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Adventures in distributed 

exponence
Alan Rumsey

Introduction
I first met Jane Simpson in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in January 1979, at 
a two-day workshop on Australian Aboriginal languages in the Linguistics 
Department at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), where 
both Jane and her soulmate, David Nash, were PhD students. The event was 
unusual in being perhaps the first sizeable gathering ever held in the United 
States that was focused on Australian Aboriginal languages.1 To some of us 
who were outsiders to the MIT department it also seemed surprising that such 
a gathering was being held there in the Chomskian heartland, because we 
thought of MIT linguistics as being focused more on purportedly universal 
‘deep structures’ and the formal properties of grammatical rules rather than 
on the richness-in-diversity of the world’s languages. But as often happens at 
gatherings focused on particular empirical phenomena, there was a shared 
sense of excitement among us about the languages themselves – all the more 
so in this case because of the amount of new research that had been done on 
them in the previous decade or so, much of it still unpublished at that time.

1	  As I have been reminded by a program of that event that David Nash kindly excavated and sent 
to me, in addition to Jane, David and me, the presenters included Geoff O’Grady, Peter Austin, Barry 
Alpher, Jeffrey Heath, Ken Hale, Jay Keyser, Ken Stevens, Judy Klavans, Avery Andrews, Terry Klokeid 
and Francesca Merlan.
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We also came to appreciate what a strong strand there was at MIT of fieldwork-
based, intensive empirical study of languages from around the world – above 
all in the person of Ken Hale, who was one of the best field linguists who 
has ever lived. In addition to his superb research and community-focused 
applied work on Native American languages in the south-west of the United 
States, Hale had done prodigious fieldwork in Australia, working on scores 
of languages in 1959–61, and later in great detail on Warlpiri, a language 
on which he supervised outstanding PhD theses by Jane and David, which 
drew both on their own fieldwork and Hale’s extensive field materials. The 
revised version of Jane’s thesis on Warlpiri morphosyntax (Simpson 1991) 
is a wonderful combination of rigorous theoretical argumentation within 
a particular theoretical framework (Lexical-Functional Grammar), clear 
linguistic description and sheer delight in what Edward Sapir would have 
called the ‘genius’ of the Warlpiri language.

A decade after that initial meeting with Jane in 1979, she and I became 
colleagues during the period when we both taught at the University of 
Sydney (1989–95), and again from 2011 till now at The Australian National 
University, where we currently share an office. I have always found Jane to 
be a marvellous colleague – totally devoted to her work, rigorous in her 
approach to it, respectful of diverse viewpoints, and a superb facilitator of 
collaboration across a range of them. Here I seek to honour her by delving 
into an area of grammar that was not discussed at the 1979 workshop, but is 
similar to the ones that were, in that it sits at the interface between linguistic 
theory and close empirical study of language diversity, and provides fertile 
ground for discussion and debate across multiple viewpoints.

The phenomena that I’ll be focusing on are mainly morphological and are 
instances of what has come to be known as ‘distributed exponence’ (DE). 
As I will explain later in the chapter, my interest in DE arises from my 
excitement at having noticed some particularly interesting forms of it in 
the Bunuba language of north-western Australia in the 1980s and early 
1990s, with the help of superb Bunuba-speaking collaborators. At that 
time, distributed exponence had not yet been identified by linguists as a 
typological category – at least not by that name. But morphological patterns 
that can be retrospectively construed as instances of DE had already been 
described in many grammars from around the world.2 Before homing in on 
DE, I will start by considering a related, more general typological category 

2	  For examples see the survey of 40 languages with what was called ‘discontinous exponence’ in 
Campbell (2012, 7–32).
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that was identified earlier, and has been given more attention (e.g. Caballero 
and Harris 2012; Harris 2017),3 i.e. that of ‘multiple exponence’ (ME), also 
known as ‘extended exponence’ (Matthews 1974).

Multiple exponence
In their wide-ranging comparative study of ME, Caballero and Harris 
(2012, 165) defined it as ‘the occurrence of multiple realizations of a 
single feature, bundle of features, or derivational category in more than 
one position in a domain’.4 The domain in relation to which ME has been 
most often discussed is the word. An example from Batsbi (north-eastern 
Caucasus) is (1).5

Batsbi

(1) y-ox-y-o-y-anw k’ab

II:3SG-rip-II:3SG-PRS-II:3SG-EVID dress:ABS
‘Evidently she is ripping the dress.’ (Harris, 2017, 2)

Here the morph y occurs three times in the verb (-o- ‘rip’), marking noun 
class II (the feminine class, which is one of eight in Batsbi), and third person 
singular, in agreement with the noun class and person/number of the object 
k’ab ‘dress’.

A nominal/adjectival example is (2), from Worrorra in the Kimberley region 
of north-western Australia.

Worrorra

(2) nyinjorinya

/nyi(N)-yoru-nya/
3F-widowed-3F
‘Widow’ (Clendon 2014, 70)

3	  See also the program of the 2021 ‘Multiple Exponence@ZAS’ conference with abstracts and linked 
Powerpoint presentations at sites.google.com/view/multexzas/program?authuser=0. 
4	  The same definition is repeated in Harris (2017, 8).
5	  The version of Harris’s example that I have used here is actually taken from Carroll (2022, 1), where 
the morpheme glosses have been slightly altered to show the combination of person/number and noun 
class that is expounded by the affix -y.

http://sites.google.com/view/multexzas/program?authuser=0
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The feminine noun class of this word is marked twice: in the prefix and 
suffix, both of which place it in that class. Compare (3), which is based on 
the same root, but with a prefix only – one that places it in the masculine 
class.

Worrorra

(3) i-yoru

3M-widowed
‘widower’(Clendon 2014, 68)

Examples (1) and (2) are both instances of ME under Caballero and Harris’s 
definition, whereas (3) is not.

Distributed exponence: Examples from 
Bunuba
Distributed exponence is like the examples of ME discussed previously in 
the chapter insofar as it involves ‘multiple realizations of a single feature 
… [in those examples gender or noun class] in more than one position in 
a domain [in those cases, the word]’. In (1) and (2), as in all the cases of 
ME examined by Caballero and Harris (2012, 170), ‘each marker realizing 
redundant information may realize the features or derivational categories 
independently of other ME elements’. But unlike in those examples, 
‘in  distributed exponence … no single morphological marker can truly 
be said to realize a feature or category; the feature is, rather, realized by a 
combination of morphemes’ (ibid.).

In this section I will exemplify various kinds of DE from my fieldwork 
on Bunuba, a non-Pama-Nyungan language spoken in the Kimberley 
region of Western Australia. The viewpoint from which I will present them 
differs from the usual retrospective one through which field linguists draw 
together seemingly disparate facts about a language they have studied and, 
‘all at once’, show how they relate to each other in interesting ways. Rather, 
as a testament to the potential challenges and exhilarations of the kind of 
‘boots‑on-the‑ground’ linguistic fieldwork that Jane has always excelled at, 
I will trace the cumulative process that led from my initial recognition of 
simple cases in Bunuba of what would now be called distributed exponence, 
to more complex and elaborately interrelated ones. Although all my examples 
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come from Bunuba, my exposition of them will be of more general relevance 
for the understanding of DE, especially in Australian languages. For as it 
turns out, the simplest examples of DE in Bunuba are the ones that are most 
widespread in other languages of Australia, whereas the others that I came 
to understand later on are far less common.

All of my fieldwork on Bunuba has been done in short stretches totalling 
about five months. The first was in 1976 with Bunuba speakers who made 
occasional visits to Mowanjum Community, near Derby, Western Australia, 
where I was doing my PhD research on Ngarinyin (Rumsey 1982). After 
finishing the PhD thesis in 1978 I began working with the main body of 
Bunuba speakers in and around Fitzroy Crossing. This was followed up by 
several other short field trips to the area over the next few years, and in the 
early 1990s. From 1980 to 1984 I had the good fortune of co-supervising 
the PhD work of Bill McGregor on Gooniyandi, which is the only other 
language that is genetically related to Bunuba, and shares many of the 
typological features that are involved in the examples of DE to be discussed 
later in this chapter.

Dual number marking in Bunuba

A kind of DE that I recognised very early on in my study of Bunuba is one 
that I was already well aware of from my work on Ngarinyin and my reading 
of grammars of other languages, namely the treatment of dual number as a 
subcategory of a more inclusive non-singular category, and the marking of it 
by a combination of formatives for each of those two categories. An example 
is (4) vs (5), where the person/number specified by the prefix in both cases is 
non-singular, which in (5) is further specified as dual. It might be questioned 
whether this is really an instance of DE as opposed to independent marking 
of dual by the suffix. But it still qualifies as a case of DE under Caballero 
and Harris’s (2012) definition, because the dual suffix never occurs on verbs 
except in combination with a non-singular prefix. Similar considerations 
apply to all the Bunuba grammatical phenomena that are treated as DE 
under Caballero and Harris’s definition in this section.6

6	  As we shall see later, Carroll (2022) defines DE in a more restrictive way that would exclude the 
forms in Tables 2.1 and 2.2 as instances of it. Further, we will reconsider those and other Bunuba data 
in light of Carroll’s typology. 
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Bunuba

(4) birr-ma-iy > birrmiy

IND:3NSG-say/do-PST
‘They said/did.’

Bunuba

(5) birr-ma-iy-ntha > birrmiyntha

IND:3NSG-say/do-PST-du7

‘They two said/did.’

In my initial work on Bunuba, I assumed from my knowledge of Ngarinyin 
and other Australian languages that dual number marking in Bunuba 
worked in the same way as previously within the first and second person 
categories. This turned out to be true of second and third person, but not of 
the first person, as we shall see later in the chapter.

Tense/mood marking in Bunuba

Another kind of DE in Bunuba that I was also familiar with from Ngarinyin 
and from what I had read about other northern Australian languages was the 
marking of tense/mood by a combination of verb prefixes and verb suffixes. 
This can be seen in (4) and (5), where, in addition to specifying the person 
and number of the subject, the prefix also specifies indicative mood, while 
past tense is marked by a suffix -iy (which displaces the vowel in the root).

The same is true of all past indicative forms of the verb ma ‘say’/‘do’, 
as shown in Table 2.1.8

Table 2.1: Past indicative forms of the Bunuba verb -ma ‘say’, ‘do’.

1sg limiy ‘I said’

2sg jimiy ‘you (sg.) said’

3sg miy ‘he/she said’

7	  As explained in Rumsey (2000, 65), the dual and plural number categories in Bunuba verbs have 
somewhat different semantic values and uses than do the dual and plural number markers used with 
pronouns and nouns. For that reason, following the practice of McGregor (1990) for Gooniyandi, I 
give them different morpheme glosses: lower case du and pl in verbs and upper-case DU and PL for the 
nominal number markers.
8	  The meaning of the categories label ‘R’ (‘restricted’) and ‘U’ (‘unrestricted’) is explained later in the 
chapter.
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1R jiyirrmiy ‘he/she and I said’, ‘you (sg.) and I said’

1U jarrmiy ‘I and at least two others, including at least one addressee, said’

2nsg girrmiy ‘you (more than one) said’

3nsg birrmiy ‘they said’

Likewise, as shown in Table 2.2, present indicative forms of the verb -ma 
have a prefix that specifies indicative mood in addition to person/number, 
and a suffix (in this case -Ø) that specifies present tense.

Table 2.2: Present indicative forms of the Bunuba verb -ma ‘say’, ‘do’.

1sg gilima ‘I say’

2sg ginjima ‘you (sg.) say’

3sg gima ‘he/she says’

1R giyirrma ‘he/she and I say’, ‘you (sg.) and I say’

1U garrma ‘I and at least two others, including at least one addressee, say’

2sg ginggirrma ‘you (more than one) say’

3sg gurrma ‘they say’

While in these forms of the verb ma mood and tense marking are localised 
to a prefix and suffix, respectively, that is generally not the case. For most 
verbs, and for most of the six tense/mood categories marked on them – 
present indicative, past indicative, future, past irrealis, present irrealis, future 
irrealis – tense/mood is expounded by a particular combination of prefix 
and suffix, and in some cases also by differences in the form of the root 
(for details see Rumsey 2000, 88–93). Consider, for example, (6), involving 
a present irrealis form of the same verb as above, ma, but where the irrealis 
mood is marked both in the prefix and the suffix.

Bunuba

(6) ngayi yiy-ma-iy > yiymiy

not IRR:3sg-say/do-PRS:IRR
‘He is not saying/doing.’ 

Another example involving a different verb (bivalent RA2, here used with an 
accompanying preverb ngag ‘eat’) and the future irrealis tense/mood (which 
is used among other things for negative directives), is (7).
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Bunuba

(7) ngayi ngag'guwu-nj-ra-ø > … guwunja

not eat'IRR-3SG<2SG-RA2-FUT.IRR
‘Don’t eat it.’

Here again, irrealis is expounded both by the prefix and – in combination 
with tense – by the suffix.

Note that in such cases, the relation between form and function for the 
individual prefixes and suffixes is often not straightforward. For example, as 
can be seen in (8), which is a past indicative form of the same verb as in (6), 
and as further exemplified in Table 2.1, a suffix of the same form as  the 
present irrealis suffix -iy in (6), when occurring in combination with the 3sg 
indicative prefix Ø- indicates past tense rather than present.

Bunuba

(8) Ø-ma-iy > miy

IND:3sg-say/do-PST
‘He/she said/did.’

As discussed later, the suffix -iy has another, very different value when 
occurring in combination with prefixes marking future tense/mood. For that 
and other reasons, notwithstanding my rather simplistic morpheme glosses 
in (4), (5) and (6), rather than treating ‘past’ as a single, independently 
expounded grammatical category within Bunuba, it is more appropriate to 
say that there are unified categories of ‘past indicative’ and ‘irrealis past’, 
each of which is expounded by particular combinations of prefix and suffix, 
and sometimes also the root. In other words, in keeping with Caballero 
and Harris’s (2012, 170) definition of distributed exponence, ‘no single 
morphological marker can truly be said to realize [the] feature or category; 
the feature is, rather, realized by a combination of morphemes’.

An unusual inclusive/exclusive system9

While the areas of DE discussed previously – involving dual number 
marking and double-affix tense/mood marking – are common in Australian 
languages, especially the non-Pama-Nyungan ones, there is another 

9	  This section and the following one are adapted in part from Rumsey (1996).
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example of DE in Bunuba that is very unusual. It pertains to the person-
number system within the first person non-singular categories. That case 
of DE is one that I  came to understand only gradually, largely through 
my interaction with Bill McGregor and Bunuba speaker Johnny Marr, 
who was the most insightful linguistic field assistant that I have ever had 
the privilege of working with on any language. In my first fieldwork 
on Bunuba, having elicited the cardinal pronouns, I interpreted them 
through the lens of my previous work on Ngarinyin, in terms of the sort 
of inclusive/exclusive distinction that is found in that language and many 
other Australian languages. In those terms, I mapped the Bunuba system as 
shown in Table 2.3. The forms shown in this table are used in bare form for 
absolutive case, with the Ergative marker -ingga for agents, and with one 
of the two Bunuba Comitative markers – ‘Comitative 2’.10

Table 2.3: Bunuba absolutive pronouns interpreted in terms of an inclusive/
exclusive distinction.

Person Singular Dual Plural

1st ngayini ngiyirri(=way) inclusive: yaarri(=yani)
exclusive: ngiyirri(=yani) 

2nd nginji yinggirri(=way) yinggirri(=yani)

3rd niy biyirri(=way) biyirri(=yani)

Note that the inclusive/exclusive distinction is made only when the number 
of people being referred to is three or more, and that the ‘exclusive’ form, 
ngiyirri, also serves as the base of the first person dual form. Since the 
marker =way is optional in this context, ngiyirri in bare form is unspecified 
as between first person dual and first person plural exclusive readings. When 
=way does occur on ngiyirri, the sense can only be exclusive, ‘I and someone 
else’, never ‘I and you’.

Though I have exemplified this set of first person categories using the 
absolutive cardinal pronouns, the system works exactly the same in the all 
other Bunuba morphology where these categories are expounded: in the 
subject, object, and indirect object affixes on verbs (Rumsey 2000, 80–88, 
96), and on the freestanding oblique pronouns shown in Table 2.5, some 
of which bear no formal resemblance to the absolutive pronouns. The same 
system is found in Gooniyandi (McGregor 1989, 1990, 1996) but in very 

10	  For the differences in form and function between Comitative 2 and Comitative 1, see Rumsey 
(2000, 61–64).
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few other languages.11 Given this lack of fit between the Bunuba first person 
forms and inclusive/exclusive functions, it was clearly inappropriate to draw 
the distinction in those terms. Rather, it seemed necessary to introduce 
others that would allow us to characterise the Bunuba/Gooniyandi system in 
a more perspicacious way. McGregor (1989, 1990) did so for Gooniyandi, 
using the terms ‘restricted’ vs ‘unrestricted’.12 In terms of this distinction, 
the Bunuba pronominal categories may be reanalysed as in Table 2.4.

Table 2.4: Bunuba absolutive pronouns interpreted in terms of a restricted/
unrestricted distinction.

Person Singular Non-singular

1st ngayini unrestricted: yaarri
restricted: ngiyirri

2nd nginji yinggirri

3rd niy biyirri

As I gradually realised, these odd-seeming distinctions were cross-cut 
by others elsewhere in the grammar of Bunuba in ways that allowed for 
the expression of what were in effect person/number categories of more 
canonical sorts. One of them has already been referred to previously: the 
fact that when it includes the optional marker =way, the ‘restricted’ form 
ngiyirri cannot refer to the pair of speaker and addressee, but only to speaker 
and some other person, thereby in effect becoming a first person dual 
exclusive form. But there is no corresponding de facto first person dual 
inclusive form, since the absence of =way leaves ngiyirri in limbo as between 
first person dual inclusive, first person dual exclusive and first person plural 
exclusive readings. In any case, to the extent that dual number is marked on 
any of the pronouns shown in Table 2.3, it is through a form of distributed 
exponence, whereby the inherently non-singular base forms in columns 2 

11	  For example, it is not found in any of the other Australian person/number systems discussed by 
Bowern in her chapter on ‘clusivity’ in this volume. For a comparative discussion of the few other known 
cases – mostly from Africa – see Cysouw (2005, 93–94).
12	  The reason for McGregor’s choice of those terms was that ‘[t]he unrestricted category always 
includes the speaker, the listener and at least one other person; the restricted category always excludes 
one of the non-speakers’ (McGregor 1990, 167). For differing views on how to characterise these two 
categories in terms of distinctive features, see McGregor (1990, 67–169) regarding Gooniyandi, Rumsey 
(1996) regarding Bunuba, Roberts (1996) regarding both Gooniyandi and Bunuba, and McGregor 
(1996), in which he offers a revised analysis pertaining to both languages, in dialogue with the other 
three sources, including McGregor (1990). The differences among those analyses needn’t be considered 
here as they are inconsequential for the present discussion of distributed exponence. 
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and 3 are optionally subcategorised for dual number by the addition of 
=way. (The same goes for the marking of plural number in those pronouns 
by the addition of =yani.)

It is interesting to note in this connection that the marker =way is also 
used on lexical nouns, and that in that position it is not a straightforward 
dual marker, but what I call a PAIR marker. It occurs only on personal 
names or other forms of personal reference, for a pair of persons that 
includes the named one and someone else. Examples can be found in (14) 
and (15), where bindayminyi=way and wulamada=way refer respectively to 
‘Bindayminyi and one other person’ and ‘Wulamada and one other person’ 
(with the RESTRICTED marking on the verbs in both (14) and (15) 
and the pronoun ngiyirri in (15) making it clear that that other person is 
the speaker).

In addition to the PAIR marker =way, Bunuba has a distinct dual 
marker =arri that occurs on lexical nouns as in (9) and (10), and also on 
demonstrative, endophoric and interrogative pronouns.13 But although the 
dual marker would seemingly be available to be used in like manner on 
absolutive pronouns to mark them as dual, it is not. Rather, they take the 
erstwhile PAIR marker in that function as shown in Table 2.3.

Bunuba

(9) buga=arri > bugarri

child-DU
‘two children’

Bunuba

(10) ragi=arri > rarrgarri

rock-DU
‘two rocks’

The plural marker =yani that is used on absolutive pronouns, as shown in 
Table 2.3, is also used on lexical nouns, as in (11).14

13	  For examples see Rumsey (2000, 65). 
14	  A reviewer has asked whether =arri ‘DU’ and =yani ‘PL’ can be attached to a proper name as =way 
can, to refer to the named person plus others. I do not have sufficient data to answer that question, and 
would have to do more fieldwork in order to do address it, but I strongly suspect that the answer is no.
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Bunuba

(11) larrgarriy=yani > larrgarriyani

boab.tree-PL
‘boab trees’

There is a second set of free-standing pronouns, the ‘oblique-case’ pronouns, 
that are used in bare form as possessive pronouns, and with other case 
markers besides Ergative or Comitative 2. In other words, the only case 
markers that can occur with the pronouns shown in Table 2.4 are Ergative 
and Comitative 1.15 Conversely, the oblique-case pronouns do not occur 
with the Ergative or Comitative 2 marker, but can occur with any of the 
other case markers (Dative, Locative, Allative, etc.).16 The oblique-case 
pronouns are shown in Table 2.5.17

Table 2.5: Bunuba oblique-case pronouns.

first person singular ngarragi

first person restricted ngiyirrangi, ngiyirrangu, ngiyirranggu

first person dual exclusive ngiyirrantha

first person unrestricted yarrangi, yarrangu, yarranggu

second person singular nganggi

second person plural yinggirrangi, yinggirranggi

second person dual yinggirrantha

third person singular nhi, nhu

third person plural biyirrangi, biyirrangu, biyirranggu

third person dual biyirrantha

The RESTRICTED/UNRESTRICTED distinction applies to these 
pronouns in the same way as to the absolutive ones in Table 2.3 (and to all 
the pronominal series on the verb as well), but the number marking works 
somewhat differently. In place of =way and =yani, the non-singular number 
markers here are -ntha and -ngi. And unlike the DUAL (or PAIR) vs plural 
number marking on absolutive pronouns, -ntha and -ngi here are obligatory 
in that each of the non-singular oblique pronouns includes one of them or 

15	  For the subtle differences between Comitative 1 and Comitative 2, see Rumsey (2000, 61–64).
16	  For details concerning Bunuba case marking, see Rumsey (2000, 52–64).
17	  For discussion of the variant forms shown on this table, which have no bearing on the matters 
discussed here, see Rumsey (2000, 72). Here, for the categories with variant forms I will treat the first-
listed one as the citation form.
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the other. There are no unsuffixed general non-singular forms corresponding 
to those without =way or =yani in the right two columns of Table 2.3. But, 
just as for ngiyirri=way on Table 2.3, the dual form ngiyirrantha cannot be 
used for the pair of speaker and addressee, and so can be considered a dual 
exclusive form.

Note that the DUAL marker that occurs on these oblique-case pronouns is of 
the same form as the one used on verbs to indicate that one of the arguments 
is dual. There is an example in (5). Other examples are (12) and (13).18

Bunuba

(12) baburruga tharrga'wud-iy-ntha

downward get.down'3NSG-NI-PST-du
‘The two got down.’

Bunuba

(13) gurama wad 'gi-ra nyirali-ngarri … mila'wunggurr-a-ntha

man come/go'3NSG-​
RA:PRES

stolen.wife-COM1 look'FUT-
3NSG<2NSG-RA-du

‘A man is coming with a wife he has stolen; look at the two of them.’

Unlike the use of dual marker -ntha on oblique pronouns, its use on verbs is 
optional. And just as we have seen previously regarding the combination of 
the first person absolutive pronoun ngiyirri and the optional PAIR marker 
=way, the number-marked argument of a verb with first person restricted 
(1R) prefix in combination with the optional dual suffix -ntha cannot 
include the addressee, but must be ‘I and someone else’. Examples are (14) 
and (15).

Bunuba

(14) jimarri bindayminyi=way yatha'yiyirr-aiy-
ntha

yilngarri-wiya

mate [man’s name]-PAIR sit'1R-RA-PST-du altogether-DEF
‘My mate Bindayminyi and I have been sitting down(/living) together for 
a long time.’

18	  In the case of bivalent verbs as in (13) nothing in the verb itself indicates whether the dual number 
marking applies to the subject or the object. This is usually clear from context, as in (13), where the dual 
marking clearly pertains to the object of mila ‘look’, i.e. the man and the wife he has stolen.
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Bunuba

(15) nyirra-miya wad 'jiyirr-a-iy-ntha ngiyirri wulamada=way

there-only go'1R-RA-PST-du 1R [man’s name]-PAIR
‘We two, Wulamada and I, went to that very place.’

Furthermore, just as with the absolutive pronoun ngiyirri when it occurs 
without =way, in verbs with first person-restricted arguments as in (9) and 
(10), when the optional DUAL marker -ntha does not occur on the verb 
and there is no cross-referenced nominal expression marked with =way 
(as there is in 9 and 10), the first person restricted pronominal prefix is open 
to first person dual inclusive, first person dual exclusive, and first person 
plural exclusive readings (although it is usually clear from context which is 
the intended one).

Summarising the discussion of Bunuba’s person/number system, in the 
free-standing pronouns and the pronominal affixes on verbs, there is a 
very unusual set of first person categories, involving a RESTRICTED/
UNRESTRICTED distinction, in which the restricted category subsumes 
what in other systems are distinguished as first person dual inclusive, first 
person dual exclusive, and first person plural exclusive, and the unrestricted 
category is equivalent to first person plural inclusive. The RESTRICTED/
UNRESTRICTED distinction is cross-cut by the optional addition of 
DUAL or PAIR marking on NPs and/or dual marking on verbs, which 
in that context is used only in reference to the speaker and another person 
besides the addressee, in effect explicitly distinguishing between first person 
dual inclusive and first person dual exclusive. Clearly, to the extent that the 
latter distinction is made, it is through a form of distributed exponence. 
But there is more to the story. A role is played in it by another cross-cutting 
distinction, in the tense/mood marking of verbs, to which I now turn.

Interaction between Bunuba tense/mood and 
person/number categories

As background for understanding the way tense/mood interacts with 
person/number in Bunuba, compare the past indicative paradigm of the 
verb ‘to say’ shown in Table 2.1 with the present indicative form shown in 
Table 2.2. Within both of those tenses/moods, the prefixes vary in ways 
that show both mood and person/number, but the suffix is invariant for 
person/number, showing tense alone. The same is true of nearly all the 
tense/mood marking on the Bunuba verb. There are four prefix series and 
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two or three first-order suffix series (depending on the verb’s conjugation 
class), and the two sets combine in various ways to expound six distinct 
tense/mood categories. Within five of these six categories, the choice of 
first-order suffixes is unrelated to differences of person-number: the same 
suffix occurs with all kinds of intransitive subjects, as shown in Tables 2.1 
and 2.2, and, in the case of transitive verbs, it stays the same across all 
possible combinations of subject and object (Rumsey 2000, 80–93).

The only prefix–suffix combination that is exceptional in this regard marks 
FUTURE, a future-cum-intentional category, which, in its intentional 
uses, expresses that the speaker wants the described action/process/state to 
come about. There is no formally distinct category of imperative verbs in 
Bunuba, and future forms with second person subjects are the standard 
way of making commands. The prefix used for future verbs in all their 
uses occurs with a verb root with either zero tense/mood suffix or with a 
suffix of the same form as the one which signals past tense when used in 
combination with indicative prefixes, as exemplified in Table 2.1 and in 
(4) to (6): -iy. Thus, the intransitive verbs of this class, again exemplified by 
the root ma are as in Table 2.6.

Table 2.6: Future/intentional forms of the Bunuba verb -ma ‘say’, ‘do’.

1sg bilimiy ‘I want to say.’, ‘I will say.’

2sg buma ‘Say!’, ‘You should/will say.’

3sg bumiy/bimiy ‘He/she should/will say.’

1U biyirrma ‘Let’s you and I say.’

1R biyirrmiy ‘They and I should/will say.’, ‘He/she and I should/will say.’

1R dual biyirrmiyntha ‘He/she and I should/will say.’

1U barrma ‘Let’s say.’ (where ‘we’ includes me and at least two others, 
including at least one addressee)

2nsg bunggurrma ‘Say!’, ‘You should/will say.’

3nsg burrmiy ‘They should/will say.’

Note that the alternation between presence or absence of the -iy suffix here is 
not random, but depends upon whether the subject of the verb includes an 
addressee. This is true even when the subject of the verb is RESTRICTED 
first person, in which case the choice between ma and miy depends upon 
whether the sense of the RESTRICTED form is first person dual inclusive 
(biyirrma) or first person non-singular exclusive (biyirrmiy(ntha)). So here in 
the future/intentional tense/mood, the RESTRICTED/UNRESTRICTED 
opposition applies as elsewhere in Bunuba among the prefixes but is 
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irrelevant for the suffix, which therefore comes to subcategorise the first 
person RESTRICTED category according to the more usual sort of 
distinction between inclusive and exclusive. And here, unlike in the cases 
of subcategorisation discussed previously, the opposition between the 
inclusive and exclusive subcategories of the RESTRICTED category is 
an equipollent one rather than a privative one. For example, as I pointed 
out previously regarding the first person RESTRICTED pronoun ngiyirri, 
although the addition of the optional marker =way in effect limits its sense 
to first person dual exclusive, there is no corresponding de facto first person 
dual inclusive form. By contrast, among the forms shown in Table 2.6, the 
sense of biyirrma can only be ‘Let’s you and I say’. That follows from the 
fact that the absence of suffix -iy explicitly marks the verb as including an 
addressee within the referent set of the subject.

Here we see an interesting kind of intersection between the category of 
person and that of mood: verb forms in this tense/mood series without 
the suffix -iy are used for issuing commands or proposals, which inherently 
involve or include an addressee as subject or agent of the action or state 
which is being enjoined or proposed. So the value +addressee is inherent 
in the modal meaning of these verbs (just as it always is for imperative 
verbs), in a way that cuts across the more unusual person specifications of 
the Bunuba RESTRICTED category.

To summarise the discussion of Bunuba so far, all the pronominal series, 
including free-standing pronouns and verbal affixes, show a formal 
distinction between RESTRICTED and UNRESTRICTED first person 
categories, the values of which are as specified previously. As in Gooniyandi, 
the Bunuba RESTRICTED category does not have a fixed value along the 
±addressee dimension, but rather is indistinct as between first person dual 
readings that are unspecified with respect to it, and a first person plural 
exclusive one. But this indistinctness is overridden in the intersection 
between the relevant pronominal categories and two other areas of Bunuba 
morphology: 1) dual marking in the verb, which occurs with the restricted 
forms in exclusive sense only; 2) future/intentional verb forms with first 
person restricted subjects, which in effect distinguish between inclusive and 
exclusive sense by the form of the tense/mood suffix on the root. All of 
these kinds of interaction, involving pronominal person/number categories, 
suffixal dual- and PAIR-marking, and tense/mood marking in verbs, are 
realised via distributed exponence.
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Typologies of distributed exponence
Having introduced the notions of multiple and distributed exponence in the 
second section of this chapter, I then presented a set of interrelated examples 
of DE from Bunuba. In this section I will introduce two recently proposed 
typologies of ME and DE before returning to the Bunuba evidence later in 
the chapter, where I will reconsider it in light of those typologies.

Carroll on ‘verbose exponence’

From 2017 to 2019, DE was the topic of a dedicated research project at 
the University of Surrey entitled ‘A typology of distributed exponence: 
Mapping the limits of information distribution within the word’.19 The most 
comprehensive study to have come out that project to date is Carroll (2022), 
‘Verbose exponence: Integrating the typologies of multiple and distributed 
exponence’. Drawing on set theory and formal logic, that publication sets 
a new standard of rigour in its definitions of DE and ME, placing both of 
them within a more inclusive typological space that Carroll calls ‘verbose 
exponence’, and mapping it out in such a way as to characterise the relation 
of DE and ME to other phenomena such as ‘overlapping exponence’ and 
morphological redundancy more generally.

Unlike in Caballero and Harris’s (2012) definition of multiple exponence 
as cited previously, Carroll limits the domain of ‘verbose exponence’ to the 
word. She defines ‘word’ as ‘a 3-tuple consisting of a WORDFORM (W ), 
a CELL (∑) and a LEXICAL INDEX (I ).’ (Carroll 2022, 3). A wordform 
(W ) is the phonological content of an inflected word. A cell (∑) is a set of 
co-occurring feature values established on distributional grounds. A lexical 
index is what is ‘shared by all the words of a single lexeme’ (i.e. in most cases, 
the lexical meaning of the root). The feature values (σ) that are associated 
with formatives along given dimensions of contrast are characterised by 
what Carroll calls ‘informativeness’ (I ), which she defines informally in 
terms of the question ‘what information does a language learner or hearer 
have about the (grammatical) meaning of a word given this formative’ 
(Carroll 2022, 6).

19	  Surrey Morphology Group, ‘A typology of distributed exponence: Mapping the limits of information 
distribution within the word’, University of Surrey.
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Based on those concepts, Carroll provides a formal definition of verbose 
exponence in symbolic-logical notation, ∃a, b ∈ W∃σ ∈ F : Iσ (a) ∩ Iσ (b) 
∅, which she unpacks as follows:

… some word, ω, is an example of verbose exponence if and only 
if the following conditions are met. Firstly, that there exists [sic] 
two formatives, a and b, within a wordform, W, of that word, ω. 
Secondly, there exists some feature, σ, in the set of total features in 
the language, F, such that the intersection of Iσ (a) and Iσ (b) is not 
empty. In other words, both formatives provide information about 
the value of a shared feature. (Carroll 2022, 5)

Within the base-level typological category of verbose exponence as defined 
in this way, Carroll distinguishes three types: identity-of-information, 
subset-of-information, and distributed exponence. These are discussed in 
the following three sections.

Carroll on ‘identity-of-information’ verbose 
exponence

Carroll specifies the ‘identity-of-information’ type of verbose exponence 
(a.k.a. ‘multiple exponence’) as ∃a, b ∈ W, ∃σ ∈ F : Iσ (a) Iσ (b) ∅. That is:

…  some word, ω, is an example of information identity if and only 
if there are two formatives that occur within that word, such that 
each formative provides the same information, I, with regard to 
some feature, σ. In other words, that Iσ (a) is equal to Iσ (b) and that 
neither are empty. (Carroll 2022, 8)

An example is (1) from Batsbi, which includes three instances of the 
formative -y-, which has the values singular and noun class II.

Carroll on ‘subset-of-information’ verbose 
exponence

Carroll specifies the ‘subset-of-information’ type of verbose exponence as: 
∃a, b ∈ W, ∃σ ∈ F : Iσ (a) ⊂ Iσ (b), Iσ (a) ∅. That is:
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a word, ω, is an example of information subset verbose exponence if 
there exists [sic] two formatives in a single word such that the set of 
values informed by one formative with respect to a given feature is 
a proper subset of the set of values informed by the other formative 
with respect to that same feature. (Carroll 2022, 8)

An example is the marking of the dual number within the second and third 
person categories in Bunuba, as discussed previously. Carroll cites a parallel 
example from the Papuan language Wipi, as shown in Table 2.7.

Table 2.7: Forms of the Wipi verb raŋ ‘to build’.

yo-raŋ-en ‘I build a house’ 

a-raŋ-en ‘I build (two) houses’ 

a-raŋ-iɲon ‘I build (three) houses’ 

Note: As cited by Carroll (2022, 9) from Dondorp and Shim (1997, 37).

Carroll observes that the ‘[t]he prefix [a-] provides information that the 
number value is either DUAL or PLURAL while the suffix [-iɲon] is only 
used in the PLURAL … Since PLURAL occurs at the intersection of these 
two sets, we have verbose exponence’. Furthermore, ‘Since the Iσ of the suffix 
is a proper subset of the prefix … we know we have a case of information 
subset verbose exponence’ Carroll (2022, 9).

Carroll (ibid.) diagrams the relevant relation of ‘subset of information’ as 
in Figure 2.1, where ‘I ’ stands for INFORMATIVENESS and ‘dist’ for 
‘distribution’.

Figure 2.1: Diagram of redundancy relation in subset-of-information 
verbose exponence as exemplified from Wipi in Table 2.7.
Source: Author.
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Carroll on ‘distributed exponence’

Note that, contrary to Caballero and Harris’s (2012) definition of DE 
as cited previously, and to my discussion of the parallel Bunuba example 
to the above, Carroll does not include ‘subset-of-information’ verbose 
exponence as a type of ‘distributed exponence’. Instead, she specifies DE 
more restrictively as: ∃a, b ∈ W, ∃σ ∈ F : Iσ (a) ∩ Iσ (b) ≠ ∅, Iσ (a) ⊈ Iσ 
(b), Iσ (b) ⊈ Iσ (a)

That is:

distributed exponence occurs where we have two formatives 
within a word for whom there is a single feature, σ, such that the 
information they provide with respect to that feature, Iσ, has a non-
empty intersection and that the Iσ of neither formative is a subset of 
the other. (Carroll 2022, 11)

As an example Carroll cites the marking of number for certain verbs in Nen, 
a Papuan language of the Yam family, as exemplified in Table 2.8 with the 
verb tromngr ‘be erected’.

Table 2.8: Forms of the Nen verb tromngr ‘be erected’.

SINGULAR y-trom-ngr

DUAL yä-trom-aran

PLURAL yä-trom-ngr

LARGE PLURAL y-trom-aran

Note: As cited by Carroll (2022, 2) from Evans (2015, 568).

As Carroll notes:

In this example, there is no single morphological marker for any 
given value of number, [e.g.] PLURAL; rather, a PLURAL is marked 
through the combination of the prefix, yä, and the suffix, ngr. Said 
another way, the exponence of plural is distributed over the prefix 
and the suffix. (Carroll 2022, 2)

Expanding on the feature values of those affixes, Carroll says:

The prefix yä informs us that the final value must be either DUAL or 
PLURAL … The suffix ngr informs us that the final value must be 
either SINGULAR or PLURAL. Since PLURAL is the only value at 
the intersection of these two sets, we can unambiguously determine 
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that the final inflected word must indicate PLURAL … And finally, 
since neither of these sets are a subset or equal to each other … this 
is distributed exponence as our definition shows. (Carroll 2022, 11)

Carroll (2022, 12) diagrams the relevant relation of distributed exponence 
in her sense of the term as in Figure 2.2.

Figure 2.2: Distributed exponence of PLURAL in Nen tromngr.
Source: Author.

Carroll remarks that:

The Nen example is one of the most complete examples of distributed 
exponence in that each value of number is distributed exponence. 
A more typical pattern involves just a single value of a feature being 
marked in this way such as in dual marking in our Wipi example 
[as shown here in Table 2.7]. (Carroll 2022, 12)

The Nen example contrasts with the Wipi one in another way that Carroll 
does not discuss, but which will be important for my comparison with 
Bunuba shortly. In the Wipi example the relevant formatives, a- and iɲon-, 
have constant, non-disjunctive number values – non-singular and plural, 
respectively – across all the combinations in which they occur. But this is 
not true of the Nen case. The prefix yä- is specified disjunctively by Carroll 
(2022, 11, quoted previously) as informing us that ‘the final value must be 
either DUAL or PLURAL’. More precisely, it is specified by Evans (2015, 
568) as either Dual or ‘Paucal/small plural’.20 In the latter value, it contrasts 

20	  In the table in Evans (2015) from which Carroll has taken the forms that are reproduced in Table 
2.8, the form shown in the second line specified as dual is incorrectly given as ytromaran. Evans (pers. 
comm., 16 May 2022) has confirmed that that was a typographical error and that the form should be 
yätromaran as correctly shown by Carroll and in a later publication by Evans (2019, 112).
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with y-, which is not taken into account in Figure 2.2, but which also has 
a disjunctive feature value, of either singular or ‘large/exhaustive plural’ 
(Evans 2015, 568).

It seems to me that it is especially in cases like this, where the feature values 
have to be specified disjunctively, that it becomes difficult to see them as 
comprising coherent semantic configurations based on simple overlapping 
distributions as in Figure 2.2. This becomes all the more evident in the Nen 
case when we add the prefix y- to the mix and see that there is not a single 
unified PLURAL category but two of them which figure on equal terms 
with each other: a ‘paucal/small plural’, expounded by the combination of 
yä- and -ngr and a ‘large/exhaustive plural’ (Evans 2015, 568), expounded by 
the combination of y- and -aran. The case becomes even more complicated 
and seemingly mysterious when we consider that, as between two prefixes y- 
and yä-, it is y- SINGULAR which enters into the relevant combinations for 
both singular and large/exhaustive plural. Such apparent mysteries feature 
centrally in the typology that I now turn to, by Nicholas Evans.

Evans on ‘distributed deponency’

As noted by Carroll, the Yam family of languages, of which Nen is a member, 
are ‘notable for the extent of their distributed exponence’ (Carroll 2022, 
11; see also Carroll 2020). Nicholas Evans has published a detailed study 
of DE in Nen that focuses centrally on number marking in the Nen verb 
(Evans 2019). In it, he first reviews a number of approaches to the relation 
between form and meaning, which range from full compositionality, in 
which individual morphemes map directly onto semantic or inflectional 
values, to more recent approaches that take the fully inflected word as the 
primary unit of analysis:

In this analytic shift, the key units are no longer classic ‘morphemes’ but 
paradigms (resisting simple factorial decomposition) or morphomes 
(in the form of phonological strings without straightforward 
semantic or inflectional values), accompanied by representational 
methods which allow for the gradual building up of word semantics 
in complex ways that can capture templatic ordering, discontinuous 
dependencies, and multiple, cumulative and distributed exponence. 
(Evans 2019, 100)21

21	  It is relevant to note here that Jane Simpson participated importantly in that analytic shift, for 
example in her treatment of Warlpiri pronominal clitic clusters in Simpson and Withgott (1986) in 
terms of ‘template morphology’.
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Evans adds that ‘[f ]or the typologist, however, this still leaves us asking what 
kinds of deviation from morphological compositionality are actually found 
in the world’s languages’ (ibid.). One type that Evans finds particularly 
relevant for Nen and the Yam family more generally is a subtype of what 
Baerman et al. (2007, x) call ‘generalised deponency’. The textbook case of 
the latter is what in classical grammar are called ‘deponent’ verbs – those 
that are passive in form but active in meaning, e.g. Latin sequitur to mean 
‘follow’ rather than ‘be followed’. Accordingly, Baerman et al. (2007, x) 
define generalised deponency as instances in which ‘morphological forms 
… give the “wrong signal” about their function’. As a new, previously 
unidentified subtype of generalised deponency that is particularly common 
in Nen, Evans (2019, 101) proposes a category of ‘distributed deponency’, 
which he defines as ‘deponency which results from the non-compositional 
combination of inflectional material from different stem or affix positions, 
each with a clear basic meaning or function that is suppressed in the context 
of particular combinations’.

Examples of distributed deponency (hereafter sometimes abbreviated to 
DD) in the paradigm of tromngr in Table 2.8 are the prefixes y- and yä-, 
which have default number values of singular and dual, respectively, that get 
overwritten when those prefixes co-occur with the suffixes ‑aran and -ngr, 
respectively, as described previously. In that way:

deponency interacts with the general pattern of distributed 
exponence already entrenched in languages of the Yam family to 
allow the encoding of a semantic number value – greater plurals – 
across all eligible verb types, without the need for any new formal 
material to be grammaticalized. (Evans 2019, 110)

What is the relation between distributed deponency and distributed 
exponence? Although Evans doesn’t explicitly say so, it seems clear from 
his definition and examples of the former that it is a subtype of the latter. 
Furthermore, Evans usefully places DD along a spectrum of types of 
exponence ranging from what he calls ‘trusties’, i.e. ‘classic “morphemes” 
… with a stable triplet of form::meaning::combinatorics’, to, at the other 
end, what he calls ‘jokers’, i.e. ‘canonical morphomes … which have no 
identifiable semantic value but [combine] with other morphomes during 
the process of morphological composition, and it is only when the whole 
word is assembled that they contribute to the cashing out of a semantic 
value’ (Evans 2019, 110). Cases of distributed deponency, which Evans calls 
‘double agents’, are intermediate between these two poles in that:
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they look like ‘trusties’ most of the time, but in particular combinations 
they switch their value. In other words, their behaviour is occasionally 
nonmonotonic – there is a default semantic interpretation, found in 
most contexts, but there are also cases where this is overwritten once 
other elements are present in the word. (Evans 2019, 110)

In my understanding, this spectrum is partly related to the distinction 
between distributed and non-distributed exponence and partly independent 
of it, since all ‘jokers’ and ‘double agents’ are cases of DE, but not all 
cases of DE are either. An example of one that is not is the marking of 
present- and  past-indicative tense/mood for the Bunuba verb ma as 
discussed previously, where the relevant categories are expressed only by 
the combination of prefix and suffix, but the tense/mood feature values 
of those affixes remain constant across all combinations of them, making 
them ‘trusties’ in Evans’s sense.

Bunuba and the typology of distributed 
exponence
Having reviewed two recent typologies in which DE is characterised in 
relation to other grammatical phenomena – mainly from Papuan languages 
– I now return to the Bunuba cases of DE that were discussed previously 
and consider how they compare with the Papuan ones. This will lead to 
a tentative typological generalisation that I think can be drawn from the 
comparison.

Previously I discussed the marking of dual number in Bunuba verbs that 
have second and third person subjects, where it is done by the combination 
of a non-singular prefix and a dual suffix. That is an example of DE 
according to Caballero and Harris’s (2012) definition, but not according 
to that of Carroll (2022), who would consider it to be an instance of her 
distinct category of ‘subset-of-information’ exponence. However, that may 
be, it is not an instance of Evans’s ‘distributed deponency’ (‘double agent’) 
category but of his ‘trusty’ one, since both the non-singular prefixes and 
the dual suffix have constant number values across all the combinations in 
which they occur.

I then discussed the marking of tense/mood for the Bunuba verb ma by 
combinations of verb prefixes and suffixes. All of those combinations are 
instances of DE according to both Caballero and Harris’s definition and 
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Carroll’s. All of them in the present- and past-indicative tense/mood ma 
are ‘trusties’, in that the tense/mood values of those affixes remain constant 
across all combinations of them. But that is no longer the case when we 
bring irrealis mood into the picture, for there the same suffix that marks 
past tense indicative, -iy, marks present tense, thereby showing itself to be 
a ‘double agent’.

Subsequently, I introduced the unusual Bunuba system of first person 
non‑singular categories: a RESTRICTED one which in effect conflates first 
person dual inclusive, first person dual exclusive, and first person plural 
exclusive; and an UNRESTRICTED one which is equivalent to first person 
plural inclusive. The RESTRICTED/UNRESTRICTED distinction is 
cross-cut by the optional addition of one of two other formatives, one of which 
also occurs with pronouns and the other with verbs. The one that occurs on 
verbs, -ntha, has a straightforward DUAL value when the verb has a second 
or third person (non-singular) subject, but a different value when the subject 
is first person RESTRICTED, in which case it in effect subcategorises the 
subject as dual-exclusive. The parallel formative that occurs with pronouns, 
=way, likewise in effect subcategorises the RESTRICTED ones as dual-
exclusive, but it also occurs in other more canonical environments with a 
different value. The dual-exclusive-marking uses of both of these formatives 
are instances of DE by Caballero and Harris’s definition of it, and instances 
of Evans’s ‘distributed deponency’ in that they involve ‘non-compositional 
combination of inflectional material from different stem or affix positions, 
each with a clear basic meaning or function that is suppressed in the context 
of particular combinations’ (Evans 2019, 101).

I then discussed another case of DE in Bunuba that relates to both of the above, 
i.e. tense/mood marking and the subcategorisation of the RESTRICTED 
person/number category. For five of the six Bunuba tense/mood categories, 
the first-order suffixes on Bunuba verbs figure in the marking of tense/mood 
only, and are invariant with respect to person/number. The exceptional one 
in this respect is future/intentional, where the relevant tense/mood suffix has 
two different forms, one of which is used when the verb’s subject includes an 
addressee and the other when it doesn’t. This again serves to subcategorise 
the RESTRICTED person/number category, as between dual-inclusive and 
dual-exclusive values, here in an equipollent way rather than a privative way 
as with the pronouns. And the formative which excludes the speaker is of 
the same form as the one that figures in the marking of past tense among 
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indicative verbs and present tense among irrealis ones – a prime case of 
‘distributed deponency’ in Evans’s sense, albeit in this case not by a ‘double 
agent’ but by a ‘triple’ one.

The Bunuba cases of DE that I have summarised previously are listed in 
Table 2.9, along with their specifications with respect to the four typological 
dimensions discussed above.

Table 2.9: Instances of distributed exponence in Bunuba and their 
typological profiles.

Bunuba grammatical 
phenomenon

DE according 
to Caballero 
and Harris’s 
(2012) 
definition?

DE according 
to Carroll’s 
(2022) 
definition?

Subset-of-
information 
exponence 
according 
to Carroll’s 
(2022) 
definition?

Distributed 
deponency 
according 
to Evans’s 
(2019) 
definition?

Dual number marking 
on verbs with 2nd and 
3rd person subjects

yes no yes no

Marking of tense/mood 
for indicative forms of 
the verb ma

yes no no no

Marking of tense/mood 
for irrealis forms of 
the verb ma and most 
other verbs in all tense/
moods

yes yes no yes

Inclusive/exclusive 
marking within the 
RESTRICTED person/
number category by 
quasi dual suffixes

yes yes no yes

Inclusive/exclusive 
marking by 
multifunctional -iy 
suffix on verbs

yes yes no yes

Conclusions
In this chapter I have introduced the notion of distributed exponence as 
defined by Caballero and Harris (2012), and then described instances of 
it in Bunuba, casting the description in part as a narrative of discovery, 
in which I gradually came to understand the elaborate workings of DE 
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in Bunuba with the aid of wonderful Bunuba teachers over the course 
of multiple short field trips – well before DE had a name or a dedicated 
space in language typology. I then reviewed two recent typological studies 
which have treated DE in detail: Carroll (2022) in a comparative way and 
Evans (2019) focusing mainly on a single language – Nen. Caballero and 
Harris’s study, and the follow-up book by Harris (2017), focused centrally 
on multiple exponence, and their definition and brief treatment of DE was 
intended to provide a rationale for excluding it from consideration. Carroll 
(2022), on the other hand, focuses centrally on DE, placing both it and ME 
within a more general category of ‘verbose exponence’. Especially important 
for this chapter is her more restrictive, formally explicit definition of DE in 
terms of overlapping distributions as distinct from subset-of-information, as 
shown in Figures 2.1 and 2.2.

Evans’s study does not focus centrally on DE per se, but on a subtype of it 
that he calls ‘distributed deponency’, involving ‘double agents’ – formatives 
which ‘look like “trusties” most of the time, but in particular combinations 
… switch their value’ (Evans 2019, 110). Cases of DD are very common 
in Nen, especially in the maximally elaborate version of its number system, 
which includes four values as exemplified in Table 2.8. As discussed 
previously, the unified number values shown in the left column of that table 
are not predictable from their associated combinations of prefix and suffix; 
for example, the prefix y- which has a canonical value of SINGULAR, 
in combination of the suffix -aran DUAL expounds the category ‘large/
exhaustive plural’ – a prime case of DD. The four-value number system in 
Nen (as in other Yam family languages) is realised in many different ways 
depending on the choice of verb and other factors, but they all have in 
common the fact that they do not make use of dedicated number morphemes 
besides the ones used in more basic and morphologically perspicuous three-
number system. Rather, they make use of:

opportunistic recombination of existing forms. None of the innovative 
forms recruit new morphological material by grammaticalisation. 
Instead, new semantic values are created by innovative recombination 
of existing morphological material. (Evans 2019, 102)

In that respect, there is a striking similarity to the way in which the Bunuba 
RESTRICTED category is subcategorised as dual exclusive or inclusive by 
‘innovative recombination of existing morphological material’, as described 
previously. In the Bunuba case, as in the Nen one, the formatives that 
figure in such recombination take on different values from their usual ones, 
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becoming ‘double agents’ (or triple ones) in relations of DD. More generally, 
as evident from Table 2.9, the Bunuba evidence attests to the commonality 
of DD beyond Nen and the wider Yam family of south New Guinea.

Evans’s invention of the typological category of DD was intended to help 
address the question of ‘what kinds of deviation from morphological 
compositionality are actually found in the world’s languages’ (Evans 
2019, 100). Carroll’s way of recasting the typology of exponence provides 
further useful tools for doing so. One of them is her separation of ‘subset 
of information’ exponence from DE proper, which involves partially 
overlapping distributions of formatives. The relevance of that distinction 
for the present case is that it allows us to propose a possible generalisation 
based on the Bunuba and Nen evidence that can be tested on other 
languages. The generalisation is that distributed deponence is much more 
likely to occur in cases of distributed exponence as defined by Carroll than 
in cases of what Carroll defines as ‘subset of information’ exponence (which 
counts as a variety of DE under Caballero and Harris’s definition but not 
under Carroll’s).22 This generalisation is consistent with the fact that the 
one grammatical phenomenon in Bunuba on Table 2.9 that is an instance 
of Carroll’s subset-of-information exponence is not an instance of DD, 
whereas none of the three cases of DD are of the subset-of-information 
type. Likewise, as far as I can see, none of the many cases of DD in Nen 
that are discussed in Evans (2019) is of the subset-of-information type. Of 
course my generalisation might be totally blown away in light of further 
evidence from other languages. The value of good typologies like the ones 
I have been applying here is they provide us with the means for formulating 
such generalisations in the first place, and testing them empirically in the 
same spirit of adventure that aminated our workshop at MIT all those years 
ago, and has always animated the work of Jane Simpson.

22	  It might be argued that instances of DD by nature could never be instances of ‘subset of information’ 
exponence because of the way in which the latter is defined, which entails an orderly relation of set-
inclusion of one class within another. But logically there is no reason why that could not be done by the 
use one of Evans’s ‘double agent’ formatives. For instance, in a number system that expounds DUAL 
as a subcategory of NON-SINGULAR there is no reason why the formative that combines with the 
NON-SINGULAR one to expound that subcategorisation couldn’t be one that in other contexts has a 
different value than DUAL.
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Non-standard abbreviations and symbols

EVID evidently
II Batsbi noun class 2, feminine
NI monovalent verb root, atelic
PAIR pair marker
R RESTRICTED
RA monovalent verb root, atelic
RA2 bivalent verb root, telic
U UNRESTRICTED
' boundary between preverb and inflecting root
<, > in interlinear gloss line: acting upon (e.g. 1sg>3sg ‘first person singular 

agent acting upon third person singular subject)
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