
WALMATJARI: NOMINATIVE-ERGATIVE OR NOMINATIVE-ACCUSATIVE? 

O. INTRODUCTION 

JOY C E  HUDSON 

Nominative-ergat ive and nominative-accusat ive type languages have 

been much under di scu s s ion recently . The dis tinct ion i s  basic t o  this 

paper which cons is t s  of a discu s s ion of the Walmatj ar i  language in re la­

tion to these language types . l 

The nominat ive-accusative type dis tingui she s b etween nominative and 

accusat ive cases  in the tradit ional terminology of subj ect and obj ect . 

In the s e  languages the subj ect of both a transitive and an intrans itive 

sentence take the s ame case inflection ( nominat ive ) and the obj ect of a 

trans itive sent ence has a different cas e  inflection ( accusat ive ) .  

Nominat ive-ergat ive languages differ in having a s ingle case infle c­

tion ( nominat ive ) for the subj ect of an intransitive and the obj ect of a 

trans i t ive sentence , and a different cas e  ( ergative ) for the subj ect 

of a trans it ive sentence ( Hockett 1 9 5 8 : 2 3 4 - 5 ) . The diagram shows the 

co ntrast of case groupings in the two systems . 

Nom-Ace Nom-Erg 

Sb Sb 

Sb Ob Sb Ob 

Mo st of the Aboriginal language s of Australia can b e  divided into 

groups on the basis  of  the dist inct ion given above . In many Australian 

languages case inflections of nouns follow a nominative -ergat ive s y s t em ,  

while in a small number they fol low a nominative-accusative s y s t em 

( Hale 1 9 7 0 : 7 5 9 ) . Tho se in which noun inflect ions are nominative­

ergat ive usually have some features of nominative-accusat ive patterning 
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in the pronominal sys tem ( G lass & Hackett 1 9 7 0 : 3 5 ) . In language s in 

which both systems appear to operate in the s urface structure , it  is  

impor tant to enquire whether the deep structure might follow a s ingle 

s y s t em .  Hale ( 1 967-6 8 ,  1 9 7 0 ) has suggested that some Australian lan­

guages ,  s uch as Walbiri , have nominative-accus ative deep structure. 

Dixon ( 1 9 7 3 )  has presented proof of the nominat ive-ergat ive deep struc­

ture of the Dyirbal l anguage of North Que ens land . 

The Walmatj ari language of West ern Aus tralia , whi le showing 

nominative-ergative inflection of both nouns and free pronouns in the 

s urface structure , does not appear to have a nominative-ergative deep 

structure . It i s  the aim of this paper to present evidence of the case 

s y s t em in the deep structure of Walmatj ari . 

Sect ion 1 demonstrat es the nominative-ergative nature of Walmatj ari 

s urface morphology . Section 2 gives a nominative-accusative deep struc­

t ure and formulates transformat ions in terms of this . In contras t ,  

Sections 3 and 4 give two alt ernative types of nominative -ergative deep 

structure and state transforms in terms of rather different const i t uency 

trees that the se entai l .  

1. THE NOMINA TIVE-ERGATIVE CASE SYSTEM 

On the surface , Walmat j ari appears t o  be a nominat ive-ergat ive type 

language . Each noun phrase is  inflected for case . The s ubj ect of a 

trans itive sentence i s  inflected with the suffix - I u  which has several 
• 

alt ernant s ( ergative cas e )  whi le the s ubj ect of an intransitive sen-

tence and the obj ect of a transi t ive sent ence are both marked by zero 

inflection ( nominative case ) .  This i s  quite in line with the shape of 

morpheme s in other nominat ive-ergative languages in Australia . Dixon 

( 1 9 7 2 : 9 )  says : "Nominat ive . . .  i s  almos t always real i s ed by zero inf lec­

tion . . . .  There are two common ergative inflections . . .  -gu or - Qgu • . .  and 

-Iu ( with variant -ju in some languages ) . " It i s  corroborated by Hale 

( 1 9 7 0 : 7 58 ) who says that the ergative cas e  is marked "normally by a 

suffix reflecting ance stral * - Q ku � - I u" and the nominative case is  

"normal l y  phonologically null". 

The following examp l e s  i llustrate the nominat ive-ergative syst em of 

cas e  inflection in Walmatj ari. 

(1 ) Q a n p a yl-!Il p a -!Il 
man -Nom AUX 

klra n a nl 
• 

s i t ting 

Q u r a - Q a  
aamp -Loc 

' The man was s i t ting in the aamp . ' 

( 2 )  k a k atJ I-!Il p a -!Il-!Il pln J a  Q a n p a yl-ju 
goanna-Nom AUX h i t  man-Erg 

' The man h i t  the goanna . ' 
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( 3 )  Qa n p a yi-� p a -�-� ka katj i-Iu p a tj a n l 
man-Nom AUX goanna -Erg b i t  

' Th e  goa nna b i t  the m a n .  ' 

( 4 )  ka katj I-� 

goanna-Nom AUX ran 

' The  goanna ran .  ' 

3 

Not e : The ergative inflection has several alt ernant s . Those appearing 

in this paper are -Iu on words of three or more s yllab l e s  ending 

in a vowel and -QU on d i s y l labic words ending in a vowel .  

Walmat j ari differs from many Australian languages in that the pro­

nominal s y s t em i s  also nominat ive-ergative. In nominat ive-ergative 

type languages of the continent "the most common si tuation is  for nouns 
• 

to infl ect according to a nominative-ergat ive pat tern , whi l e  pronouns 

at least superficially follow a nominative-accusative patt ern" (Dixon 

1 9 7 2 : 4 ) .  Free pronouns in Walmatj ari take exact ly the s ame case in­

flections as do nouns . 

( 5 )  Qatj u -� ma -Qa ya n l  
I-Nom AUX w e n t  

' I  we n t .  ' 

( 6  ) ka katj l -� m a - n a -� 
• 

goanna-Nom AUX 

' I  h i t  the goanna . ' 

p l n j a  
h i t  

Qatj u -Qu 
I-Erg 

( 7 )  Qatj u -� p a -tj a -� p atj a n l k a katj l-Iu 
m e -Nom AUX b i t  goanna -Erg 

' The  goanna b i t  me . ' 

2 .  NOM I N A TIVE-ACCUSA T I VE DEEP STRUCTURE RULES 

A lthough the morphological evidence sugge s t s  an entirely nominative­

ergative language , there are other factors which suggest that the deep 

structure may be nominative-accusative , and that the nominat ive-ergative 

case marking wou ld be  app lied at a late s t age of the grammar . 

2 . 1 V ER BAL AUXI L I AR Y  

The b e s t  evidence sugge st ing a nominative-accusative deep s tructure 

is  the verbal auxi l i ary . This i s  an obl igatory cons t i tuent which 

normally occurs as the s e cond word in the sentence . The auxi liary root 

serve s , together with certain verb inflections , to indicate the mood of 

the sentence . Suffixed to the aux i liary root are morphemes whi ch show 

person and number agreement with the noun phrases  of the sent ence . 
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ya n I m a - n a -Iu • 
l)a n a m p a -!1I 

w e n t  INDIC-Sb : l : ex-Sb : pl we : ex-Nom 

' We a l l  (exc lusi v e )  wen t .  ' 

No te : There are three auxi liary roots . The indicative root has the 

form m a - before nasals and p a - e lsewhere . When p a - is  immediately 

fo l lowed by a morpheme beginning with p the root p a - is  deleted . 

The auxiliary reveals the nominative-accusat ive system in that , whi le 

subj e ct of transi tive and intransitiv e  sent ences are marked di fferent ly 

in noun phrase s ,  they are shown ident ical ly in the auxiliary . Also the 

obj ect of transitive sentences and subj e ct of intransi tive sent ences 

( nominative case ) are marked identically in noun phrases  but different ly 

in the auxi liary . 

( 9 )  p a rl-tja r a -!1I p a - I u - p l nja nja nja maQ l n - waQt l -!u 
boy-du-Nom INDIC-Sb : pl-Ob : du saw woman-pl-Erg 

' The  women saw the two boy s .  ' 

( 10 )  * m a n ln -wa nt l -!1I 
• • 

2 p a - p  I I  a - nj a nj a n  j a p a rl-tja r a -!u 
boy -du-Erg 

( l l  ) 

woman-pl-Nom 

' The two boy s 

INDIC-Sb : du-Ob : pl 

saw t h e  women . ' 

m aQ l n -waQt l -!1I p a - I u  w UQa 

saw 

ya n I 
woman-pl-Nom INDIC-Sb : pl wa l kabou t  w e n t  

' The women went for a wa l k .  ' 

( 1 2 )  * p a r l -tja r a -!1I 2 p a - pl l a  y a n l 
boy -du-Nom INDIC-Sb : du wa lkabou t w e n t  

' The  two boys w e n t  for a wa l k. ' 

The morpheme - I u  in the auxi l iary of sent ences ( 9 )  and ( 11 )  refer 

to the p lural subj ect ' th e  women '; - nja in ( 10 )  refers t o  ' the  women ' 

as transit ive obj ect ; -pi la in ( 1 0 )  and ( 1 2 )  refers to the dual subj ect 

' the  two boys ' and - p l nja in ( 9 )  refers to the dual obj ect . 

Only four types of noun phrases  can be cro s s-indexed in the auxi l iary ; 

the s e  are noun phrases in nominat ive , ergat ive , benefact ive and acce ssory 

case s .  In any single sent ence the auxi liary usually cro s s-indexes only 

two of the s e  noun phrase s . 3 One is always the subj ect noun phrase , the 

other i s  chosen according to the following order of preference : 

acce s sory 

bene factive 

obj ect . 

That i s ,  if an acces sory noun phrase appear s  in the derivation of a 

sentence it wi ll  be cro ss -indexed in the auxiliary but benefact ive and 

obj ect wil l  not . If acce s sory noun phrase does not appear but benefac­

tive noun phrase does , then bene fact ive but not obj ect will be cros s -



WALMATJARI: NOMINAT IVE-ERGATIVE OR NOMINATIVE-ACCUSATIVE? 5 

indexed . Obj ect noun phras e  i s  only cros s-indexed if neither b enefac­

tive nor acces sory noun phrase appear s . If a sentence does not include 

acce s sory , b enefact ive or obj ect noun phrase then the auxi l iary only 

cro s s -indexes the subj ect . 

The low status of  obj ect noun phrase adds to the evidence that 

nominative-ergat ive case system has l i t t l e  importance for deep struc­

ture , while the high status of subj ect noun phrase ( referring either to 

transit ive subj ect marked by ergative case inflection or to an intran­

s i t ive sent ence marked by nominative cas e  inflection)  sugge s t s  that 

"subj ect" is  an important deep structure concept . 

2 . 2  PHRAS E S TRUC TUR E R U L ES 

Rul e s  for generating nominative-accusative Phrase Markers include :
4 

i .  

ii . 

i i i . 

S --+-. (S) + AUX + NP + VP + (S) 

VP -+> V + (NPOb) + (NP
Bn

) + 

I -- NP v -+. Vtr 
Ob 

Vintr 

The noun phrase occurring in Rule i .  i s  trans it ive or intrans i t ive 

subj ect ; the noun phras e s  occurring in Rule ii . are trans itive obj ect , 

bene fact ive and acce s sory . 

Tree 1 shows the deep structure for sent ence ( 13 ) . 

( 1 3 ) * wa�ta� 1 m a -�a -¢-nja n a Q u - l u -la 5 Q a n a m p a -ju 
go t INDIC-Sb : l : ex-Ac : 3-Ac : pl-Sb : pl-Ac we : ex-Erg 

p i y i �-wa�tl-!a walu -¢ ku y l - t ja ra - w u  wa n j t jl rl-tja r a-w u 
man-pl-Ac fire-Nom anim a � -du-Bn kangaro o -du-Bn 

' We go t fire from the p e o p � e  for the two kangaroo8 ( to aook 

them ) . ' 

(Tree 1 over�eaf) 
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AUX NP 

INOIC 

TENSE 

pa past I)anampa 
we : ex 

1 ex per 

1 num 

v 

Vtr 

wantan 
• • 

g e t  
• 

J. HUDSON 

Tree 1 

S 

waJu 
fire 

3 per 

sg num 

2 . 3  O B L I GATO R Y  TRANS F O RMAT I O NS 

NP
AC 

kuyl warWtjiri pl yl!:! 
anima Z man 

3 per 3 per 

du num 1 num 

The obligatory transformational rul e s  which are nece s sary t o  bring 

this sentence to the surface st ructure are Tense Movement , Case Indexing 

and NPOb Movement . 

Ten¢ e  M o vem ent Rule 

Tense Movement i s  a simple transformation moving the TENSE node from 

under the AUX and att aching it under the V node . Thi s  rule i s  not 

formally stat ed here . 

Ca¢ e I nd exing R ul e  

Cas e  Indexing cop i e s  the person and number features from the noun 

phrases as suffixes onto the auxi liary root . The rule i s  given be low . 

SO AUX 

1 

SC 

T .  Rul e  ( 1 )  Ca¢ e I nd e xing 

+ NP 

al per 

131 num 

2 

2 

+ 

VP 

x + NP 

3 

3 

a I I per 

13 I I num 

4 

4 

-'VP 

• 
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That i s ,  the auxiliary root i s  followed by four morphemes which specify 

person and number of subj ect and access ory/bene fact ive/obj ect . The 

first morpheme refers to the person of the subj ect , the second to the 

person of the acces s ory/benefact ive/obj ect ; the third morpheme refers 

to the number of the acce s s ory/benefactive/obj e ct and the fourth to the 

number of the SUbj ect .
6 

Applying Case Indexing and Tense Movement to Tree 1 we obtain : 

Tree 2 

S 

AUX NP VP 

INDIC NPBn 
NP

Ac 

Vtr TENSE 

pa+ I ex per + 3 per + pI num + pI num waQtaQ past waJu kuyl wanJtJl rl plylQ 

f)anampa 

I ex per 

pI num 

3 per 

sg num 

3 per 

du num 

3 per 

pI num 

A s  NPAc i s  the rightmo st constituent dominated by VP in this example 

it  i s  the one cro s s - indexed , along with the subj ect , onto AUX . If it  

were not pres ent then the last NP dominat ed by VP would b e  cros s ­

indexed , e i ther NPBn or NPOb' 

NPOb M ovem en� Rul e 

NPOb Movement simply takes the obj ect noun phrase from under VP and 

at taches it  under S immediately after AUX . A formal stat ement of this 

rule i s  not given here . 

Applying NPOb Movement to Tree 2 gives Tree 3 .  

(Tree 3 overZeaf) 

• 

• 
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Tree 3 

S 

AUX NP VP 

INDIC v NP
Ac 

Vtr TENSE 

pa+ 1 ex per + 3 per + pl nom + pl num wa!u Qanampa past kuyl wanjtjl�1 plylQ 

wantan 
• • 

NPOb Movement does not app ly to s ent ence s containing intran s i t ive 

verb s . Tree 4 shows the intransit ive s entence ( 1 4 ) at this s t age of 

the derivat ion . 

( 14 )  * yanl ma-Qa-S?:! -pllaQu-lu 5 Qanampa-S?:! pu!ka-tja�a-wu 
w e n t  INDIC-Sb : l : ex-Bn : 3-Bn : du-Sb : pl we : ex-Nom big-du-Bn 

ply I Q-tja ra-wu 
man-du-Bn 

' We (excl.us i v e )  w e n t  on  b e hal.f of the two bo s s e s . ' 

Tree 4 

S 

AUX NP VP 

INDIC NP
Bn 

Vintr TENSE 

pa+ 1 ex per + 3 per + du num + pl num Qanampa van past p u ! ka ply I Q 
we : ex go b ig man 

1 ex per 3 per 

pl num du num 

2 . 4  CAS E MARKI NG R U L ES 

Tre e s  3 and 4 are now ready for Case Marking Rul e s  to apply . They 

are :  

I 
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i .  Leftmost NP i s  given nominat ive cas e  inflect ion . 

i i .  Any other NP before VP i s  given ergat ive cas e  inf lection . 

9 

iii . Noun phrases  dominated by VP are given benefact ive cas e  inflec­

tion if marked NPBn and acce ssory case infl ection if marked 

NPAc' 

The above rul e s  result in obj ect of trans it ive and subj ect of in­

transit ive sentence s be ing identica l l y  marked for nominat ive cas e  whi l e  

subj ect of trans i t ive sent ences are marked for ergative cas e . 

2 . 5  TRANS FORMAT I O NS I N VO L V I NG TWO S ENTENC ES 

Three transformations provide further evidence of a nominative­

accusative deep structure . In the derivat ion of each t here are two 

sentence s and the same cons traint applies to all three transformations . 

The constraint i s  that the subj ect s of the two sentences must be  the 

s ame referent regard l e s s  of transitivity . It i s  the sub j ect that is  

the important constituent in the se transformat ions rather than nominative 

or ergative . The transformations are -uJa Insert ion , -u Insertion and 

- t ja : Insertion . Exampl e s  are given for -uJa Ins ertion to i l lustrate 

two of the combinations of trans itivity in thes e  dual sentence trans­

format ions . 

-u!a I n�e���on Rule 

The -u!a Insertion transformational rule is  applied to the der iva­

tional s tring 

S + AUX + NP + VP. 

The act ion of the lower sent ence chrono logical ly precedes that of the 

VP. -u!a Insertion deletes all  nodes ex cept V in the lower sentence 

and suffixes -uJa to the verb . The rule is  given b e low . 

T .  Rule ( 2 )  -uJa I n �e���on 

so AUX + NP + V + 

S 

+ AUX + NP + VP 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

SC ==> Ii' 3fu!a 5 6 7 

Constraint 2 = 6 referentially 

S 
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Sent ences (15) and ( 1 6 )  are examples of the surface s tructure of 

sent ence s to which -u!a Insertion has applied . Trees 5 and 6 i llustrate 

the se before -u!a Insertion has applied . 

(15) * tl kl ryan -u!a 
re turn-after 

mana-wantl-� 
• 

tree-pI-Nom 

ma-Qa-�-nja-Iu 5 
INDIC-Sb : 1 : ex-Ob : 3 -0b : pl-Sb : pl 

patjanl 
chopped 

'Havi ng re turned we  chopped tre es.  ' 

Tree 5 

S 

S AUX NP 

AUX NP VP INDIC 

INDIC Vintr TENSE 

TENSE 

• 

VP 

v 

Vtr 

past  �anampa pat jan mana ., �anampa ti ki ryan pa pa pas t 

we: ex re turn we : ex chop tree 

(16) patjan-uja ma-Qa-Iu tl klryanl 

pa 

chop-after INDIC -Sb : l : ex-Sb : pl re turned 

'Having chopped ( i t )  we  r e turne d .  ' 

Tree 6 

S 

S AUX 

AUX NP INDIC 

INDIC v TENSE 
I 

TENSE Vtr 

past �anampa pat jan mana pa past 

we : ex chop tree 

NP VP 

v 

Vintr 

�anampa ti ki ryan 
we : ex re turn 
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-U I n� e�t�on Rule 

The -u Insert ion transformat ional rule applies  to the derivat ional 

string 

AUX + NP + VP + S .  

In this cas e  the act ion of the lower sent ence follows that of the VP 

but as we l l  as being chrono logically re lat ed the act ion of the lower 

sent ence is  purpo sive . Thi s trans format ion deletes  the TENSE node from 

under the AUX and suffixes -u t o  the verb of the lower sentence . The 

three constraint s nece s s ary for -u Ins ert ion to app ly are that mood , 

tense and subj e ct of both s entence s must be the s ame . The -u Insert i on 

rule i s  given be low. 

S 

T .  Rule ( 3 )  -u I n� e�t�on 

MOOD + TENSE + NP + VP + MOOD + TENSE + NP + V + Z 
AU AUX 

1 2 

> 1 2 

3 4 

3 4 

constraint 1 = 5 

2 = 6 

AU AUX 

5 6 

5 

3 = 7 referentially 

7 a 9 

7 afU 9 

S S 

Sentence ( 1 7 )  is an examp le of the surface structure of a s ent ence t o  

which -u Insert ion has applied . 

( 1 7 )  * paylntarl-Qu ra-� pa-�-Iu 
Bieundurry-friends -Nom INDIC-Sb : 3-Sb : pl 

pl kl pl kl-wu pa-�-�-la-Iu 5 

yan ku 
wi Z Z : go 

mu:puQ-u 

pig -Bn INDIC-Sb : 3-Bn : 3-Bn : sg -Sb : pl s earch -for 

' Bieundurry and h i s  friends wi Z Z  go to Z o o k  fo r pigs . ' 

-tja: I n� e�t�on Rule 

-tja: Insert ion i s  a conj oining rule . The derivat ional string t o  

which it appl i e s  i s  

S + S .  

The suffix -tja: means ' and ' and this rule only insert s -tja: between 

the two sent ence s . In order for -tja: Ins ert ion to app ly,  both s entence s  
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mus t  have the same mood , tense ( which are incorporated in the auxi liary ) 

and subj ect . The rule is : 

T. Rule (4) -tja: I nh e4��on 

so AUX + NP + VP + AUX + NP + VP 
S S 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

SC > 1 2 3"tja: 4 5 6 

Constraint 1 = 4 
2 = 5 referentially 

The -tja: Insertion rule has app lied to sentence ( 1 8 ) . 

( 1 8 )  �anpay'-¢ pa-¢-¢ papatjan'-nj'�a-tja: 
man-Nom INOIC-Sb : 3-Sb : sg ary : ou t - a lway s - and 

tju�an' ma-¢-¢-njanu pamar-tjat'-Iu 
aut INOIC-Sb : 3-Sb : sg-refl s t one-with -Erg 

' The  man was a lways aa l ling o u t  and a u t t ing hims e lf w i t h  s tone s . ' 

2.6 I M P ERA T I V E  TRANSFO RMAT I O N  

The last evidence of nominat ive-accusative deep structure presented 

here i s  provided by the Imperative transformat ion . It app lies to both 

transit ive and intransitive s ent ences where AUX dominate s  IMPER 

( imp erat ive mood ) . As with the trans format ions presented previously 

as evidence of a nominat ive-accusat ive deep structure , the subj e ct is  

the import ant const ituent in the Imperative Trans format ion . The 

Imperative rule is : 

T .  Rule (5) I m p e4a��ve 

so ¢" Q, per " Q" per " a" num " a, num + X + NP + V + y 
----==____. _-=1 \,,; '--.=-__ -' '.I IMPE 

SC ==> 

�. V - IMPER 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

3 5,,2 6 

, 

-
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There are three changes brought about by this t ransformat ion . 

First ly the subj ect noun phrase is dele ted . Se condly , the subj ect 

person morpheme [al per] and the auxili ary root , which are dominated by 

IMPER, are deleted whi le the subj ect number morpheme [BI num] remains 

with other morpheme s which have been cros s -indexed ont o the aux i l i ary . 

Thirdly , the remaining morpheme s dominated by IMPER ( acce s s ory/benefac­

tive/obj ect person , acce s s ory/benefactive/obj e ct numb er and subj e ct 

number ) ,  are removed from the dominat ion of AUX and att ached as-suffixes 

t o  the verb . The imperative s entence in surface structure often con­

tains only one constituent , the verb . Other const ituent s such as obj e ct 

noun phrase and bene fact ive noun phrase are opt ional . 

Tre e s  7 and 8 show s entence s  (19)  and (20) after the Imperative rule 

has applied and before late rules opt ionally delete the obj ect and 

bene fact ive noun phras e s . 

( 19 )  yanta-Iu 
go - Sb : pl 

' You a l l  go! ' 

v 

Vintr 

van 
go 

Tree 7 

S 

VP 

TENSE 

ta 

(20) kuyl-� Jan ta-tJa�a-Qu -lu 

-

nonpast+[pl num] 

anima l-Nom spear-Bn : l : ex-Bn :du-Sb : pl 

' You a l l  spear an anima l for u s  two (exc lu s iv e ) ! ' 

(Tree 8 overleaf) 

-

-
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kuyl 
animal. 

Vtr 

Ian 
spear 

v 
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Tree 8 

S 

VP 

TENSE 

ta nonpast +  1 ex per + du num + pl num 

3 .  NOMINATIVE-ERGATIVE DEEP STRUCTURE RULES TYPE 1 

3 . 1 PHRAS E  S TRUCTU R E  R U L ES 

NPBn 

l)atJu 
me 

There are two types of nominat ive-ergative deep structure that could 

be sugge sted for Walmat j ari . The first includes the fol lowing phrase 

structure rul e s . 

1. S 

iii . V 

_. ( S )  + AUX + NP + VP + ( S )  

_. Vtr I NP --

Vintr 

The NP occurring in Rule i .  i s  the obj ect of a trans it ive or subj e ct 

of an intrans it ive s ent ence ; the NP occurring before V in Rule ii . is  

transit ive subj e ct . Tree 9 shows the deep structure for sent ence (13 ) 

when it i s  generated from the s e  Phrase Structure Rule s . 

(Tree 9 on ne:xt page) 

I 
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S 

AUX N 

INOIC NP 

TENSE 

pa past walu I)anampa 
fire we : e x  

3 per 1 ex per 

sg num 1 num 

3 . 2  O B L I GATO R Y  TRANS FORMAT I O NS 

Tree 9 

v 

Vtr 

wantan 
• • 

g e t  

VP 

kuyl wanJtJI�1 
animal. kangaroo 

3 per 

du num 

15 

NPAc 

plylQ 
man 

3 per 

1 num 

A slight ly di fferent s e t  of trans formations is  needed t o  bring the 

sent ence from this derivat ion to the surface structure . They are 

Ergat ive NP Movement , Tense Movement , and Cas e  Indexing trans formations . 

E�g ative NP Movem ent Rule 

Ergat ive NP Movement only applies  to transit ive sentence s .  I t  moves 

the ergat ive NP out from the domination of VP and attaches it t o  the S 
node immediately following the AUX node . Thi s  trans format ion i s  

nece s s ary so that the person and number of the ergat ive noun phrase in 

the transitive sentence ( subj ect ) can be  cros s -indexed ont o the aux i l i ary 

along with the nominat ive noun phrase of the intransit ive sentence 

( subj ect). The Ergat ive NP Movement Rule i s  given below. 

T .  Rule (6) E�g ative NP M ovem ent 

SO 

SC 

T en&e M ovem ent Rule 

AUX + NP + 

1 2 

=> 1 3 2 

NP + X 
VP 

3 4 

4 

Tense Movement t ake s the TENSE node from under AUX and attache s it 

under the V node . Thi s i s  the s ame as the Tense Movement t rans format ion 

I 

, 
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described in Sect ion 2.  

After applying Ergat ive NP Movement and Tense Movement t o  Tree 9 we 

obtain : 

AUX 

INDIC 

pa 

NP 

I)anampa 
we: ex 

NP 

waJu 
fire 

S 

wantan 
• • 

g e t  

Tree 10 

v 

TENSE 

past 

VP 

kuyl 
animal. 

NPBn 

wan JtJ lrl 
kangaroo 

NPAc 

plyl �  
man 

It may be  helpful at this stage to look at the contrast ing tree 

structure of an intrans itive sentence . Note that the Phrase Marker for 

an intransitive sentence i s  the s ame in deep structure whether it be 

nominat ive-accusat ive or nominative-ergat ive . The example used is  

s entence ( 14 ) .  

AUX 

INDIC 

pa 

Ca4 e l�d exi�g Rule 

NP 

I)anampa 
we: ex 

Tree 11 

S 

Vintr 

van 
go 

v 

VP 

TENSE 

past p u J ka 
big 

plyl� 
man 

So far the nominat ive-ergat ive deep structure has proved no more 

complex than the nominative -accusat ive . It i s  the Cas e  Indexing trans­

format ion which brings in the first complexity as it requires two struc­

tural descriptions . 
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T. Rule (7) Ca� e I nd exing 

SD
l AUX + NP + 

al per 

131 nun 

AUX + NP 

al fer 

131 nun 

1 2 

sc => 1+ a 1 per + all per + 13 1 1 nun + 13 1 nun 2 

X + 
VP 

\ V 

+ 

3 

3 

Y + NP 

I 

all per 

NP 

4 

4 

VP 

+ 

17 

v 
VP VP 

5 

5 

The two structural descript ions are ne c e s s ary because one des cription 

cannot cover all  the possibilities  of both transitive and intransit ive 

sentenc e s . The first structural description deals with trans it ive and 

intransitive sentences in whi ch benefactive noun phrase or acces sory 

noun phrase appears.  The second deals with transit ive sentenc e s  in 

which no benefactive noun phrase or ac c e s s ory noun phrase occurs . 

In SOl the first NP cross -indexed wi l l  be ergat ive i f  Ergat ive NP 

Movement has applied , otherwi se it will be nominative . The vari ab le X 
would then be  the nominative noun phras e .  The NP dominated by VP which 

is cros s-indexed i s  either NPAc or NPBn . Thi s  has a llowed for the cross­

indexing of subj e c t  ( ergative NP in trans it ive s entences and nominat ive 

NP in intransit ive sentences ) ,  benefact ive and acces s ory noun phrases  in 

both transit ive and intransit ive sentenc e s , but it  has made no allowance 

for the obj ect noun phrase to be cross - indexed in a trans it ive sentence 

whi ch has neither a c c e s s ory nor benefactive noun phrase . S02 does this 

by cros s -indexing both the ergat ive noun phrase ( s ubj ect ) and the 

nominat ive noun phrase ( obj ect ) .
6 

3 . 3  CAS E MARKI NG R U L ES 

The Cas e  Marking Rul e s  are : 

i .  The noun phrase immediately left of VP i s  given nominat ive case 

inflection . 
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i i . Any other noun phrase left of VP i s  given ergative cas e  inflec­

t i on . 

iii . Noun phras e s  dominat ed by VP are given benefact ive cas e  inflec­

t ion if marked NPBn and acce s s ory cas e  infle ct ion if marked 

NPAc. 

3 . 4 TRANS FORMATI ONS I N V O L V I NG TWO S ENTENC ES 

Further comp lexities are introduced into the -uja Insert ion , -u In­

sertion and -tJ a :  Insert ion trans format ions . The constraint which 

appli e s  t o  all  three transformat ions means that they are le s s  conci s e  

than those described in Sect ion 2. The cons traint is  that both sen­

tence s mus t  have the s ame subj ect regardless of transitivity . There­

fore allowance mus t  be  made in the structural descriptions for both 

transit ive sub j e ct ( ergat ive noun phrase )  and intransitive subj e ct ( nom­

inative noun phrase ) .  To do this extra variab les are nece s s ary in each 

rule . 

so 

s 

SC ==> 

T. Rule (8) -uja I �4 e�tio� 

AUX + W + NP + V + x + AUX + Y + NP + V + Z 
S 

s 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

4fu!a 6 7 8 9 10 

Constraint 3 = 8 referentially 

Tre e s  12 and 13 i l lustrate s entence s (15)  and (16 )  before -uja 
Insertion has applied . 

(Trees 12 and 13, and T. RuLe (9) -

on next page) 



AU 

INDIC 

TENSE 

pa past 

AUX 

INDIC 

TENSE 

pa past 

so 
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Tree 12 

S 

S AUX 

NP VP INDIC 

v TENSE 

I)anampa 

we:ex 

Vintr 

ilklryan 

re turn 

pa 

Tree 13 

S 

NP VP 

mana 
tree 

NP V 

I)anampa 
we:ex 

Vtr 

patJ an 
chop 

S 

pa 

past 

AUX 

INDIC 

NP 

mana 
tree 

TENSE 

past 

T. Rule ( 9 )  -u I n� e4tion 

NP 

I)anampa 
we : ex 

NP 

I)anampa 
we : ex 

VP 

19 

v 

Vtr 

patJan 
chop 

VP 

v 

Vintr 

tiki ryan 
re turn 

M:X)!) + TENSE + U + NP + V + W + M:X)!) + 'l'ENSE + y + NP + V + Z 
AIJX AIJX SAIJX AIJX S S S'-

1 2 

==> 1 2 

3 4 5 6  

3 4 5 6  

Constraints 1 = 7 

2 = 8 

7 8 

7 

4 = 10  referentially 

9 10 11 12 

9 10 11+ u 12 
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T .  Rule ( 1 0) -tJa : I n� e�zion 

SD AUX + W + NP + V + X + AUX + Y + NP + V + Z 
S 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

SC > 1 2 3 4 Sftja : 6 7 

Constraints 1 = 6 

3 = 8 referentially 

4 .  NOMINATIVE-ERGATIVE DEEP STRUCTURE RULES TYPE 2 

4 .1 PHRAS E S TR U C TUR E R U L ES 

8 9 10 

8 9 10 

S 

An alt ernat ive nominative-ergative type of deep structure would be  

generated by rul e s  which include : 

1. S _. ( S )  + AUX + ( NP )  + VP + ( S )  

ii . VP • NP + V + ( NPBn) + ( NPAC) 

i i i . V • Vtr / NP VP ---
• Vl.ntr 

The noun phrase occurring in Rule i .  i s  the sub j e ct of a tran s i tive 

sent ence ; the noun phrase in Rule ii . which occurs before V i s  the 

subj e ct of an intransit ive and obj e ct of a transitive sent ence . 

Tre e s  14 and 15 show the deep structure s for sent ence s ( 1 3 )  and (14) 
re spect ive ly when they are generated from the Phrase Structure Rul e s  

given above . 

AUX 

INDIC 

TENSE 

pa past 

NP 

f)anampa 
we:ex 

S 

NP 

walu 
• 

fire 

Tree 14 

V 

Vtr 

wantan 
• • 

g e t  

NPBn NPAc 

kuyl wanJtjl rl plyl!) 
anim a Z  kangaroo man 

-
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AUX 

INDIC 

TENSE 

pa past 

NP 

I)anampa 
we:ex 

4 . 2  O B L I GATO R Y  TRANS FORMAT I O NS 

Tree IS 

S 

v 

Vintr 

van 
go 

VP 

NPBn 

• 

p u! ka 
big 

plyl� 
man 

21 

The ob ligatory transformat ional rules needed to bring sentences from 

t hi s  derivation to t he surface structure are Tense Movement and Case 

Indexing . These two trans format ions as well as the Case Marking Rule s ,  

-u!a Insertion ,  -u Ins ertion and -tJa: Insert ion transformat ions are 

des cribed here briefly , for compari son wit h  Sections 2 and 3.  

Ten�e Mo vem ent Rule 

As wit h  t he Tense Movement trans format ion described in Sect ions 2 

and 3 t his take s t he TENSE node from under AUX and attaches it  under 

t he V node . 

Ca�e Index�ng Rule 

A statement of two structural des criptions is  needed for Cas e  Index­

ing for nominat ive-ergative deep structure Type 2 as it  was for Type 1 .  

In t he first structural des cription t he first noun phrase cros s­

indexed may be the subj ect of either transit ive or intransitive s en­

tence s .  If  it is  t he subj ect of a transit ive sentence ( ergat ive noun 

phrase )  t he variab le X will be t he nominative noun phrase. The second 

noun phrase cros s-indexed is the last in the sentence . If both bene­

factive and acces s ory noun phras e s  oc cur t he variab le y wi ll b e  the 

benefactive noun phrase. Thi s has not allowed for the trans itive s en­

tence where the ergative noun phrase ( subj ect ) and t he nominat ive noun 

phras e ( obj ect ) are both cross-indexed be cause neither benefactive nor 

ac c e s s ory noun phras e  oc curs . The s e c ond structural descript ion is 

there fore ne c e s s ary .
6 
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T. Rule ( 1 1 )  Ca¢ e I nd exing 

AUX + NP+X+V+y NP 

• 

AUX + NP + NP +V 

VP VP 

1 2 3 4 5 

SC => 1+ a I I*"T , a I I I*"T , II
I I num , III num 2 3 4 5 

4.3 C AS E  MARKI NG R U L ES 

The cas e  marking rules for this second type of nominative-ergat ive 

deep structure are : 

i .  The noun phrase left of V and dominat ed by VP is given nominat ive 

cas e  inflect ion . 

i i .  Any noun phrase direct ly dominated by S i s  given ergat ive case 

inflection .  

iii . Noun phrases  dominated by VP are given benefact ive case inflec­

t ion if marked NPBn and acce s sory cas e  inflect ion if marked 

NPAC' 

4. 4 TRANS FORMAT I ONS I N VO L V I NG TWO S ENTENC ES 

SD 

SC ==> 

T. Rule ( 1 2 )  -u I a 1 n¢ etlti 0 n 
• 

AUX + NP + X + V + y + AUX + NP + Z 
-..JS • 

1 2 3 4 5 

4,ula 

S 

6 7 8 

6 7 8 

Constraint 2 = 7 referentially 
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Tre es 16 and 17 i l lustrate sent ence s (15) and ( 16) before -uja In­

sertion has appl ied . 

AUX 

INOIC 

TENSE 

pa past 

A X 

INDIC 

TENSE 

pa past 

Tree 16 

S AUX NP 

VP INOIC NP v 

NP v TENSE Vtr 

I)anampa 
we : ex 

Vintr 

11klryan 
re turn 

pa 

Tree 17 

S 

NP VP 

rjanampa 
we : ex 

• 

NP V 

mana 
tree 

Vtr 

patJan 
chop 

• 

past I)anampa mana 
we : ex tree 

AUX NP 

INOIC 

TENSE 

pa past rjanampa 
we : ex 

patJan 
chop 

VP 

v 

Vintr 

v 11klryan 
re turn 

T. Rules (13) and (14) overleaf. 
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so 
r-

-

KXD + TENSE 

J. HUDSON 

T .  Rule ( 1 3 ) -u I n4 eAtion 

+NP+W+ 
,... -

KXD+'I'fNSE +NP+Y+V+Z 

AUX L.. - AUX S AUX 
L.. 

- AUX S 
S"" 

1 

sc ==> 1 

SD 

SC 

2 

2 

3 4 

3 4 

Constraints 1 = 5 
2 = 6 

5 6 

5 

3 = 7 referentially 

T .  Rule ( 1 4) -tJa: I n4 eAti o n  

- -

7 

7 

AUX + NP + X + AUX + NP + Y 

S S 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

==> 1 2 4 5 6 

Constraints 1 = 4 
2 = 5 referentially 

8 9 10 

8 9=fu 10 

S 

The advantages in favour of Type 2 deep structure rather than Type 1 

are that , ( a )  Ergative NP Movement transformat ion i s  not nece s s ary and 

( b )  structural de s criptions in most trans format ions are simpler though 

generally these s t i l l  involve more variab les than those in the nominat ive­

accusative deep structure . However ,  the Case Indexing Rule s t i l l  re­

quires a statement of two structural descriptions . 

CONCLUSION 

Five transformat ions have been presented which require the subj ect 

of a transit ive se ntence ( ergat ive case ) and the subj ect of an intran­

sitive sentence ( nominat ive case ) to function as a single constituent 

but no transformation has been found which requires the nominat ive noun 

phrase ( subj ect of an intransitive sent ence and obj ect of a transit ive 

s entence ) to funct ion as a single cons tituent . 
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A comparison of rules given in Section 2 with those in Sect ions 3 

and 4 shows that the ne c e s s ary trans format ional rules have a s ignific­

ant ly simpler statement with a nominat ive-ac cusative base than with 

e ither type of nominat ive-ergative base . However , to bring the s ent ence 

from deep to surface structure one l e s s  trans format ion is  ne c e s s ary with 

nominative- ergat ive Type 2 base than with either of the others . 

The evidence i s  perhaps insufficient to prove conclusively that the 

deep structure of Walmatj ari is  of the nominative-accusat ive type but a 

simpler des cription of the overall grammar is  certainly possible if the 

deep structure is  assumed to be nominat ive-ac cusative . 

• 

• 

• 



* 

1 

2 

3 

ex 
• l.n 

per 

num 

sg 

du 

pl 

Sb 

Ob 

Bn 

Ae 

Nom 

Erg 

Ace 

Loe 

INDIC 

IMPER 

J. HUDSON 

ABBREVIATIONS AND NOTATIONS 

An ungrammatica l  sentence . Late phonological 

rules have yet to apply 

morpheme break 

1st person 

2nd person 

3rd person 

exclus ive 

inclusive 

person 

number 

singular 

dual 

p lural 

subj ect 

obj ect 

benefact ive 

acces sory 

nominative 

ergat ive 

accusative 

locat ive 

indicative 

imperative 

26 
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refl 

AUX 

S 

NP 

VP 

v 

tr 

intr 

TENSE 

SD 

SC 

T .  Ru le 

Q 

U 

W 

X 

Y 

Z 

I 

reflexive 

auxi liary 

sentence 

noun phrase 

verb phrase 

verb 

transit ive 

intrans itive 

t ense 

structural description 

structural change 

trans format ional rule 

Variab les - with X, Y and Z being used wherever 

possible and W, U and Q appearing only when more 

than three variab l e s  are needed . 

27 
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NOTES 

1. Walmatj ari i s  the main language spoken along the Fitzroy River in 

the north of Western Austra l ia . Many of the speakers live on cattle 

stations along the Fitzroy River while others live in the towns of 

Fitzroy Cros sing and Derby . Some live as far east as the Hal l s  Creek 

district and a closely related dialect is spoken as far west as La Grange 

M i s s ion . 

The data for this paper was collected at Fitzroy Cro s s ing under the 

auspices of the Summer Institute of Linguistics by the author and M i s s  

Eirlys Richards between September 1967 and August 1971. 

The enthusiastic help given by many of the Walmatj ari-speaking people 

has been of prime importance in the collection of this data and has led 

to some very good and lasting friendships . 

I also wish to acknowledge the generous help of Profes sor R . M . W. Dixon 

of the Linguistic Department of the Austral ian National University who 

has helped me in the under standing of the generative theory behind this 

analys i s  as well a s  in the actual analysi s  and writing of this paper. 

This paper was prepared with the a s s i stance of a concordance of 

9 0-10 0  pages of text in Walmat j ari produced by a j o int proj ect of the 

Oklahoma Univer sity Research Inst itute and the Summer Inst itute of Lin­

gui stics  which was partially supported by Grant GS-16 05 of the Nat ional 

Sc ience Foundation . 

2.  Thi s  i s  not the final form of the sentence . A late phonological 

rule deletes the auxiliary root pa- when it is  immediately fol lowed by a 

morpheme beginning with the letter p .  The final forms of the auxiliary 

in s entence s  (10) and (12) are therefore pi la -nJa and pi l a  respectiv­

ely . 

3. As many a s  five morphemes can be suffixed to the auxiliary root. 

The first four specify the person and number of sub j ect and acces sory/ 

benefactive/ ob j ect. In more detail they are : 

28 
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1st Order subj ect person 

2nd Order acce s sory/ benefactive /obj ect person 

3rd Order acces sory/ benefactive / obj ect number 

4th Order subj ect number . 

29 

The 3rd Order suffix has two paradigms, one which refers to benefactive 

number and another which refers to obj ect number. When acces sory noun 

phrase appears in the sentence it can choose either of these paradigms . 

To signal that this 3rd Order suffix is referring to acces sory and not 

to bene factive or obj ect a 5th Order suffix -!a i s  added . No attempt 

has been made in this paper to write rules covering the suffix -Ja. 
In clauses where only subj ect is cross-indexed, 1st and 4th Order 

suffixes only occur in the auxiliary . 

4 .  The ditransitive verb is not included here as it does not bear on 

the is sues considered in this paper . There is only one ditransitive 

verb root, YUQ- ' g i v e ', which shows a number of syntactic and morpho­

logical irregularitie s .  

5 .  Thi s is not the final form of the sentence . Late phonological rul e s  

applied to the auxiliary make certain morphological change s and alter 

the order of some of the morpheme s .  The factors causing these change s  

are not dealt with in this paper . For the sake of simplicity all ex­

amples in the paper are given with suffixes in the auxiliary in their 

deep structure orderings .  The late rules will apply to the auxiliary in 

sentences (1 3), (14), (15) and (17) so that the surface forms will be : 

(1 3 )  ma-�a-lu-nJanaQu-Ja 
(14) ma-�a-I u-p II aQu 
(15) ma-�a-lu -nJa 
(17) pa-Iu -!a 

The auxiliary is preferred as second constituent of the sentence but 

otherwise word order is fairly free . This freedom of word order doe s  

not affect the meaning of the sentence . 

6.  In the intransitive sentence (8), 
• 

van I ma-�a-I U Qanampa-j1! 
went INDIC-Sb : l : ex-Sb : pl we: ex-Nom 

' We a l l  (exc l u s ive ) went. ' 

the auxiliary root is fol lowed by only two morphemes: person and number 

of the subj ect . This sentence type is not included in the Case Indexing 

Rule of any of the analyses presented since it do es not affect the is­

sues considered in this paper . The Case Indexing Rule, in each analy­

sis, would require an extra structural description of AUX + NP + Vintr. 
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