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A �10THER- IN-LAW LANGUAGE 
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It i s  wel l  known that the Australian Aborigine h a s  a highly 
developed kinship system ,  a s s igning each person within his soc ial 
universe a c lassifi catory relationship if he is not a b lood relat ion . 
Re ciprocal behaviour is traditionally specified a c cording to one ' s  
standing in relat ion t o  Ego . According to Pike ' s  the s i s  in his work 
on ' language in relation to a unified theory of the stru c ture of 
human behavior ' , l language is  a spe c i fied form of behavior . One 
can see this very c learly when analys ing the taboo relat ionships in 
the Gunwinggu language group of Australian Aborigine s . Avoidance is 
the ideal in social behavior between ma le Ego and his  mother-in-law 
or fema le Ego and her father-in-law , and between Ego and his/her 
non-marriageab le cous ins . 2 The ideal ( the s imp l i city of which is 
exaggerated in any analytical treatment ) is not always practicable 
because of camp living and the re spons ibility the younger adults have 
to care for the older . Therefore,  various forms of ritual avoidanc e 
are found in everyday camp life . A man hands his  mother-in-law her 
share o f  his recent kill in his left hand with that wrist  c lasped in 
his right hand, eyes averted . Ideal ly cous ins are never approached 
in i solation, but a discreet di stance is kept . One never speaks t o  
a taboo relat ion i f  there i s  a third person pre sent , but speaks 
through the third . Here i s  the ro le o f  language in an avoidance 
situation . Whenever one finds it nec e s s ary to  speak to  a mother-in
law , or such relation, or finds need to speak in her vic inity , he does 
not use the regular language but a ritual language 3 called 
g u n k u r r n g  ( commonly n g a r r i m i kme ) cou8in ta Z k .  
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Gunwinggu is a virile language , spoken by several hundred men , 
women and children in locat ions from Goulburn Is land in northern 
Arnhem Land to Bamyili sett lement out side Katherine , so the 
g u n k u r r n g  is sti ll wel l-used and viri le al s o .  Since the oc currence 

4 ritual language is not uncommon in Australia , one would expect 
when finding evidenc e o f  such a dialect in a language to find the same 
phenomenon in other dialects  or languages related to the first . How
ever, this is  not the case . Although there is a cousin t a l k  or mo ther
in- law language in Gunwinggu , there is  none in related languages 
Gunbalang , Gundangbon or Gunj awan , according to my Aboriginal 
informant s .  The pre sence of such a ritual language in the se other 
dialects  wi l l  bear further investigat ion , however, for although I 
had a c lose personal relat ionship with my Gunwinggu informant , I s t i l l  
had to  produce a sample  of the Gunkurrng5 before she would acknow
ledge i t s  existence . Once we were beyond this barrier she was willing 
to give me any amount of material . 

Phono logy . Gunkurrng i s  readily recognizab le as a dialect of 
Gunwinggu ,  for the phones are the same , with the same restrictions on 
oc currence in combination and initially or finally . Word and sentence 
stre s s  as well as intonat ion are the same as Gunwinggu . 

Morphology . The morphological structure i s  the same as that of the 
parent language ,  but the cont ent or shape of the morphs is different . 
There are the s ame number of noun classes , des ignated by the same 
prefixes , but with di fferent stems . Although the noun and verb stems 
differ from Gunwinggu, they are chiefly cognates with a dis cernib le 
systemat i c  change . Some examples  of the nouns with the Gunwinggu 
example preceded by a G and the Gunkurrng preceded by an N :  
G ku n -wo r r /  N k u n -m a l awo r r  l eaf, G k u k u /  N k u n - J u r r k l n  wa ter, 
G n a - ko ? p a y n /  N n a - k a ? poy n o ld man . The class  marker is separat ed 
from the stem by a hyphen . Some of the nouns of Gunkurrng have 
i ncorporat ed parts of the Gunwinggu : G yawu r r l y n /  N wu r r ng a d l k  
y oung man, G ku r r u k a J i N n g a l yoy n ku r r k l  emu,  G ka r r epa r t e /  
N m a n ka r remu j i y am . There are several instances o f  a Gunwinggu word 
being used with a di fferent meaning in Gunkurrng . or a word from a 
dialect  being borrowed with its  orig inal meaning : G wampa  s hark/ 
N ku n y a m p a  bad, G ku n ng e d l k  s ca le/ N k u r n g e d l k  fi s h ,  G ma n y o y n  te ndon/ 
N ma n y o y n  road, G (Goulburn I sland dialect ) k u n kawo smoke/ N ku n kawo 
smoke,  G m a j o r  foo t/ m a j o r  ko rong ko buffa l o  {foo t-big } . In other 
nouns there seems to be a type of syllable metathesis : G t a l u k / 
N k a r t u  ka r t u  woman, G pu r r ky a k/ N k a ya ku r r a no thing ,  G ku n r ru r r k/ 
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N k u n y u r r y u r r  humpy / .  G k u n j u d l ng l  N k u n J u r n u d l k  due t .  Another style 
o f  sound change is  a slight difference in art iculat ion : G t u r u kl 
N J u ng  J u ng dog with a t/j , king correspondence ;  G m a n J o ko l  N n ama n y a k u  
narrow . 

The verb structures are ident ical , even to the same morphs oc curr
ing as person markers .  There i s  the same different iation in aspect but 
with less  variety in allomorphs . This lack of variety i s  a general 
feat ure of Gunkurrng when compared to Gunwinggu . not only in 
struc tural features but also in semant ic feature s . A stem in 
Gunkurrng will corre spond to s everal in Gunwinggu : G -wa r l , - p u r r i , 

- ka r rl N -wa r l  m o tion in reference to one ' e  hand varied in Gunwinggu 
to hunt, hur Z, ho Zd respectively with corresponding aspect markers , 
whereas the nuance in Gunkurrng is carried by the aspect markers . 
Fol lowing are examples o f  the correspondence between verbs and aspect 
markers : 

G unkurrng 

- po ? me  ( aspect marker ) 

y i - J i r r i t - po?m i n  
y ou - i t -waeh- past 

k a - k u n - - po ?m i n  
h e - i t  cover- past 

ka -wa r l - po?me  
h e - i t  hun t- present 

n g a - po ?meng  
I- hi t past continuous 

- po?me  

k a - p u k- po?me  
h e - i t  b t ow- present 

k a - I e r r - p o ? m e  
h e - i t  uncove r- present 

n g a - wo r r - po ?meng  
I -fu Z Z- past 

k a - p a r r k i t - po ?me  
h e - dance -present 

Gunwinggu 

- p u n  

-me  

y i - J i r r i t - p u n  
y o u - i t -waeh- past 

ka - p a r r k - p u n  
h e - i t  cover- past 

k a - wa r l - p u n  
h e - i t  hunt past 

ng a - p u n  
I-hi t past 

ka - p u k - me  
he-i t b Zow- present 

k a - we r r k - m e  

h e - i t  uncover- present 

ng a -wo r r p -m i y n 
I -fu Z t  -past 

- ke 
k a - p a r r - ke 
he -dance - present 
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Gunkurrng 

- p o ? ke 
k a -w i t i t -
h e - i t  p u t  in- present 

ng a -ma r n e - po - po ? ke 
I-he for- i t  aook- present 

- ke 
ng u n - e r r - ke 
(he) one who- l i e - present 

k a - wa r l - ke 
he - i t  hur l - present 

k a - m u r r i j - ke 
he - i t  break- present 

ka - r r i d l - ke 
he - i t  aut off- present 

-me  

-me  

k a n -ma r ne - t a k a l ' -m i n  
helm e - fo r - t e l l- past 

m u r r i j - meng  
i t  break- past continuous 

ka - r r u r r k u y - me  
h e - i t  pu l l - present 

k a - n g o J ? - m e ng 
h e - fire make- past 

y i -ma r na - m i n  
y o u - i t  p l aae- past 

ka - k u r l k u r l -me  
he -run- present 

k a - po y n j e k ng a r r k -me  
h e - ao l d  i s - present 

y i - ka - m u k e - m e n g  
y o u - i t - e� tinguish- past contin

uous 

Gunw1nggu 

-we . irregular forms 

k a - ng i m i - wo n 
he-i t pu t in- past 

ng a -ma r n e - k i y n e  

I-he for - i t  aook - present 

-we 

- ke 

-me  

-m e 

ng u n - ko- we 

(he) one who - l i e - present 
( t e n  s tori e s )  

ka - p u r r i - weng  
h e - i t  hur l - present continuous 

k a - p a k - keng  

h e - i t  break- present continuous 

k a - p i t - J o P - ke r r i y n  
he-fing er-aut o ff- present 

reflective 

k a -ma r n e - y i -m e ng 
he -for - te l l  i t  me-past 

p a p a k - m e n g  
i t  break- past continuous 

ng a - r r u  r r - m e ng 
I - i t  p u n - past 

ka-wu r l ? - m e  
he-fire make- present 

y i - ku r r - m e n g  
y o u - i t  p laae -past continuous 

ka - l o p - me  
he-run- present 

ka - poy n J e k - m e  
he -ao ld i s - present 

- p u n  
ng a - r rom - p u n  
I-it  e� tinguish- past 
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ka -ma r r n g a l a ? -m l n  
h e - Z i s ten- past 

ng a n - ka r n ke l k - I a - m e ng 
he/me- �eg - b i te - past contin

uous 

k a -m u n j u t - me  
h e - i t  carry - present 

k a - r r u r r km l j a r r p e l -me 
he -work- present 

-mo?me  
y l - mo?me  
y o u - i t  d o  present 

y i - mo?m i n  k u n j u r r k l n  

Gunwinggu 

-m a 

k a - p e k a - n 
he - �i s ten- present 

ng a n - ka r re - p ay e - ng  
he/me- � eg -b i t e - past 

k a -ma r n eka - n 
he - i t  carry-present 

k a - r r u r r km I r r I 
he -work- present 

y i - ? m a n g  
y ou - i t  d o  past 

k a n -ma r n e - p o- m a  
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you- i t  do past wa ter 
'you fe tch water for him ' 

you/he -for-wa ter- i t  do present 
'you fe tch wat e r  for h im ' 

k a - j l r r k - ng a - j I r r k - m a n  
he - i t  push- present I-it  push- present continuous 

Nominalizat ion in Gunkurrng fo llows the Gunwinggu type also . 
The third-person singular form o f  the verb without tense marker acts  
as a noun : G k a - p  i m t  I ' a  painting ' 

h e - to paint 

N k a - w a y n j a r t -mo r n t i  ' a  cree k, riv e r ' 
h e - ripp �ing - �eng thwi s e . 

This example with the suffix -mornti demonstrat es another inter
est ing feat ure of  Gunkurrng , the use of a suffix denot ing long or 
moving in a thin stream , in instanc e s  distinct from Gunwinggu : 

G m a n t u d l k - p a r n t a t / N m a n pa r n ta t y l r l ?m o r n t l  ' tree root ' 
tree -roo t roo t g o - � eng thwi s e  

G k a - keyo/  N k a - y a k u r r -mo r n t i  ' he i s  s �eepi ng ' 
h e - s �eeps h e - re s t s - � eng thwi s e  

G ka -w u r l ? wu r l -me/  N k a -wu r l tme-mo r n t i  ' he i s  sweating ' 
h e - h e a t - i s  he-he a t  i s - moving in a t h i n  s tre am 
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Synt ax . Higher level features in Gunwinggu and Gunkurrng are 
ident i ca l . Sentence construction ,  paragraph cons truct ion , intonation 
in conversation and dis course , all are the same . Quest ions are 
formed in the same way , func t ion words carry ing over from the parent 
language : /G n y a l e ?  y i ? -m a n g /  N n ya l e ? y i -mo ?me  what are y ou doing ? 
G p a l e ? n g u t a -y i - re/  N pa l e ?  y i - roka n  where are y ou g oi ng ? 

In summary , Gunkurrng is a diale ct of Gunwinggu used in social 
c ircums tances requiring avoidance behavior . Its  phonological morpho
logical and syntactic  structures are identi cal t o  the parent language 
with divers ification in the lexical content and shape of the morphemes . 
Although the shape of the morpheme s is di fferent from Gunwinggu in 
at least hal f  of the vo cabulary , mos t  of the forms are nevertheless  
distinc t ly cognates . 
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