
PUNGUPUNGU AND WADY I G I NY :  TYPOLOG I CALLY 

CONTRAST IVE D IALECTS 

D . T .  Tryon 

1 .  I N T R O D U C T O R Y  ( TH E  P RO B L E M ) 

Australian Aboriginal languages have o ften posed problems of classi­
fication occas ioned by such feature s a s  dialect chaining . In fact , in 
many Australian languages , adj acent dialec t s  show neighbour intelligi­

bility , whereas the cognate density between the dialects  of that lan­

guage is of the same order as t hat usually encountered between different 
languages in other language families in t he world . Thus terms such as  
' Fami ly-Like Language s '  (Voegelin,  Voegelin et al . 1 96 3 )  have been 

coined by l inguis t s  whose chief interest i s  in language clas s i ficat ion , 
e spec ially t ho s e  with a spe cial int erest  in lexico-stat istics  as a 
clas s i ficat ory tool . 

Within the Daly Family there exists  a language , Wadyiginy (Wogaity ) 

whose  dialect s pose almo st the opposite problem to  t hat j ust suggested , 
in that while t he dialect s ,  Wadyiginy and Pungupungu share approximately 
79% cognate s  based on a 2 00-item wordlist , and would thus be  normally 
unquest ionably dialec t s  o f  t he same language , t here exist serious 
morphological or morphologico-typological difference s  between t he two 
dialect s .  In fact , these di fferences  lead to  what may be  t ermed 
uni dire ct ional bilingual ism,  if one may use t he term " b i l ingualism" 
when speaking of dialect s ,  for speakers of Wadyiginy have no problem in 
speaking Pungupungu , whi le Pungupungu speakers have great difficulty 
with Wadyiginy be cause o f  t he central nature of the morphological 
differences  to communicat ion . Such a situation is , of course ,  abnormal , 
for normally , in t he Australian conte xt , a cognate density o f  more than 
say 7 0 %  is accompanied by almost total syntact ic and morphological 
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identity . In order that the problems posed by Pungupungu and Wadyiginy 
may be highlighted , it is proposed to e xamine briefly the areas of near­

identity , and , in a more detailed form , t he areas of difference which 

have been ob served to pre sent such a barrier to  communication . 

2 .  WADY I G I N Y A N D  P U N G U P U N G U  - S I M I LA R I T I E S ( G E N E RA L  O V E RV I EW )  

In terms o f  noun morphology , both dialects  manife st the measure of  
similarity t hat one might expect from Aust ralian languages .  

Unmodified nouns fall into four clas se s , indicated by pre fixes in 
both dialect s ,  as follows : 

1 )  cp - part s of  t h e  body , kinship t erms and most natural phenomena 
2 )  m e t Y e m - with animals hunt ed for flesh meat 

3 )  m e n e n Y - with vegetab le food and plant s 

4 )  w i IJ - with t ree s ,  weapons and wooden implement s .  
Thus : 

Pungupungu Wadyiginy English 

pced Y e 'head ' 

m i  r a l) u k  ' kne e ' 

m e t Y e m - w a J a n Y ' snake ' 

m e t Y em - l)ce rcen ' emu ' 

m e n e n Y - me J u l)me J u l) m e n e n Y - me J u l)me J u l) ' c h e e ky y am ' 

w i IJ -me J e  w i IJ - me J e  ' i ronwood 

In both dialects  the adj ect ive always follows the noun which it modi­
fie s  and is  normally invariable . The adj ect ive may undergo part ial or 
comp lete  reduplicat ion if  plurality is  emphasised .  There is  no concord 
between modifier and noun head . 
Examples : 

Pungupungu 

m u y i n Y p a ma J a l)  

m a l)  I)C2 l ma 

Wadyiginy 

m u y l n Y p a ma J a l) 

m a l)  I) u l ma 

English 

'big dog ' 

' heavy s tone ' 

The Noun morphology of  the two dialect s ,  t hen,  is  typical of t he Daly 
Fami ly languages ,  and indeed of t he language s of this part of Australia .  
For  more detailed informat ion see Tryon ( 19 7 4 ) . 



PUNGUPUNGU AND WADYIGINY : TYPOLOGICALLY CONTRASTIVE DIALECTS 

3 .  T H E  D I F F E R E N C E S  ( T H E  V E R B  P H RAS E )  

2 7 9  

The principal di fferences between the two dialect s ,  and indeed those 

which seriously hamper communi cat ion concern the verb morphology , 
parti cularly in the area of t ransi t i ve verb s/pronoun obj e ct s .  

I t  i s  propos e d ,  there fore , t o  move from the less  t o  the more problem­
at i c , beginning with a brief examinat ion of Pungupungu verb morphology , 
after first listing the subj ect and obj ect pronouns , whi ch will soon be 
seen to be central to  the discussi on . The Pungupungu pronouns are as 
follows : 

Subj e ct Obj ect  

' I ' l) e t Y e - I) a r k a  
' y o u ' k e n e  - w i l)  

' h e ' t Y a m u y i t Y - n u l)  

' s he ' t Y a n mu y i t Y - l)e t Y e l)  

'we pI . inc . , I) e r e r e  - I)e re r e l)  

'we  p I .  e xc . , I) e  re  - I) e r e l)  
' y o u  pI . , n a wa r a  - n a w a r a l)  

' t hey p I .  , p a r m u y i t Y - pce r a  I) 

'we dI . inc . , I) a l) k a  - I)a l) k u  

' w e  dI . exc . , l)e r e k e n Y - l)e r e l) k e n Y 

' y o u  dI . , n a w a r a k e n Y - n awa r a l) ke n Y 

' they dI . , p a rm u y i t Y k e n Y - pce r a l) k e n Y 

The only t rue dual form is  I) a l) k a , expre s s ing first person inclusive . 
The remaining dual forms consist  of plural forms to  which the duali s ing 
suffix - ke n Y is affixe d .  

In Pungupungu there are approximat ely twenty verb classes , based on 
the type of act i on being performe d ;  thus , for e xample , we find verb s of 
lying, sitting , standing,  e t c .  This is characterist i c  of all of the 
languages o f  the Daly Family . 

In Pungupungu , the verb phrase may be repre sented by the formula : 
± Verb Stem + Affix Unit ( +  Actor ± Tense + Aspect ) 

In othe r words , the verp stem,  normally a free form , must be accompanied 
by an affix unit appropriate to  the ve rb class of whi ch it  i s  a memb e r .  
The affix unit s are trimorphemi c , with the e xception of t h e  non-future , 
which i s  usually dimorphemi c .  The morpheme s within the affix unit 
indicate act or , t ense and aspe ct/type of act ion . ( In Pungupungu the 
affi x unit follows the free form verb stem, while  in other Daly Family 
language s it has been observed e ither preceding or following . )  In some 
cases , to be discussed below , the affix unit alone may constitute  a 
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c omplete utterance . 
A spec imen verb class will be presented . However , it should be 

not ed that all Pungupungu verb classes  funct ion in e xactly the same 
manner as that to be des cribe d .  

3 . 1 . V ERBS O F  L YI NG 

The affix units  which obligatorily accompany the free form verb 
stems be longing to this class  are as follows : 

Non-F FF 

' I ' . I) i - y e  I) a - p i - y a l)  

' y ou ' k e n Y i - y e  n a - p i - y a l)  

' he ' k i - y e  y e - p i - y a l)  

' she ' k e n Y - y e  y e n Y - p i - y a l)  

'we inc . , I) e r i - y e  I) a ra - p i - y a l)  

'we  e xc . , I) e re I) a r - p i - y a l)  

' y ou ' ke n k i - y e  n a r - p i - y a l)  

' they ' k e r e  p e r - p i - y a l)  

'we  2 inc . , I) a l) k i - y e  I) a l) ka - p i - y a l)  

The bas i c  tense distinct ion i s  between future and non-future . An 
habit ual or cont inuous aspe ct is indi cated by suffixing -m to the non­
fut ure affi x unit s .  

The affix unit de s cribes the general field of act ion , normally , 
whi l e  the free form verb stem de scribes the action performed within 
the spec i fied field . 
Examples  of usage : 

moo r a k a ra  ma r ka n Y u 1  I) i - y e  

y e s terday ftower sme t t  I- t i e  

' Ye s te rday I sme t t ed t h e  ftower ' .  

y i n Ym e k  I) a t t a  1 u r u I)  I) a - p i - y a l)  

t omorrow house c t ean I-F- t i e  

' I  s ha t t  c te an the h o u s e  tomorrow ' .  

The act ions denoted by verb stems belonging to this class  are 
predominant ly thought of as normally performed in a supine posit ion . 
The inclusion of some verb stems , for example t Y am ' to drink ' ,  may 
appear s trange to Europeans . 
Further e xample : 

moo r a k a r a  m u y i n Y l) e 1 e  t a r  k i - y e - I) a r k a  

y e s terday dog hand b i t e  h e - t i e -me 

' Y e s t e rday the  dog bit my hand. ' 
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Wit h verb classes  whose sense  i s  basically ' int ransit ive ' ,  such as  
with ' Verb s  o f  Lying ' , each of the  affix units  may constitute a complete 

utt erance in its  own right , or may be used with an accompanying free 
form verb stem.  
Thus : 

I) i - y e  

k e n Y e - y e  

k i - y e  

' I  �ay down ' 

, You �ay down ' 

' He � ay down ' 

Howeve r ,  with verb c las ses  whose sense i s  bas ically t ransitive , ( i . e .  

not s it t ing,  standing, lying , going)  the affix unit may not be  
accompanied by a free form verb stem.  
Thus : 

p a m b a t Y pre r a k  w i �  m e k e  k a - r e n Y e 

chi �d 8ma � �  tree from h e - fa � �  

'The 8ma � �  chi � d  fe � �  from the tree . ' 

The main point to  be  made here i s  that in the Pungupungu dialect , there 
i s  no overt marking of transitive versus intransitive verb s .  I f  a 
pronoun obj e ct i s  e xpre s s e d ,  e ither direct or indirect , it i s  normally 
suffixed to  t he affix or auxiliary unit , as in the e xample above . 
Furt her examples : 

m a l)  W u p  l) i - y e - n u l)  

8 tone give I- � i e - him 

, I gave him the mone y .  ' 

m u y i n Y t a r y e - p i - y a l) -w i l)  

dog b i t e  h e - h i t - � i e -y ou 

' Th e  dog wi l l  b i t e  y o u .  ' 

t Y a t  l) i - y e - n u l)  l) u r u t Y u l  

8pear I- � i e - him emu 

, I 8peared an emu . ' 

mre r a k a r a  I) a k a  l) e - d Y e - n u l)  w u n ke l 

y e 8 terday a8k  I-8 tand-him tobacco 

, I a8ked him for 80me tobacco . ' 

y i n Y m e k  w i n Y i l) k i n Y m a r i n Y y e - p i - y a l) - I)a r k a  

t omorrow boomerang make h e - future- �i e -me 

'He wi � �  make me a boomerang tomorrow . ' 

The above examples  show , then , that in the Pungupungu diale ct , no 
di stinct ion is made between dire ct and indirect obj ect  pronouns or 
bene fact ives for t hat matter , as well as no formal dist inct ion between 
transitive and intransitive verb s . We shall see now how this contrast s 
with the state o f  affairs in the Wadyiginy dialect ( or Batyamal ) .  
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4 .  T H E  D I F F E RE N C E S  ( WA D Y I G I N Y )  

As we have seen , above , in the area o f  phonology and noun morphology , 
Wadyiginy and Pungupungu are , as one might expect , almos t  ident ical . 

It i s  in verb morphology that the principal di fference between the 

two ' dialect s '  lies . While Pungupungu makes  no formal dinst inct ion 
between transit ive and int ransit ive verbs , in Wadyiginy transit ive 

verbs operate in a manner unique within the Daly Fami ly .  The verb 
morphology of Wadyiginy wi ll , then , be des c ribed under t hree heads : 

1 )  Intransitive Verb s ,  
2 )  Transit ives with Direct Obj ect , 

3 )  Transit ives with Indirect Obj ect . 

4 . 1 .  I NTRANS I T I V ES 

Int ransit ive verbs in Wadyiginy fall into exactly the same verb 
classes  as in Pungupungu . The same affix unit s are found marking the 
same classe s , with paradigms almost ident ical to t he Pungupungu one s .  
Compare the following with the Pungupungu class ' verbs o f  lying ' : 

Non-future Future 

' I '  f) i - YCE- ( w e )  f)a - p i - y a f)  

' you ' k e n Y i - y e - ( w e )  n Y a - p i - y a f)  

' he ' k i - y e - ( w e )  y e - p i - y a f) 

, s h e ' k e n Y - y e - ( w e )  y e n Y - p i - y a f)  

The sole difference between the affix unit paradigms for ' basically 
intransit ive ' verb classes , comparing Pungupungu and Wadyiginy , i s  t hat 
the actor morpheme for the second person singular , future t ense , i s  
n Y a - i n  Wadyiginy and n a - i n  Pungupungu . As with Pungupungu , in 

Wadyiginy the affix or auxiliary unit defines t he field of act ion , while  
t he free form verb stem describes the act ion performed within t he field 
so spe c i fie d .  

Examples : 
mCE r a k a r a  pCEn e t Y f) i - YCE-we  

y e s terday dream I- ti e - comp . act . 
' I  dre amed y e s terday . ' 

4 . 2 .  TRANS I T I V ES WITH  V I R ECT OBJECT 

It i s , with t ransitive verbs which take a direct obj e ct , eit her 
sub s t ant i val or pronominal , that Wadyiginy depart s mo st radically from 
Pungupungu , and inde e d ,  from the other members of t he Daly Fami ly .  In 
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Wadyiginy , all noun obj e ct s ,  whet her animate o r  inaminat e ,  reappear in 
pronominal form within t he verb phrase . As we have seen , in Pungupungu 

the pronoun obj e ct always oc curs suffixed to t he affix unit . Howeve r ,  

i n  Wadyiginy i t  i s  prefixed , t h e  t ransitive verb phrase having the 
structure : 

Verb Phrase ( Trans itive ) = ( +  S/O + Predicate [ +  V Stem + Tens e ] )  
Not only are the Wadyiginy forms prefixed rather t han suffixe d ,  but 
also they are phonologically unrelated to the forms used in t he Pungupungu 

dialect . In fact , t he s ubj ect  and obj e ct pronoun are fused into a 
combined or portmanteau morpheme , a feature not found elsewhere in t he 
Daly Fami ly . With noun obj e ct s ,  t hen , there are four possib le forms for 
e ach actor , as i l lustrated by t he following examples : 

w i �  � p i r i n e 

wood y ou/i t - cut NF 

' You cut the wood. ' 

- p i r i n e  

wood you/them - cut NF 
' You cut the woo d .  ' 

w i �  v=. - p i r a 

wood you/it - cut F 

' You wi H cut the  wood .  ' 

w i �  n Y a t  - p i r a 

wood you/them - cut F 
' You wi t t  cu t the wood.  ' 

[ For purposes  of this pape r ,  t he change s for t ense in t he verb stem 
need not concern us . ]  

The subj e ct -obj ect portmant eaux j ust listed form an integral part of 
t he personal pronoun obj ect system.  The complete t able of forms for 
s ingular actors , non- future , is  as fol lows : 

' Me ' ' You ' ' Him ' ' Her ' 

' I ' - I) e n - y a l)  y a l) a n Y 

' you ' n Y e n  - y i n  k e n Y t Y e 

' h e ' I) a n  k a n Y a ke  k e n Y 

Examples : 
moo r a ka r a  I) e n - n e n e  

y es terday I/you- s e e  NF 
, I saw you y e s terday . ' 

' Us ' ( a )  ' Us ' (b )  , You (pl) ' ' Them ' ' Us ' 2  

- - n Y en I) a n  -

- n Y a t pe  - n Y a n  -

I) a  r i n p e  I) a t pe I) a n p e  k a n pe  I) a l) k a n p e  
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mrer a ka r a  y a Q - n e n e 

y e s t erday I/him- s e e  NF 

'I saw him y e s terday . ' 

mre r a ka r a  y a Q a n Y - n e n e  

y e s terday I/her - s e e  NF 

'I saw her y e s terday . ' 

D .T .  TRYON 

There are normally two forms for each relat ionship expressed - for 

e xample Q a n - ' I/them ' ( NF ) , but Q a t - ' I/them ' ( F ) . The non-fut ure form 
i s  o ften characterised by a final - n ,  whi le the future form normally 

takes - t o  Except ions have been not e d ,  however , which will not allow 
one to be ab solutely categorical . The Wadyiginy dialect will obviously 
repay further study , for the portmant eau morpheme feature has raised 
several problems unresolved during the limited t ime availab le in the 

field to  t he present writer . For e xample , the table of forms j us t  
presented c ontains several homophonous forms ; thus : n Y e n - e xpre s s e s  the 
relat ionship ' I/you pl . ' and 'you  sg . /me ' .  The same applies  t o  Q a n - , 

which expre ssed ' I/them ' ,  and ' he/me ' .  For a further discuss ion of 
homophonous forms , see Tryon ( 1 974 : 21 7 ) .  Suffi c e  it to  say that 
homophonous forms are use d ,  in a number of case s ,  to indicate reciprocal 

re lat ionship s , but t hat not all reciprocal relat ionships are so indicat e d .  

One further comment should be made , at t h i s  point , namely t hat a l l  
verbs expre s s ing direct obj ect are conj ugat ed i n  t he same manner .  In 
other words , the numerous verb classes of the Pungupungu dialect become 

one s ingle class  which covers all t ransitives  wit h  direct obj ect . 

4 . 3 .  TRANS I T I V ES W ITH I NV I R EC T  OBJECT 

With Wadyiginy verbs which  are ' basically intransit ive ' ,  but may take 

an indirect  obj ect , such as ' to say, te � �, a a � �  out ' ,  a separat e set of 
obj e ct pronouns i s  use d .  These  are as follows : 

'me ' 

'you ' 

' him ' 

' her ' 

' us inc . ' 
' us exc . ' 

' y o u  p l .  ' 
' them ' 

' us dl . inc . ' 
' us dl . exc . 
' y ou dl . '  

' them dl . ' 

- Q a r k a  

- w i Q  

- n u Q  

- Qe t Y e Q  

- Qa r a r a Q  

- Qa ra Q  

- n aw a r a Q  

- pre r a Q  

- Q a Q k u Q  

- Qa r a Q ka n Y i 

- n awa r a Q k a n Y j 

- pre r a Q k a n Y j 
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The se forms are ident ical to  those already des cribed for Pungupungu and 
as wit h Pungupungu oc cur suffixed to the int ransit ive affix unit . 

Examp le s : 
k e - m e - I) a r k a  

h e - s ay -me 

'He t o l d  m e . ' (He said to me . )  

k e - m e - w i l)  

he-say-you 

'He t o ld y o u .  ' 

k e - m e - n U I)  

h e - say- him 

'He t o l d  him . ' 

l) e - m e - n u l)  

I-say- him 

, I t o l d  him . ' 

With Pungupungu all verb s both ' transit ive ' and ' intrans itive ' follow 
the above system,  while as has been shown it i s  re stricted to  verbs 
which are basically intransit ive in Wadyiginy . Indirect obj e c t s  with 

' t ransit ive ' verbs in Wadyiginy are t re ated simply as direct obj e ct s ,  

as for example in a sentence like ' I  gave the money to him ' ,  which i s  
ma l) y a l)awen e ,  literally ' money I/him give ' .  

5 .  C O N C L U S  I O N S  

The maj or difference between Wadyiginy and Pungupungu , then , l i e s  i n  
the dramat ically different manner i n  which pronominal obj e c t s  are marked 
with t ransit ive verbs . The e xi stence of a pre fixed portmanteau morpheme 
in the one dialect , and a simp le suffixed pronoun obj ect  in the other 
raises  c ertain problems , not the least o f  which is  the que st ion of the 
mut ual intelligibility of the two diale cts  ( Batyamal is considered 
ident ical with Wadyiginy for present purpose s ) .  

Answers to  the quest ions rai sed are not likely to be forthcoming,  
s ince the last Pungupungu speaker died two years ago . However , previous 
to this t ime , Pungupungu speakers assured the pre sent writ er that they 
cons idered Wadyiginy quite separat e and di fficult , although speaking it 
wel l  enough for communic at ion . Tradit ion has it that Pungupungu , so 
c lose  to  Wadyiginy in all other respect s e xcept the area of t rans itive 
verbs , was once used as a lingua 6 �anca within the Daly are a .  Pos s ibly 
it too once had the same transitive/int ransit ive dist inct ion described 
for Wadyi giny , the dist inct ion becoming eroded by the exigencies  of 

being a lingua 6�anca in an area in which no other language , at least 
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not one belonging to  the Daly Fami ly , observes the same type of 
distinct ion . 

It i s  di fficult to  test such a hypothes i s , s ince most of t he Daly 
Fami ly languages have long been on the decline . Even if one had been 

able to  assess  the number of speakers of Pungupungu as a s econd , third 
or fourth language , t he problems of att empt ing to  go beyond the hypo­
the t ical are we ll nigh insuperable . 

The relat ionship of Pungupungu and Wadyiginy , then , i s  certainly 

problemat ic  in terms of language clas s i ficat ion , with the bulk of t he 

evidence favouring their classificat ion as  diale cts  of the same language , 

while t he key nature of the differences  between the two mi litat e s  against 
such a clas s i ficat ion . 
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