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1. INTROD UCTION 

Yanyuwa
l 

is one of the Australian Ab original l anguages whic h has an 

ergative type c ase mark ing system; that is, ergative c ase marks tran­

sitive sub ject, and nominative
2 

c ase marks non-transitive sub jec t and 

also ob jec t. The p urp ose of this p aper is to p resent the hypothesis 

that in Yanyuwa the nominative c ase marker has a single meaning rel evant 

to its various grammatic al oc c urrences, and that the ergative-allative 

c ase marker also has an area of meaning c ommon to its various oc c ur­

renc es . 

Yanyuwa is d ifferent from most Australian Ab original languages the 

author is aware of in that it generally mark s transitive sub jec t, 

all ative and p urp osive with a single marker, b ut if the hypothesis 

proves valid for Yanyuwa, there may well b e  impl ic ations for other 

languages with ergative c ase systems also. 

1 
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2. CA S E  MA R KI N G  S Y  S T EM 

I n  rel atio n to ergative versus ac c usative c ase marking systems, 

Yanyuwa has an ergative system which is neutral ised at o ne p l ac e  in the 

l anguag e .  The nominative-ergative distinc tio n is app arent in th e mo r­

phology of nouns and adjec tives, demonstrative, interrogative and p o s­

sessive p ronouns, and there are evidences o f  it in the person marker 

sets o c c urring with transitive verb s .  The distinc tio n is neutral ised 

in th e free p ro noun set so that the same fo rm o c c urs fo r b o th ergative 

and nominative, altho ugh it is rare for a free p ro no un to o c c ur as a 

transitive sub jec t. I n  most areas affec ted b y  the c ase marking system, 

ergative and al l ative have a single marker, b ut free p ro nouns distin­

guish b etween the two , and p articip l es are marked for ergative only 

(see chart). This suggests that there is an added compl exity that c an 

b e  expec ted in the meaning of ergative-all ative, that th ere is a mea­

sure of sameness and a measure o f  difference .  

CHART OF YANYUWA NOMINATIVE, ERGATIVE, ALLATIVE SUFFIXES 

Nominative 

Ergative 

Allative 

3 .  CASE MA RKE R S  

, 
No un Modifiers , 

tives 

-1 u 

Free 
P rono uns 

- 1 u 

Partici ples 

- 1  u 

Yanyuwa has four c ase marking suffixes which o c c ur o n  nouns and th eir 

modifiers and c ertain o ther wo rd c l asses . The suffixes are : -� ' nom­

inative', - l u  ' ergative-all ative ' ,  - l a  ' ab l ative' , - w u  ' genitive' . The 

nominative is al ways realised b y  - � . The remaining c ase markers have a 

series o f  all omorphs (desc rib ed in detail in " Compl exities o f  Yanyul a 

No uns" , Kirton 1971).3 The c lass marking p refixes which o c c ur o n  nouns 

and th eir modifiers al so change in agreement with the c ase marking suf­

fixes with which th ey c o -o c c ur b ut some distinc tio ns are l o st .  Prefixes 

make no distinc tio n between ergative and ab l ative c ases, and in the four 

commonest c l asses, male, masc ul ine, female and feminine, p refixes o nl y  

distinguish nominative and non-nominative (or o b l ique ) . 
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Nominative marks the subject o f  al l c l auses exc ept tr ansitive, and 

marks the objec t o f  transitive c l auses . Ergative-all ative marks 

transitive sub jec t, al l ative (to a p erso n  or p l ace) and purpo sive func ­

tio ns . (The chart illustrates th e distrib u tional limitatio ns p l aced 

o n  th e use of this marker . ) Ab l ative marks ac comp animent, instrument, 

loc ative (in, a t, on, by) func tions, and it also marks the l o c ative 

phrase o c c urring with the prep o sition n a g a ri 'from ' .  Genitive marks 

po ssessio n at word and phr ase l evel, and o n  a syntac tic l evel marks in­

direct objec t func tio n.  

4. S Y NTACTIC BACKG R O U N D  

Cl ause level analy sis in Yanyuwa is still in progress but in current 

analy sis, c l auses ar e divided into four major typ es - stative c l auses 

(which are non-verb al ), existential c l auses (with the verb � 'be ' or 

o ne o f  th e o ther verb s which supp l ement it), intransitive c l auses and 

transitive c l auses. (Reflexive or rec ip ro c al verbs o c cur in either in­

transitive or tr ansitive c l auses. ) This then gives the gener al frame­

work in which c ase marking occurs. 

Examp l es (1 ) - ( 4 )  b el o w  illu strate the four main c l ause types. They 

all utilise the morpheme y a b i  'good, w en, ni ce,  p l e a s an t ' :  

STATIVE 

(1) n j a - y a b i - �  . . . .  '" 4 n Ja - m l ':' l l) l y a - ",  

m nom-good-nom m nom-man-nom 

' t h e  man ia good / t h e  man was good ' 

EXISTENTIAL 

(2) d j i w - � - i n I5 n j a - y a b i - �  n j a - m i n i l) i y a - ¢  
• 

he - b e -pres m nom-good-nom m nom-man-nom 

' he is a good man ' 

INTRANSITIVE 

(3) d j i wa - y a b i r i - n j d j i n j a -m i n i l) i y a - ¢  • 

h e-b e come w e l l-pres m nom-man-nom 

' th e  man is be coming we l l/the man is improvin g ' 

TRANSI TIVE 

(4) g a n j - i  1 u - y a b i ma - n j d j  i 

him- h e -make w e l l - pres 

n j a - m i n i l) i y a - ¢  
• 

m nom-man-nom 

n j u - ma r a 1 I) u d j i - I u 

m nnom-doctor-e rg/all 

' t h e  doc tor makea t h e  man we l l/the doc tor ia h e a ling t h e  man ' 

These four c l auses ar e given as b eing gener ally representative o f  the 

l anguage. Stative c l auses make descrip tive or equative statements. 
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Existential c l auses share a meaning compo nent of 'state of being'. I n­

tr ansitive c l auses generally share a meaning compo nent o f  'a process 

occurring'. Tr ansitive c l auses general l y  sh are a meaning compo nent of 

'a process being effected'. (A proc ess is defined as a sensory or 

physic al ac tivity as opposed to a state o f  b eing. ) 

5. A SIN GLE MEANIN G FOR NOMIN ATIVE CASE 

Nominative c ase marks ob jec t of transitive c lau ses , and sub j ects o f  

c l auses o ther than tr ansitive c lauses. I n  co nsidering examp les (3 ) and 

(4) again, a c ommo n feature emerges for the entities marked nominative. 

I n  b o th (3 ) and (4) the exp erienc e of the man is the same. He b ecomes 

wel l .  In (3 ) th ere is no referenc e to th e instigator or c ause of 

b ec oming wel l .  There is a simpl e  statement about the pro c ess. I n  (4) 

th e additional informatio n is given that th e ac tio n is a c aused o ne and 

that it was c aused b y  a doctor. I n  both (3 ) and (4) the man is the ex­

perienc er of the pro cess, and so the meaning 'experiencer' is assigned 

to the nominative c ase. 

These two examples have a numb er of par al l el s  with other p air s of 

verbs such as wa � i r i 'become bad, de teriorate' and w a  � i ma  'make bad, 

spoiZ, harm', 1 u m b u r  i 'become strong' and 1 u m b uma 'make strong', I) a b u  

'go underwater, bathe' and I) a b u n j d j a ma 'push 01' puZZ underwater, wa n i  

'go back, come back' and w a n i n j d j a l) uma  'take back, bring back'. Th ese 

verbs would al l sub stitute for the verbs in (3 ) and (4)  to further il­

lustrate th e 'exp erienc er ' meaning of the nominative marking. 

I t  is nec essary to look at o ther examples where th er e is not a 

c ommon root invol ved in th e verb s and at examp les where verbs of motion 

are used. Co nsid er ( 5) and (6), (7) and (8 ) :  

(5) g i y a - w i l) g a - ¢  

he-waZk-p 

n j a - m i ':1i l) i y a - ¢  

m nom-man-nom 

'the man went' 

(6) g a n j  - i 1 a - g a - ¢  

him-he-take-p 

n j a - m i n i l) iy a - ¢  • 

m nom-man-nom 

'the doctor took the man' 

( 7) g i w - a n b a -¢ 

he-faZZ-p 

n j a - m i ':1i l) i y a - ¢  

m nom-man-nom 

'the man feZZ' 

n j u -ma r a ll) u d j i - Iu 

m nnom-doctor-erg/all 

(8 ) g a n j - i l u -Iaw u n d a ma - ¢  
� 

n j a - m i n i l) i y a -¢ 
• n j  u - ma r a  Il) u d j  i - I u 

him-he-make faZZ-p m nom-man-nom m nnom-doctor-erg/all 

'the doctor made the man faZZ' 
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I n  both ( 5) and ( 6) the man goes from one p l ac e  to another - he mo ves 

from p lac e A t o  B. I n  (5) there is no ind i c at i o n  of t h e  c aus e o f  h is 

go ing , b ut his exp erience of mo ving from A to B is the s ame. I n  (7) 
and (8 ) the s amenes s of t h e  man's exp erience i s  mor e  obvi ous . I n  al l 

four examp l es he is the experienc er of the ac t i on i n  progres s .  The 

role of man in (5) and (7) is et ically l ab el l ed as ' ac tor-exp eriencer' 

and in ( 6 ) and (8 ) it is et ic al ly lab el l ed as 'obj ec t-experienc er ' ( as 

P ike & Pike 1974). ( Dr Pike l ab el s  the s ub j ec t  o f  a pas s ive cons truc­

t io n  'ac tor-undergo er ' which would b e  'ac t or-exp erienc er' in the 

writ er ' s  t erminology . ) Dis c u s s ion of out s ide c aus es mot ivating s uch 

ac t io ns as walking is cont inued i n  sec t io n  6 .  

Two further examp l es are given us ing a reflexive and a t r ansi t ive 

verb which share a c ommon s t em and o c c ur in t wo c o ntras t ive c o ns truc ­

t io ns :  

( 9) 

( 10) 

g u m b a -w u d u r u ma - �  

he rfl-feed-p 

n j a - m in i l)i y a - �  • 

m nom-man-nom 

'the man fed himself / the man ate' 

g a n j - i l u -w u d u ru ma - � 

him-he-feed-p 

n j a - m in i l)i y a - �  • 

m nom-man-nom 

'the doator fed the man' 

n j u - ma r a l l) u d j  i- I u 

m nnom-doator-erg/al1 

I n  b ot h  (9) and (10) the man i s  very app arent ly the experiencer in the 

pro c es s  of eat ing . I n  (10) he h as an as s is t ant . 

6. AN AREA OF COMMON MEANING FOR ERGATIVE-ALLATIVE 

5 

Th e exampl es ( 4 ) ,  ( 6) ,  (8 ) and (10) co nsi d ered ab o ve also illus trat e  

the use o f  ergat ive c as e  marker - l u  t o  mark the t rans i t ive s ub ject , and 

each o f  t h es e  exampl es demons trat es the ' c au s er '  func t ion of t h e  doator 

( who is marked in that way ) .  

Co ns ider t wo furth er examp l es to s ee t h e  use o f  the s ame ergat ive 

marker t o  mark purp o s e  in both an intrans i t ive and a t r ans it ive c l au s e :  

( 11) g i y a -w i l)g a - �  y a rib a n d a - l u  
� �  

he-waZk-p hunting-erg 

'he went to hunt' 

(12) g a n j  - i 1 a - g a - �  

him-he-take-p 

y a r b a n d a - l u  
� �  

hunting-erg 

'he took him to hunt' 

Th e r easons for or the purpose o f  the main ac t io n  in both (11) and (12) 
is the hunting, which is marked by - l u .  The purpose o f  the ac t io n  is 
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the cau s e  for the action , and so  in this sense the ergative is s til l 

marking the 'caus er' o f  the action .  

Two fur ther factors accord with the view o f  purpose as 'caus e'. 

Firs tly , purp o s ive occurs much more frequen tly in intrans itive clauses 

which have no trans itive subj ect, and s econdly , claus e anal y s is to this 

point indicates that trans itive subj ect and purposive functions , as 

man if es ted by a word or p hrase marked b y  ergative-al l a tive markin g ,  do 

not co-o ccur in a s ingl e claus e. 

Al lative function may b e  marked b y  the ergative-allative marker -Iu. 

It is prop o s ed that there is a component o f  'caus er' meaning in the 

ergative-allative cas e  marker but there is a l s o  a contras tive componen t ,  

and that this irregularity o f  meaning componen t  o ccurrence paral l els 

the irregularity in the Yanyuwa case marking s y s tem for ergative and 

allative (s ee chart again to compare marking of nouns and free pronouns ) .  

It is no ted that analys is to this time indicates tha t the allative 

function , manifes ted by a word or p hras e marked by ergative-allative 

affixation , d o es not co-occur with trans itive subj ect or purp o s ive func­

tions in the s ame clause. An allative phras e  may co-occur only if it 

is a prepos itional p hrase o f  a kind unmarked b y  -Iu. It is further 

no ted that in Yanyuwa dis course,  the pattern is for the participan ts 

to b e  introduced at the b eginning o f  the dis cours e .  After this , nouns 

or noun p hrases are us ed only to introduce new participants playing 

minor roles or to resolve po tential amb iguity . Person markers or de­

mons trative pronouns main tain the con tinuity o f  reference to par ticipants 

o therwis e. In curren t  data , the only examp les o f  co-occurrence o f  a 

word or p hrase man ifes ting trans itive subj ect and a prepos itional p hras e 

marked by -Iu manifes ting allative , is in a � enten c e ,  with intonation 

clearly ind icating the compl etion o f  one clause and the commencement o f  

another. 

Examp les ( 13 )  - ( 15 )  il lustrate the suffix -Iu marking allative 

function : 

(13) giya-wiQga-� 

he-waLk-p 

yila-lu
6 

him-all 

n j u -rna r a 1 Q u d j i-I u 

m nnom-doctor-erg/ all 

'he went to the doctor' 

(14) giya-wiQga-� nUQguw-a 1 anj dj i-I u 

he-waLk-p arb abl/erg/all-camp- erg/all 

'he went to the camp' 

(15) ganj -i 1 a-ga-� 

him-he-take-p 

MUQgubayi-lu 

Burketown-erg/all 

'he took him to Burketown' 

• 
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The sugges tion is that th ere is a way in which 'caus er '  may apply to th e 

ergative-allative marker as it marks allative function but that there 

is a measure in which this is uns atis factory . From the author's obser­

vation o f  the Yanyuwa peop l e ,  activity is not undertaken without a pur­

pose or goal . A memb er o f  Yanyuwa so ciety does not go aimles s ly for a 

s trol l .  If h e  goes walking it is with the intention o f  achieving a 

purpose or reaching a des tination .  A person , p lace or activity mus t  b e  

th e goal o f  a mo tion activity o f  coming , going , taking , s ending ; that 

is , there is an outs ide mo tivation. In th is ar ea then the goal o f  th e 

action may be regarded as an indirect caus e or being as sociated with th e 

caus e. 

The unsa tis factory el ement in as s igning a 'caus er' meaning to th e 

ergative-al lative marker for allative function is evident in examp l es 

(16 )  and (17): 

(16) giw-anba-¢ dj iy-awara-lu • 

(17) 

he-fall-p mse nnom-gpound-erg/all 

'he fell to the gpound' 

gi-wuluma-¢ 

it-run-p 

wura-lu 

undepwatep-erg/all 

'it pan into the watep (out of its depth)' 

Examp le (17) is in th e context o f  animals rushing over a cl iff into the 

water and drownin g ,  and th e 'caus er' in this particular. ins tance is ex­

p licitly s tated to b e  evi l  spir its within the animals . 

7. TENTATIVE CONCLUSION 

On th e grounds o f  the above evidence, the author tentatively con­

cludes tha t  in r elation to nominative and ergative-allative cas es , a 

cas e  may b e  mad e for cons idering that in Yanyuwa cas e  markers basical l y  

have a s ingle meaning , even when they mark what have trad itionally b een 

thought o f  as such different grammatical entities as subj ect and 

obj ect. If the contras t is viewed as b eing b etween 'experiencer' and 

'causer' rath er than b etween s ubj ect and obj ect, then a l ogic to 

ergative marking becomes cl ear . In this view , subj ects o f  equative and 

exis ten tial claus es a l s o  have a function o f  'experiencer' as it occurs 

in oppos ition to 'causer' . 

Other case markers mus t also b e  analysed from this viewp oint and 

anal y s is mus t be taken further b efore more confident con clusions can b e  

reached . 

• 
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NOTES 

1 .  Yanyuwa is the only language of the Yanyulan family . The speak­

ers of the language live mainly a t  or around Borroloola in Australia's 

Nor thern Territory . The language is re ferred to in the literature as 

Anyula , Yanyula , Yanyuwa , Wadiri, with variations of orthography for 

the se name s. Yanyuwa is the name used b y  the spe akers among themse lve s 

in reference to themse lves and the ir language , and is the spe lling a c ­

c ording to c urrent A.I. A . S . c onve n tion s .  Yanyuwa has re ference 

number 28 in Oate s' A Revi� ed Lingui� �ie S u�vey 06 Au� ��alia . 

This paper is written using data obtained during an approxima te total 

of fifty months' linguistic fie ld work at both Borroloola and Doomadgee 

Mission sin c e  1963, during the author's work under the ausp ic e s  of the 

Summer Institute of Linguistic s. 

The author is grateful to patie n t  willing Yanyuwa helpers for all 

that they have shared of the ir language , and is grateful also to senior 

c olleague s in S . I . L . , more particu larly to Dr Kenne th L .  Pike and Drs 

Ge orge Huttar and Christine Kilham , whose le c ture s ,  guidance , and 

ed itorial assistance h ave c on tributed to the produc tion of the p aper . 

Gra te fu l  acknowle dgeme n t  is also made for the help of a con c ordance 

of approximate ly 19, 0 0 0  words of Yanyuwa te x t  c ompiled by the IBM 

c ompu ter a t  the Univer sity of Oklahoma by the Linguistic Information 

Re tr ie val Proj e c t  of the S . I . L. and the Univer sity of Oklahoma Re search 

Institute , and sp onsored b y  Gran t GS- 934 of the Na tional Scienc e  

Founda tion . 

This paper was first presented at the Linguistic Soc ie ty of Austra lia 

me e tings in Sydney , 197 5 ,  and has since b e e n  revise d .  

2 . The se terms,  nominative and erga tive, c onform to Australian usage 

(Hale 1966, 197 0 ;  Dix on 1970 ) .  Dr Capell r e fers to 'operative ' ,  

'agen tive ' and 'e rgative '  in labe lling the c ase marking transitive 

8 



YANYUWA NOMINATIVE AND ERGAT IVE-ALLAT IVE CASES 

sub j e c t  (1956 ) . His own preference is for 'operative ' when the same 

case marker also mark s instrumen t  func tion . 

3. In the Yanyuwa noun paper (Kirton 1971) different terminology was 

used . The nominative of this p aper is there referred to a s  nucle ar , 

ergative-alla tive as direc tive , ablative as assoc iative , and genitive 

as referent. 

4 .  A lternative word orders are a c c e p tab le but the order judged to be 

that most fre quen tly used is that whic h is given. Example s are given 

in the women's diale c t  whic h makes distinc tions more c le arly than the 

men 's .  

9 

5 .  Morpheme bre akdown of verb s has been simp lified so tha t the reader 

may more readily focu s  his a ttention on the c ase marking whic h is b e ing 

c onsidered . 

6 .  It is noted that for free pronouns - l u  mark s alla tive only . (See 

se c tion 2 and the c har t . ) The free pronoun and the noun are in app osi­

tion in this c lause . 

, 
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arb 
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erg/al l 
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mse 

nnom 
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pres 
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ABBRE V I ATIONS 

ab lative 

allative 

arborea l  noun c lass 

ergative 

ergative /allative 

male noun c lass 

masculine noun c lass 

non-nominative 

nominative 

p ast 

prese nt 

re flexive 
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