 
Dyiru diale cts  to sugge st the stages at which they split o ff . 

Some lexical items are he ld in common b y  the non-contiguous diale ct s 
Ngadyan and Giramay , but are not found in Dyirbal and Mamu ; such a word 
would have been pre sent in language s A and B in the tree but replaced 
in C .  In other instance s Mamu and Giramay share a word that i s  not 
pre sent in Dyirbal : the word would have been in languages B and C but 
rep laced in Dyirbal , afte r the split with Mamu . This i s  addit ional 
ev idence support ing the genetic  affiliat ion of the dialect s ;  in contrast , 
there are no words c ommon to  Ngadyan and Wargamay that are not also 
shared by Mamu and/or Dy irbal and/or Giramay . 

As suming that each tribe replaces vocabulary at an approximately 
constant rate , we can calculat e ,  by the technique mentioned in sect ion 1 . ,  
that the t imes which elap sed between the Ngadyan split-off , t he Giramay 
split-off , the Mamu-Dy irbal split , and t he present day , must be 
approximately equal . 

Un like mos t language s of t he region , the Dy irbal , Mamu and Giramay 
di ale cts have no s ignifi cant vowel lengt h . Mos t  p robab ly , there was 
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length at one tim e  ( in language A )  but this  was simp ly dropped . Thus 
we have Dy irbal wa � a l  but Nyawigi wa : � a l  boome rang . However , Ngadyan 
has undergone a s imp le phonologic al change that has reintroduced sig
nificant vowe l length into the diale ct . Before a consonant or a word 
boundary a sequence of vowel p lus 1 ,  r or y is replaced by a long vowe l ,  
thus : 

( i )  t}1 r 
V V :  

� 

a :  / t:} 
l-

a y  I 
I 

u y  . I 
i L '  :J -

where V indic ates any vowe l and C any cons onant . The sequence - i y 
doe s  not occur except before a vowe l .  Example s of the change are : 

D Y I RBAL  N G A D Y A N  
wag u y  w a g  i : sand 
d Y a g a l  d Y a ga : ohe e k  
ya l g a y  y a : g a :  road, traok 
g l b a r g i b a :  fig tree 
b i  1 mb a n  b i  : m b a n  push 

Note that the rule does not apply to sequence of vowel p lus r .  

The most remarkab le thing about word s that have undergone the long 
vowe l rule , ( i ) , in Ngadyan is  that certain infle ct ional rules operat e 
on the o��g �nal phonological form of the word . Thus , for ins tance , the 
erg ative-ins trumental infle ction in all Dyirbal dialects is  - � g u  
fol lowing a vowe l ,  a homorganic stop plus - u  fol lowing a nas al , - d Y u  
following - y ,  and s o  on . Thus the ergat ive-instrumental form o f  b a � g a y  
spear i s  i n  Dyirbal b a � g a y d Y u .  In Ngadyan the ergat ive-instrumental 
form of b a � g a :  sp ear is b a � g a : d Y u .  It appears that in a grammar of 
Ngadyan we would have to  give b a � g a y  as the underlying phonological 
repre sentation of b a � g a : ;  infle ct ional rules and so  on would operat e on 
this form,  and the long vowe l rule ( i )  would apply as a late phonological 
rule . 

The long vowe l rule applied at a cert ain s tage in t he history of 
Ngadyan . Words that have been borrowed since this time have not under
gone the rule ( s o that no recent loan words involve long vowe ls ) .  Thus : 
g u g a r b laok g uana , d u g u y kauri pine , and so on . Now ,  Dyirbal , Giramay 
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and Mamu have g uw u y  spiri t o f  a dead man ; a s  would be expected t he form 
in Ngadyan is g uw i : .  When they  first encount ered white men Mamu 
s peakers imagined them t o  be re incarnat ions o f  the ir own ance stors , and 
called them accordingly g uw u y ; Ngadyan borrowed this form . Thus Ngadyan 
inc ludes both g uw i : spiri t of a dead man and g uw u y  whi te man , both 
forms c orresponding to Mamu g u wu y ,  but the se cond be ing borrowed aft er 
the t ime of operation of the long vowe l rule . 

The writer ' s  Ngadyan corpus 13 includes 6 1  words with an underlying 
sequence vowe l plus y .  i or [ ,  before a consonant or word boundary . Of 
these , 4 4  have undergone the long vowel rule and 1 7  - later borrowings -
have not . Of the 4 4 , 5 also oc cur in both Dyirbal-Mamu and Yidin , 30  
in Dyirbal-Mamu only , 4 in Yidin only and 5 cannot be traced in either 
Dyirbal-Mamu or Yidin . Of the 17 post-rule borrowings , 4 occur in both 
Dy irbal-Mamu and Yidin , 5 in Dyirbal-Mamu only , 5 in Y idin only , and 
3 c annot be traced in e ithe r .  Thus we see that s ince the application of 
the long-vowe l rule , Ngadyan has borrowed about equally from Yidin and 
from the other Dyirbal diale cts , a verificat ion of the general assumpt ion 
made in section 1 .  The 4 pre-rule words that oc cur in Yidin and Ngadyan 
but not in Dy irbal-Mamu must have been b orrowed between Ngadyan and 
Yidin before the applicat ion of the long vowel rule . Most of the 30  
pre-rule words found only in Dyirbal-Mamu will be genetic inheritance .  
The pre-rule items found in Ngadyan ,  Yidin and Dyirbal-Mamu may have 
been borrowed by Yidin or Dyirbal-Mamu after the t ime of the long vowe l 
rule ( we have seen that the original form of a word i s  pre served as i t s  
underlying phonological representat ion i n  Ngadyan ; Yidin and Mamu cou ld 
thus easily borrow from Ngadyan the original form of the word ) .  From 
these figures we can , using the technique of section 1 . , calculat e that 
the long vowel rule mus t  have operated in Ngadyan soon after its split
off from Dyirbal-Mamu-Giramay ; earlier than or about the same t ime as 
the G iramay split-off . If this is  corre ct it  should fol low that there 
are no ( or extremely few ) words common to Ngadyan and Giramay, but 
ab sent from Mamu and Dyirbal , that have not undergone the long vowe l 
rule in Ngadyan . Pre-ru le words occuring in only Ngadyan and G iramay 
would be genetic inheritance from language A in tree 1 ( or e l se borrow
ings from language B into Ngadyan ) that were replaced in language C .  A 
post-ru le word occuring in only Ngadyan and Giramay would have to be 
an item borrowed from C into Ngadyan , t hat was also in Giramay ( the 
s i s ter language of B ) , and which was afterwards replaced in both Dy irbal 
and Mamu - a r ather unl ikely thing to happen . In fact , all words c ommon 
to  Ngadyan and Giramay and ab sent from Dy irbal and Mamu hav � undergone 
the long-vowel rule , pr oviding some s upport for the hypothe sis  of tree 1 
and for our attempt at relative dat ing . 
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Dialects  o f  Dyirbal and Yidin , and probably a l l  o f  t h e  other d ialects 
of this region , each had a spec ial ' mother-in-law language ' ,  obli
gator ily used in the presence of certain taboo relat ives ( see Dixon 
196 8 ;  forthc oming ) .  The mother-in-law style had grammar and phonology 
identical with the everyday language but an ent ire ly different vocab
ulary . The writer has fairly full data ( about 500  lexical items ) on 
the mother-in-law styles for the Dyirbal and Mamu diale cts  and a hundred 
or so words in Ngadyan mother-in- law . Whereas Dyirbal and Mamu every
day language s have 8 7 %  common vocabulary , their mot her-in-law styles 
have only about 50%  vocabulary in cammon . However, Mamu and Ngadyan 
s c ore 7 0 %  for everyday language vocabulary and about t he same percentage 
for mother-in-law . 

At first sight , the small percentage of vo cabulary common to  Dyirbal 
and Mamu mother-in- law style s  seems puzzling . But it must be remembered 
that although an avoidance style of this type is very common in Australia , 
only some tribes hav e  developed anything like so ext ensive an avoidance 
vocabulary ; for instance , Kenneth Hale re port s that for Walb iri ther e 
are probab ly le s s  than fifty  items that definite ly belong t o  the mother
in- law sty le . The mo st likely hypothe sis  is that , although proto-
Dy irbal would have had a l imited mother-in-law vocabulary , this has 
only been expanded to  its present size rather re cent ly - in fact , �ince 

the Dy irbal-Mamu split . The mother- in-law vocabulary extension has 
taken place independent ly for Dy irb al and Mamu ( the mother-in-law 
augmentat ion in Mamu be ing in fact more int imat ely conne cted with that 
in Ngadyan ) . 1 4  

Although each dialect has n o  lexical items in common to  it s every
day and mother-in-law styles , it is frequently the case that mother-in
law item for one dialect  is ident ical with an ever yday language item in 
a nearby dialect . Thus the name for b lue- tongue li zard i s  b a d Y i r i in 
the Mamu everyday and Dy irbal mother-in-law styles , but d Y i d Y a n  in 
Dyirbal everyday and Mam u mother-in-law . Sand is wa r u n Y  in both Mamu 
and Dy irb al mother-in- law style s and in Wargamay everyday language . 
b l rg u  i s  wife in Waru �u everyday language , and covers both husband and 
wife in Dy irbal mother-in- law . In a number of inst ances it appears 
that Dyirbal mother-in- law has borrowed a term from the everyday style 
of a tr i be to the south , whilst  Mamu has borrowed from t he north.  Thus 
the word for body is y u ma l in both Dy irbal and Mamu everyday styles , 
but b u b a  in Dyirbal mother-in-law and g u l a  in Mamu mother-in-law ; bu b a  

i s  the t erm i n  Nyawigi everyday style and g u l a  that i n  everyday Yidin . 
In connect ion with this example it is interest ing to note that the 
Ngadyan everyday word i s  also y u m a l , and not y uma : ,  indicat ing a post
long-vowel-rule borrowing from Mamu . Now in the process  of expanding 
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i t s  mother-in-law vocabulary Mamu would be  likely to take over an every
day language term from the contiguous diale ct Ngadyan , if it  differed 
from the Mamu everyday term . It thus seems likely t hat be fore its  
re cent borrowing o f  y uma l the Ngadyan t erm for body was g u l a , and t hat 
this was borrowed for Mamu mother-in-law . But since yuma l oc curs in 
Mamu , Dy irbal and Giramay , it was probab ly the term for body in proto
Dyirbal ( language A in tree 1 ) . We thus have the likelihood that , 
immediate ly after its  split from Dyirbal-Mamu-Giramay , Ngadyan had the 
form yuma l ;  this was t abooed , and the form g u l a  borrowed from Yidin to 
replace it ; Mamu mother-in-law borrowed this form quite re cent ly and 
even more recently g u l a  itself  was pros cribed , yuma l be ing borrowed from 
Mamu as a rep lacement . 

The Ngadyan long-vowe l rule also provides evidence s upport ing 
d oubt ful cognates . For instance , tongue is d Y a l a n Y  in Wargamay , Nyawigi 
and WaruQ u ,  and in many other Australian languages .  In Dyirbal , Mamu 
and Giramay tongue i s  d Y a l Q g u l a y .  However in Ngadyan it i s  d Y a l Qg u l a : ,  
with the long vowe l rule having applied to  the final - y  but not t o  t he 
first - 1 - . Thi s  sugge s t s  that d Y a l Q g u l a y is the reduced form o f  a 
compound of d Ya l a n Y  with some form g U l a y .  At the t ime of the long vowe l 
rule the form was still  d Y a l a n Y g u l a y in all four dialects ( and be came 
d Y a l a n Y g u l a :  in Ngadyan ) ,  but s ince then the s econd vowel has been 
de leted and the n Y  assimilated to t he following 9 ( n Y g  is an allowab le 
c luster at a morpheme boundary but not within a morpheme ) .  This type 
of truncat ion has probab ly been fairly common in the history of Dyirbal 
and may part ly exp lain the fact t hat whereas c lusters of three conson-
ant s  are rare in mos t  Australian language s they are quite common in 
Dyirbal ( and in other dialects of the region ) .  The factor motivat ing 
truncation is Dyirba l ' s  s trong preference for every se cond syllable to 
bear stre s s . That i s , it  ins ists  on at least one and pre fers to have 
j us t  one ( or at any rate , as few as possib l e )  unstres sed syllables 
between each s tre s sed syl lable . Each root and most affixe s are stre s sed 
on the first syllable ; Dyirbal has no monosyl labic root s at all , and 
very few of the most frequent root s are trisyllabic or longer . Thus 
the trunc ation ab ove reduced the word for tongue from one stre ssed 
syllable plus three unstre s sed syl lable s , to  one stre s sed  and two 
unstre s sed . Truncat ion for stre s s  reasons can be seen taking p lace in 
the pre sent-day language . Thus maym l n Y u  is in free variat ion with 
may i m l n Y u  v i s i t  i n  order t o  b e  given food or drink , and n Y u b a l d y f n a 
with n Y u b a l a d y f n a  s e c ond pe rson dua l accus a t i ve pronoun ; in each case 
t he shorter form is in the process  of replac ing the longer one . Trun
cation could presumab le only take place when an allowab le consonant cluster 
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would re s ult ( thus , a vowe l could not be deleted between - d - and -g 
s ince c lusters consist ing of two stops are not permi s s ible in Dyirbal ) .  

4 .  MBABARAM , AN D T H E  PATT E RN O F  T R I B A L  M O V E M E N T  I N  T H E  R E G I ON 

Fairly re cent ly , Mbabaram has undergone a serie s o f  phonologi cal 
changes . Whereas all the other language s of the region have three 
vowe l s : i ,  a ,  u ,  Mbab aram has six , i ,  e ,  a ,  0 ,  u and the unrounded back 
vowe l ¥ .  It  has three addit ional c onsonant s ,  dental � and � and the 
lab ialised velar gW ( over and above the usual inventory for the reg ion : 
b ,  d ,  d Y ,  g ,  m ,  n ,  n Y ,  I) ,  I ,  r ,  [ ,  w and y ) . 1 5  Whereas words in 
s urrounding language s must begin with a s ingle consonant , must have at 
leas t two syllab le s ,  and cannot end in a stop , in Mbabaram they can 
begin with a - ,  with a s ingle consonant or with a homor ganic nasal-p lus
stop c luster , they can be monosyllabic , and they can end in a stop . 
Phono logical development s whi ch produced these forms include : 16 

( i i )  Vowel �ai� i n9 . An a in the second syllable of a word becomes 0 i f  
the word-initial cons onant is  g - ,  1) - or w - ;  i t  bec omes e if  the word
initial consonant is d Y - or y- ( or ,  presumab l y ,  n Y - ) . 

( ii i )  I ni�ial d�o ppin9 . An initial C V - ,  with a short vowel ,  i s  dropped ; 
initial C V : - is replaced by a - . 

( iv )  Final d�o ppin9 . In many words , final - C ,  or - v  i s  dropped . 

( ii )  and ( ii i ) are definite rule s ,  that applied at a certain point in 
time . Words  b orrowed s ince this time have not undergone the rul es . 
( iv ) ,  however ,  i s  more in the nature of a general tendency ; unlike ( ii )  
and ( ii i )  it doe s not seem t o  b e  applied in any s trict manner ,  and it 
is  
the 

and 

applied to some re cent b orrowings . 
rules are : 

, d o g  dingo, dog g u d a ga > 

wu l a - > 1 6 - ( to )  die 
d Y awa 

, mouth > we 
, , fi sh g u y u  > y u 

y f :  b a  r > a bE r south 

examples of pos t-rule loans : 
, g U l) g a g  

b u n d i n Y  > b � n d l 
koo kaburra 
gra s s hopper 

Examples o f  the 

, , g u wa > wo 
d Y a na - > n e -
wa : l) a l  > a l) a l 
I) a  I I  > I f  
bamba  > m b a  

b umba  > b � m b a  

applicat ion of 

we s t  
( t o )  s t and 
b o omerang 
we 
be Z Zy 

kangaroo rat 
ashes  

It  will be seen that the phonological change s  are s imilar to those that 
have taken p lace in Northern Paman ( Hale , 196 4 )  and in Aranda ,  although 
the changes have taken place ent irely independently in the three areas . 
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Cognates have been recognised in surrounding languages for 7 0  
lexical items in Mbabaram ( out o f  a t otal Mbabaram corpus of 2 10  lexical 
word s .  not counting proper and place names ) .  Of these 51 have under
gone rules ( ii )  and ( ii i ) in Mbab aram . the remaining 19 being post-
ru le b orrowings . Tab le 4 s hows the distribut i on of these cognat es . 

TAB L E  4 

MBABARAM COGNATES 

O y a b u g a y - Wa g a m a n  O y i r ba l  
Y i d i n  l a ng u a g e  l a n g u a g e  Wa r u � u  

cognates found in 6 1 3 8 2 
pre-ru le this language only 
forms in cognates found in Mbabaram thi s and in one or 

24 2 9 21 12 
more of the other 
three languages 

c ognates found in 0 6 4 1 
pos t-rule this language only 
forms in cognates found in Mb�aram this and in one or 3 9 12 8 

more of the other 
three language s 

Thus it can be seen that there are no post-rule forms that must 
have been borrowed from Dyabugay-Yidin j the three post-rule forms t hat 
oc cur in Dyabugay-Yidin are als o in Dyirbal and Waru�u . Mbabaram is not 
at present contiguous to Dyabugay-Yidinj the figure s indi cat e that it 
has not been cont iguous s ince the t ime of the vowel-rais ing and init ial
dropping rule s . However . the fact that six pre-rule cognat e s  are found 
only in Dyabugay-Yidin indicates  that it probab ly was cont iguous with 
them at one t ime . 

Mbabaram appears t o  have replaced about 2 5-30 %  of its  voc abulary 
s ince the vowe l-raising and init ial-dropping rules . We saw in table 1 
that it  now has about 1 6 %  v ocabulary in common with Yidi n :  it would 
probab ly have had around 25 % in common at the t ime of operat ion of t he 
rule s . Now Ngadyan has replaced 25- 30 %  of its  v ocabulary s ince its  
long-vowel rule . Assuming that language s of t his region rep lace vocab
ulary at about the s ame rate . this would indicate that these phonological 
change s in Mbabaram and Ngadyan t ook place at approximate ly the same 
t im e . We have already ment ioned that Ngadyan split o ff from Dyirbal
Mamu-Giramay only s light ly before this t ime ; and also that Mbabaram 
mus t  have moved out of c ont iguity with Dyabugay-Yidin just  before thi s 
t ime . 
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Now each tribe o f  about 5 0 0  individual s  needs a t errit ory of a 

certain s i ze , to  provide it with sufficient animal and vegetable food . 
If one tribe increases in s ize , and splits into two , it must be expand
ing its  tribal territory . And it must be doing this at the expense of 
s ome other tribe - that is , i t  must be pushing some other tribe out 
of its orig inal territory into s ome probably less p leasant t errai n .  

17  Thi s  all sugge s t s  that Mbabaram originally oc cupied a t errit ory 
within the rain fore st , next to Yidin , and possibly between Yidin and 

1 8  proto-Dyirba 1 ,  whi ch was i n  t h e  southern part of t h e  area now c overed 
by Dyirb a1 d ialects , cont iguous with Wargamay . The prot o-Dyirba1 tribe 
ex panded and , in a series of split s ,  became - c ounting the ext inct Dyi ru 
and Gu1�ay - six separate tribes . By the t ime of the first split , it 
was already expanding north into Mbabaram territory , pushing Mbabar am 
before it out of the lush rain fore st t errit ory and into a small , arid 
and rather undersirab 1e terr itory on top of the dividing range . 1 9  

A P P E N D I X  - B A C KG R O U N D  DATA 

Tinda1e ' s  ( 19 4 0 )  des cription of tribal locat i ons , with its  accom
panying map , is on the whole fairly accurat e .  The northern part of the 
region under dis cuss ion in this paper is the subj ect of an excellent 
map in McConne l ( 19 39 ,  pp . 6 8-9 ) .  The relevant sections of Tinda1e ' s  
and McConnel ' s  maps are reproduced as maps 2 and 3 .  Roth provided a 
good map of the Y irgay , Gu�gay and Yidin territories ( Bulletin 1 8 , 
Plate XXVII , 1 9 10 ) .  Some of the rain fores t  tribes are misplaced on 
Sharp ' s  sketch map ( 1 9 39 , p . 4 4 0 ) .  

Nowadays many ab origine s are liv ing away from their original 
territories and have only a hazy idea of what the boundaries were . The 
only addit ions/corre ctions to Tindale ' s  des cript ions that the writer 
has are : The Mbabaram area  was much smaller t han Tindale stat e s ; it did 
not reach as f ar as Mareeba in the east , and was bounded on the north 
by the Walsh River . Muluridyi territ ory came down much furthe r than 
Tindale ' s  map indicat e s , c overing t he Mareeba area . The Dyirbal area 
ex tended d own between the Tul ly and Murray Rivers to a point a few mile s 
above the pre sent sett lement o f  Murray Upper .  G iramay territory com
prised a narrow strip on the coast , from the Murray River to Cardwe l l ,  
and a much larger area on top of t he range ; Wargamay began at Cardwell 
and ex tended as far as 'Ingham . Nyawigi t err itory extended down to  the 
coas t , c lose  to  Ingham . Waru�u ex tended as far as St one Rive r .  

Tindale and Birdsell ( 1 9 4 1 )  sugge sted that the rain fores t  l anguage s 
were ,un-Australian , cit ing Mbabaram as an example . ( In fact Mbabaram i s  
not spoken i n  the rain fore st although , as we have shown above , it 
probably was at one time ) . Mbabaram has undergone some rather  drastic  
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phonological change s and appears on the surface rather odd but - l ike 
all the other languages of this  region - it  is  lexically and grammat ically 
quite Austral ian ( see Dixon , 1966a ) .  

A tentative cla s s i fication of Australian language s has recent ly 
been produced by O ' Grady , Wurm and Hale ( see O ' Grady , Voegelin and 
Voege lin , 1966 ) .  This  is  based ent i rely on lex i cal s imilarity ;  the 
criteri a  include ' cognate density of • • .  51-70%  for different languages 
or fami ly-like language s of the same subgroup j and over 7 1 %  for different 
dia le cts  of the same language ' ( not e that thi s does not explicitly take 
acc ount of whether  two dialects  are contiguous or not j we have s een in 
secti on 1 .  that dialects  which have been in contiguity for a suffi cient 
time would be  expected to have 4 0-60%  common vo cabulary ) .  It is  clear 
that for the Cairns Rain Forest Region they must have used old vocab
ularies that they attributed to the wrong dialect , for Nyawigi is group ed 
as a dialect of Dyirb al ( there is in fact only around 2 0 %  common vo cab
ulary ) and Wagaman as a dialect of Waru�u ( here there i s  15%  common 
vocabulary ) .  It should also be noted that the 1 0 0-item list used by 
O ' Grady , Wurm and Hale inc ludes some grammat i cal it ems ( such as pronouns ) 
and would be expected to yield s light ly higher cognate dens ity count s 
than the li s t  used in the present study . The map produced t o  accompany 
this clas s i fi cation bears a cart ographer ' s  error - the coast line between 
Cairns and Townsville is  drawn ent i re ly wrongly , showing a promontory 
and an inle t that do not exist j some of the languages are misp laced and 
othe rs omi tted ( Hale has exp lained - pers onal communication - that this 
is large ly due to  the fact that O ' Grady sent the map to Hale to che ck 
whi lst he was in the fie l d ,  and did not have his not es avai lab le ) .  

Tr ibal names are ,  where known : the Wagaman tr ibe speaking t he 
Agwamin d ialect ; Dyangunbari s peaking Dyangun j Dyabug andy i ( or ,  according 
t o McC onnel ,  Dyabugaydyandyi ) j  Yidindyi ;  Gu�gandyi ; Wanyur speaking 
Madyay ( Wanyur and Madyay were erroneously stat ed to be two separat e 
languages ,  in Dixon , 1 9 6 6a ) j  Ngadyandyi j  properly Dyirbal �an ( although 
s ome speakers of language s to the north speak of Dyirbaldyi ) j  Malanbara 
speaking Gul�ay j Dyirubagala speaking Dyiru ; Giramaygan j Wargamaygan . 
There was no s ing le name for the tribe speaking Mamu ( see s ect ion 3 . ) .  
The last informant of Mbabaram knew of no d i s t inct tribal name and said 
they  would j ust be  called ' m� 9 m b a ba ram l ( m� 9  man ) . 

Sources for the pre sent study were as follows : the writer has a 
full grammar , 4 0  texts  and a 3 , 000+ item lexicon for Mamu , Dyirbal and 
G iramay , and also 500  words in the Mamu and Dyirbal mother-in-law styles j 
500  words , a t ext , not e s  on point s of grammatical di fference and 1 0 0  
mother-in-law words for Ngadyan j 7 0 0  words and grammat ical notes  for 
Yidin j 150  words for Dyabugay j 1 5 0  words for Dyangun ; 3 0 0  words and 
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sever al s c ore sentence s for Wagaman j 2 5 0  words and a s ke t ch grammar for 
Mbabaramj ar ound 5 0 0  words and grammat i cal not e s  in each of Wargamay , 
Nyawigi and WaruQ u .  Four short Wargamay text s ,  re corded and trans cribed 
by La Mont West , were analysed by the writer and explicated with the 
aid of t he last remaining Wargamay speaker ( who himself wil l  not give 
text s ) .  The main source for Dyabugay and Yidin were grammat ical 
sketches and vocabularies of around 5 0 0  items , from Kenneth Hale . The 
Muluridyi mat erial consi s t s  o f  about 15 0 words collected by Hale from 
Johnnie Diamond at Mos sman and believed to be Mulur idyi j about 1 5 0 
words collected by Hale from Millie Martin in the ' China Camp d ialect ' 
( c a l led b y  her Gugu-Dyungay - this i s  Tindale ' s  Jungkurara )  that i s  
very s imi lar to the Diamond material j and about 1 50 words i n  the ' China 
Camp dialect ' collected by Dixon ( at Deeral ) from Nicholas Satani . 
Other speakers of Muluridyi encountered by Dixon who were not good 
informants emphas ised how s imilar their language was to Dyangun and 
Wagaman . No s peakers have been located for Yirgay ( spoken by the 
Yirgandyi ) ,  Bulway (by the Bulwand y i )  or Kokopadun - the last is known 
only from Sharp ' s  and Tindale ' s  map s .  ( Douglas Seaton ,  a longt ime 
re sident of Cairns who has made a c onsiderable study of t he aborigines 
in the are a ,  c on s iders Yirgay to  have been most similar t o  Dyabugay ) .  
After the main comparison had been c ompleted , N . B .  Tindale generously 
made availab le Xe roxes of all his  vocabularies for rain forest language s j 
these confirmed the results of t he stud y ,  and provided data for Bulway 
and t he now extinct Wulgurukaba ( former ly spoken on Palm Island ) . 

Of these diale c t s , Dyirbal and Giramay have the best chances for 
longest s urvival . There are 30-5 0 speakers in the Murray Upper/Kennedy 
area ( in add ition to a few Dyirbal Qan at Ravenshoe , Herberton and Mount 
G arnet ) ,  and although many children speak predominant ly Engli sh , in 
s ome families there is s t i l l  empha s i s  on Dyirbal or Giramay as a first 
language . There are still large numbers of Yidindy i in the Cairns/ 
Yarrabah/Edmont on/G ordonvale are a ,  but mos t are very Europeanised j some 
of the older people are f luent in Yidin but it is doubt ful if any 
chi ldren are learning it . There are only a " few old speakers remaining 
for the other Yidin diale c t s . Dyabugay i s  spoken by perhap s 5 0  peop le 
formerly at Mona Mona miss ion and now at Redlynch , and at settlement s 
along the Barron Rive r j  few i f  any children are learning it . Mamu and 
Ngadyan are each spoken by only half-a-dozen old people . The other 
d ialects  are all even ne arer ext inct ion : the writer knows of one speaker 
of Dyangun, two of Wagaman , two of Waru Q u ,  one of Wargamay , two of 
Nyawigi and one of Mbabaram j all are over 6 5 . 
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A s ub s t ant ial amount of ac curat e informat ion o n  language s of the 
area ( part icularly Ngadyan , Dy irbal , Gul Q ay and GUQgay ) i s  given in 
Roth ' s  No�zh Qu ��n4land Ezhno g�aphy ( 19 0 1-10 ) .  A number of the 
vocabularies in Curr ' s  AU4 z�al�an Rac� ( 1886 ) ar e taken from diale cts  
of the region . Davidson ( Curr , Vol . II ,  p p . 4 1 4-6 ) and Mowbray ( I I . 4 02-7 ) 
are mainly Dyangun , although they may contain some Muluridyi items . 
Hodgkinson ( I I . 412-3 ) is Wagaman . Three vocabularies - Atherton ( I I .  
4 0 8-1 1 ) , Edward Curr ( II . 416-7 ) and Lukin ( II . 4 3 6-7 ) - appear t o  be of 
WaruQu ; a fourth - Armit ( II . 4 4 0-2 ) - i s  either of Waru Qu or o f  some 
c losely re lated dialect . Armstrong and Murray ( II . 4 1 8-2 1 )  is of Bandyin . 
Cassady and Johnstone ( I I . 4 2 4 - 3 1 )  i s  o f  Nyawigi . Stephen ( I I . 4 2 2- 3 )  
i s  a mixture o f  Wargamay , Nyawigi and some WaruQ u ,  obviously collected 
from a number of different informant s .  Hodgkinson ( I I . 4 32-5 ) and 
De La Tour ( II . 4 38-9 ) are not ident ifiable as any o f  the dialec t s  dealt 
with in this study . 

Ri chards ( 192 6 )  gives a substant ial voc abulary of Wakoor a ,  which 
he says is  ' almost ident ical ' to Dyangun . There are Giramay vocab
ularies by Douglas ( 1900 ) - mi sattributed to  A . C .  McDougall by Craig 
( 19 6 7 )  - and Mathew ( 1926 ) .  Mathew also published a vocabulary o f  
Mbab aram - the entries headed ' Walsh River language ' i n  t he table on 
pp . 2 0 8-72  of his Eagl�hawk and C�o w ( 1 89 9 ) . 20  The linguistic mat erial 
in Lumholt z ( 1889 ) i s  mostly Wargamay , with a few Nyawigi and WaruQu 
words interspersed . There are pub lished vocabularies of GUQgay by 
Gribble ( 19 0 0 ,  1 9 12 ) .  Some of the report s by Archibald Meston , l isted 
in Crai g ' s ( 19 6 7 )  bib liography , appears to  contain short vocabularie s 
of d iale cts  in the region . 

Neke s and Worms ( 19 5 3 ) give some words from Dyirbal . Gul Qay , 
Ngadyan , M am u ,  Yidin and Wanyur and a short text in Mamu ( that they 
mistakenly at tribute to Dyirbal ) .  Thi s  work - which was done solely 
by Worms - i s  extraord inarily inaccurate and mis leading ; it i s  in fact 
rather le s s  sat isfact ory than the average vocabulary in Curr o sent in 
by a local policeman or whatever . Worms also recognises a large number 
of cognates between rain fore s t  language s and languages in South 
Queens land , New South Wale s ,  South Australia and the Kimberleys - almost 
all  of these are quite spurious (being due to  Worms ' s  inac curat e trans 
cript ion , and lack of any knowledge of comparat ive linguis t ic s ) . 

Greenway ( 196 3 )  provides a catalogue of different spelling s of t he 
var i ous language and tribal name s ;  the reader should have no difficulti e s  
of identification , bearing i n  mind that b and p ,  d and t ,  9 and k ,  j and 
y are in most cases alternat ives and that in a word beginning with y i -
or w u - the init ial y - or w- may in pronunciat ion be opt ionally omit ted . 
Throughout the pre sent study accurat e phonemic spellings - with d Y ,  



n Y ,  r rendered as d y , n y ,  r respect ively - have been preferred over 
traditional spellings . 
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F inally , it  should be noted t hat two of t he ' tribe s ' l i st ed in 
Craig ' s  ( 196 7 ) exce l lent bibl iography of the region do not in fact exis t . 
' Wardibar a '  is almos t certainly a corrupt ion of Waribara, t he name o f  
one of the five hordes speaking Mamu ( see sect ion 3 . ) .  And ' Nyirma ' i s  
a mishearing of � I rm a , the word for Zanguage i n  Dyirbal , Mamu and 
Ngadyan - the old lady who told La Mont West that she spoke ' Q l rma ' i s  
in fact a speaker o f  Dyirbal ( We st has acknowledged this err or - privat e 
communication ) . 



N O T  E S 

1 .  Fieldwork in 19 6 3 .  1964  and 1967 wa s supported by the Au stralian 
Institut e  of Ab original Studies and the Central Research Fund of t he 
Univers ity of London . Thi s  paper was wr itten whilst I was Vi sit ing 
Lecturer and Senior Research Linguist at Harvard University . 196 8/9 . 
and was s upported in part by NSF Grant-1934 . I am grateful to  Michael 
Silverstein .  Kenne th Hale and Ive s Goddard for t heir ins ightful comment s 
on an earlier draft . I am part icularly grat eful to  N . B .  Tindale for 
making availab le Xeroxe s of all hi s rain forest vocabularies . 

2 . For instance . if C share s a certain word with D .  and t he item is  
proscribed in C .  then C pre sumab ly mU4 � borrow from B .  Thus it might 
seem that if C has a higher percent age of vocabulary in common with D 
than with B .  then it i s  likely to  borrow rather more oft en from B than 
from D .  Accepting this  would le ad u s  to  conc lude that . whi le the 
percentage of common voc abulary betwe en two cont iguous diale cts  will 
always change unt il it is  about 5 0 % . the ��� e 0 6  ch�ng e wil l  depend on 
how much voc abulary is shared by other languages in the vic init y .  Thus . 
in the mode l above . if B and C shared more than 5 0 %  t hen we would expect 
that the smaller the C-D figure the greater the rat e of reduction of 
the B-C figure ; if B and C shared less than 5 0 %  we would expect that 
the larger the C-D figure the greater would be the rate of increase of 
the B-C figure . However . it is  by no means certain that the as sumpt ion 
in t he s econd s entence of this note is  correct ; it seems more like ly 
that . whatever the B-C and C-D figure s ,  C i s  likely to borrow about 
half its  new vocabulary from B and hal f  from D ( some support for thi s .  
involving Ngadyan borrowing from Yidin and Mamu . i s  i n  section 3 . ) .  It 
should be noted that . if a cert ain form in B cannot be borrowed into C 
(be cause it is  identi cal with the form that has j ust been tabooed in C .  
or because it already exists  - with a different meaning - in C ) ,  then 
C may b orrow a form that has a related meaning in B .  For instance . 
b U D g u  is  knee and m u g u  s hin in most rain forest  dialect s ;  however . in 
Nyawigi b U D g u  is s hou Lde r  and m u g u kne e .  

6 7 8  
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3 .  For instance , we c onclude below that Dyabugay and Yidin are genetic
ally  related - in the  s ense used  here - but  that no  ' strong ' genetic  
re lationship can be shown for Dyirbal and Yidin . That is ,  t here is  no 
ev idence that Dyirbal is any more c losely gene t i cally relat ed to Yid in 
tha it is to mos t other Australian languages  - say to the We stern 
Desert language , or to  Narrinyeri in South Australia or Gumbai � gar in 
New South Wale s . 

4 .  This i s  a rather glib s implificat ion , although it should not be too 
mis leading in the context of the data available for the pre sent study . 
More accurat e ly , comparat ive linguistics  deals with any t ype o f  � y�tem 

atic relat ionship between items . 

5 .  Nyawig i has about 3 0 %  vocabular y  in common with the dialect given 
by Mont agu Curr ( 18 8 6 ) from the Cleve land Bay region ( it i s  not known 
whi ch tribe this was t aken from ) . 

6 .  Waru �u has 2 4 %  vocabulary in common with G o a ,  and Ilba 3 0 %  with Goa ; 
source s for Goa are Roth ( 1897 ) ,  Curr ' s  vocabulary in The  Au�t�alian 

Race , Vol . I II , p p . 14-5 ( 1 886 ) ,  Lamb ( 19 0 4 ) and Dutton ( 19 0 1 ) .  Note also 
that , on the bas is of dat a collected by Tindale , the vocabulary o f  Biria 
i s  most s imilar to that of Waru�u ( and i s  markedly different from 
Nyawigi ) .  

7 .  Speakers of G iramay dec lare that Bandyin was more similar to  Wargamay 
than to G iramay . Where such j udgment s - from the same informant s -
were checked out in other instances they were found to imply mainly 
grammatical s imilarity . 

8 .  The list compr i se s  138  nouns ; 3 3  adj ectives ; 46 verbs ; y e 8 te rday , 
t omorrow , y e 8 , n o . The ' common vocabulary ' include s both ident ical 
and non-ident ical but obvious ly cognate items . With the exception of 
Mbabaram and Ngadyan , which have undergone phonological change s des cribed 
below ,  almost all common vocabulary is identical . Thus the Yidin
Ngadyan c ount inc ludes  44 ident ical and only 5 non-ident ical items , the 
Wargamay-Giramay c ount 1 0 7  identical and 8 non-ident ical . Even the 
non-ident ical items as a rule differ only slight ly ; thus we have for 
urine d Y u d Y u r  in Dy irbal but d Y u d Y u r in G iramay ; for gra 8 8 hopper , b u n d l m  
in Dyab ugay , b u n d l n Y  in Yidin , Mamu , Dyirbal , Giramay , Wargamay and 
Waru�u,  b u n d i �  in Nyawi gi and b u n d l  in Mbabaram . 
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9 .  For comparison of type 1 ( t able 2 )  t he writer compared the number 
and funct ion of certain morpheme s .  For instance , i f  language A dis
t inguishe s pre sent , p as t  and future tenses then i t  would s core 3 points  
in comparison with language B ,  that also  dist inguishes three t ense s ; 
and 2 point s  in comparison with C that only shows a contrast future , 
nonfuture . Language D ,  with a t ense system past , nonpast would score 
only 1 p oint in c omparison with C .  Comparison of type 2 ( table 3 )  
demanded i n  addition affixes that were probably cognate ,  for a score to 
be registered . About fifty-five grammat ical points were compared ,  
involving c ases  on nouns and pronouns , noun clas s e s ,  verb conj ugations , 
tense s , posit ive and negat ive imperat ive marking , purpo sive inflections 
on ver b s , pronoun root s ,  int errog at ive root s ,  et c . :  all scores have been 
c onvert ed to percentage s in the tab le s . 

1 0 . Pub lication o f  more detailed informat ion on the grammat ical and 
lexical s imilarities between Giramay , Wargamay and Ny awigi i s  planned 
for a later date . A final decis ion as to the genetic aff iliation of 
Wargamay could only be made on the basis of ful ler  grammat ical and 
lex ical data than the writer has so far been able to colle ct ; s ince both 
Wargam ay and Nyawigi are on the br ink of ext inct ion , with very old and 
di ffi cult last informants ( see appendix ) it is doubtful whether the 
required data wil l  ever be obt ained . 

11 . There is no evidence of any recent loans from Mbabaram into Wagaman , 
Dyangun , WaruQu or Dyirbal ( diale c t s  from which Mbabaram itself has 
b orrowed , s ince the t ime of its most important phonological change s ) .  

12 . Wagaman and Dyangun have very lit t le vocabulary in common (probably 
less than 10% ) with Gugu-Mini ,  spoken to  the north-west - Gugu-Mini 
dat a from t he writer ' s  own fieldwork . 

13 . Ex c luding word s occ urring in the mother-in-law style . 

14 . It  is interesting to  note that , although Dy irbal and Mamu diale ct s 
are c loser to  each other in grammar and vocabulary than either i s  to 
Giramay or Ngadyan , the Mamu tribe appear s  to have had its  closest 
s ocial associat ions with the Ngadyandyi , and the DyirbalQan with t he 
Giramaygan . There may be a generalisat ion around here . I f  a large tribe 
B is to  the south of A and to the north of C ,  t hen it may be that the 
ci rcumst ance leading to a split of B int o tribes BN ( in the north ) and 
BS ( in the south ) i s  for the northern hordes of B to have developed close 
social as sociat ions with A and the southern hordes close connect ion with 
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c - the new tribe BN will now have r ather m ore dealings with A than 
with BS ' I f  the northern hord e s  of B had c loser conne ctions with the 
southern hordes than with A, then tribe B would be unlikely to  split 
into two . This would explain why Mamu should have more mother-in-law 
voc abulary in common with Ngadyan than with Dyirba1 (mother-in-law 
vocabulary was great ly increased after  t he split-off from Dyirba1 ) ,  
although it has more everyday language vocabulary in common with Dyirba1 -
to  whi ch it i s  grammat ical ly most s imilar - than with Ngad yan .  

1 5 . Earlier reports ( Dixon , 1 9 6 6a , 1966b ) did not recognise suffic ient 
phonological dist inctions in Mbabaram . Further field work in 1 9 6 7  
provided addit ional dat a ,  support ing t h e  phonology out lined here . 

16 . These  are only 4 0m e  of the phonologic al changes that have t aken 
p lace in Mbabaram. A full discus sion would be out of p lace here but i s  
p lanned for later pub lication ( it would d i s cuss  the origin of denta1s , 
and of t he unrounded back vowel Y ,  and also such changes as g u g u  > go g ) .  

17 . We would need to  study t he spl itt ing and movement of Yidin dialects  
to  complete the  picture . 

18 . We are not s ugge s t ing that Mbabaram i s  genet ically relat ed t o  
Dyabugay-Yidin - there is  insufficient evidence to support such a 
hypothes i s  - only that it was once cont iguous to  t hese languages .  

19 . Mbabaram was probably a smallish tribe , which quickly perished 
with the invasion of European miners - there i s  t oday not a s ingle fu1 1-
b lood Mbabaram living . Speakers of Dyirba1 , on the other hand,  have 
s hown a definit e will t o  survive . Their numbers wer e great ly reduced 
from the 1880 ' s  on through contract ion of European disease s ,  and murder 
by Eur opean settlers ( hundreds of aborigines were shot and poisoned ) .  
One group of 30  or so  members of t he Dyirba1 tr ibe were still  living 
in the dense rain forest around the upper Tully River unt i l  about 25  
years ag o ,  despite the pre sence of white sett lers in the area for sixt y  
years . Today , the Dyirba1Qan talk of increasing the ir numbers unt il 
they are strong enough to  expel the white man ,  and can then resume 
occupat ion of their own rightful t erritory . 

20 . Mathew ( 1 899 , p . 2 2 6 )  include s the Mbabaram word for dog , dog : he 
trans cribes it as t o k  and adds a question mark in parenthe ses . As was 
shown in section 4 . , dog  is in fact an indigenous Mbabaram word - and 
not a loan from Engl ish - that dev eloped by regular sound change from 
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the form g u d a g a  ( g u d a g a  is  the term for dog in many present-day dialect s ,  
s uch as Yidin ) . 
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