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The multiple functions  
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Introduction
This study explores the various morphosyntactic constructions that are 
found in Pama-Nyungan languages using a suffix *-karra, with a view to 
discerning how these uses may be related semantically, how they may have 
developed diachronically and how far back they can be reconstructed. It is 
thus an exercise in what has been called the ‘etymological method’ applied 
to morphological reconstruction (Koch 2003) – which studies potential 
cognates of bound morphemes regardless of possible differences in their 
form, function or grammatical construction, provided that they can be 
related to one another by plausible diachronic changes. Here, the study 
ranges across a number of nominal suffixes with derivational or inflectional 
uses as well as markers of clausal dependency – topics which are rarely 
studied together. The chapter aims thereby to make a contribution both 
to the understanding of the relevant grammatical constructions and to 
linguistic reconstruction within the Pama-Nyungan language family and 
its subgroups.1

1	  Most of the functions discussed here – and their interrelations – were the subject of an uncompleted 
paper ‘The ubiquitous suffix -karra’ by Alan Dench, written c. 1986 (Alan Dench, pers. comm., 12 July 
2022).
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Table 9.1: Classification of Western Pama-Nyungan languages.

Northern
Ngumpin-Yapa

Yapa
Warlpiri
Warlmanpa

Ngumpin
Ngardi
Walmajarri
Jaru
Wanyjirra
Gurindji
Bilinarra

Marrngu
Mangarla
Nyangumarta

Wati
Warnman
Wangkatjunga
Other Western Desert dialects

Southern
Pilbara

Ngayarta
Nyamal
Yindjibarndi
Panyjima
Martuthunira

Kanyara
Thalanyji
Bayungu

Mantharta
Jiwarli

Kartu
Wajarri

The languages discussed here are mainly from the western part of the 
continent. These have been classified since O’Grady, Voegelin and Voegelin 
(1966) as belonging to a single ‘Nyungic group’ of the Pama-Nyungan 
language family. More recent classification by Bowern and Atkinson (2012) 
accepts the unity of this group, with the excision of the Thura-Yura languages 
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of South Australia and the introduction of a division between a northern 
branch consisting of the Ngumpin-Yapa, Marrngu and Wati subgroups vs 
a southern branch containing the Ngayarta, Kanyara, Mantharta, Kartu 
(and more southerly) subgroups. The classification of those languages that 
are mentioned in this chapter and which belong to what is here called the 
‘Western’ group of Pama-Nyungan is shown in Table 9.1, based on Bowern 
and Atkinson (2012).

This chapter is organised as follows. We first discuss the use of *-karra as a 
marker on verbs in a non-finite clause. Then we explore the various functions 
of *-karra when suffixed to a single word, typically a nominal, but also 
coverbs. The dyadic function of *‑karra added to kin terms occupies a separate 
discussion. After drawing conclusions regarding *-karra in Western languages, 
we look at some possible cognates in languages of north Queensland, before 
drawing some conclusions about the extent to which these functions can be 
reconstructed within the Pama-Nyungan language family.

Clause dependency2

Hale (1982, 291–92) describes for Warlpiri a ‘complementiser’ -karra, which, 
added to the infinitive form of a verb in a dependent clause, indicates relative 
present tense, i.e. that the time of the dependent event coincides with that of 
the main clause event, and that the subjects of the two clauses are coreferential. 
He labels this suffix ‘proximate’, to distinguish it from another suffix, which 
indicates coreference of the dependent subject with a non-subject in the main 
clause. (1) and (2) illustrate such dependent clauses whose subject reference 
is controlled by intransitive and transitive main clause subjects, respectively; 
in the latter, the dependent verb is further marked with the ergative case in 
agreement with the subject of the main clause.3

2	  Such clauses are here described as ‘dependent’ rather than ‘subordinate’ (except when quoting other 
authors), since they may or may not be embedded within the main clause.
3	  Gloss abbreviations, which have been minimally changed from those of the sources quoted are: 1 first, 
2 second, 3 third, abl ablative, acc accessory (Walmajarri), acc accusative (Bayungu), act activity, aux 
auxiliary, cat catalyst, caus causative, cm conjugation marker, com comitative, conc concurrent, cont 
continuous, ctemp contemporaneous, dat dative, du dual, ep epenthetic, erg ergative, exc exclusive, fut 
future, inch inchoative, inf infinitive, ipfv imperfective, iter iterative, loc locative, man manner, med 
medial demonstrative, mr modal root, nar narrative, nfut non-future, nm nominaliser, nom nominative, 
npst non-past, o object, pl plural, pres present, prox proximate, pst past, recip reciprocal, rel relative, 
s subject, sg singular, spec specific, ss same subject, ssub simultaneous subordinator, tr transitive verbaliser, 
uni unifying.
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(1) Ngarrka ka wirnpirli-mi, karli jarnti-rninja-karra.

man pres whistle-npst boomerang trim-inf-prox

‘The man is whistling, while trimming the boomerang.’ (Warlpiri)

(2) Ngarrka-ngku ka purlapa yunpa-rni, karli

man-erg pres corroboree sing-npst boomerang

jarnti-rninja-karra-rlu.

trim-inf-prox-erg
‘The man is singing a corroboree, while trimming the boomerang.’ 
(Warlpiri)

Simpson (1988, 217) labels this Warlpiri suffix conc.ss (concurrent 
same subject), indicating ‘simultaneous action, subject-controlled 
complementiser’. She emphasises the similarity of functions of 
complementisers to case suffixes. While -karra is not synchronically a case 
suffix, it is like case suffixes in having complementiser functions when 
attached to nominalised verbs, as well as the ability to attach directly to 
nouns, e.g. action nominals like ‘hunting’ in (3) and even nouns denoting 
objects, such as ‘boomerang’, as in Hale’s (1982, 298) example (4). The 
latter is an instance of what Hale (1982, 299) calls ‘vague predicational’ 
usage, in that the suffixed noun here presupposes a verb (such as ‘trim’) 
whose subject is coreferential with that of the main clause subject. The 
fact that some activity is implied when -karra is used with a noun rather 
than a clause suggests that it is the clausal usage which is uppermost in the 
consciousness of modern speakers. Simpson (1988, 214) further notes that 
-karra is case-like in that it can undergo concord, as in karli-karra wita-
karra ‘involved with a small boomerang’.

(3) Kala wirlinyi-karra-rlu ka=lu yuju-ma-ni

but hunting-conc.ss-erg pres=3pl.s use-caus-npst
‘But they use it during hunting.’ (Warlpiri)

(4) Ngarrka-ngku ka miyi nga-rni karli-karra-rlu.

man-erg pres food eat-npst boomerang-prox-erg
‘The man is eating food while occupied with the boomerang.’ (Warlpiri)
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Warlmanpa is a member, along with Warlpiri, in the Yapa branch of the 
Ngumpin-Yapa subgroup. Warlmanpa, like Warlpiri, has a non-finite 
complementiser suffix -karra, a ‘subject controlled relative’ glossed ss ‘same 
subject’, as described by Browne (2021, 434): ‘A subordinate clause marked 
with -karra indicates the situation denoted in the subordinate clause has 
overlapping temporal reference with that of the matrix clause, as well as a 
coreferential subject’. This suffix is, in addition, optionally marked with the 
ergative if the matrix subject is transitive, as (5) shows.

(5) Ngarrka-ngu karli ngarta-nnya wa-nganja-karra-rlu.

man-erg boomerang trim-pres speak-inf-ss-erg
‘The man is trimming the boomerang while talking.’ 
(Warlmanpa; Browne 2021, 435) 

Ngardi is a Ngumpin-Yapa language spoken to the south-west of Warlpiri, 
but classified as a Western Ngumpin language (Ennever 2021, 6). Here, 
there is a ‘simultaneous subordinator’ (ssub) -karra, a kind of case-marker, 
which ‘marks a subordinate clause as temporally simultaneous with the 
main clause and exhibiting subject (transitive or intransitive) control’ 
(Ennever 2021, 706). When controlled by a transitive main clause subject, 
the dependent clause is further marked with the ergative suffix -rlu, as 
seen in (6). In this language, the dependent-marking suffix is added to an 
‘infinitive’ that consists of a conjugation-specific consonant plus u, rather 
than a form ending in -nja, as in Warlpiri and Warlmanpa.

(6) Nya-ngani-nyirra=rna kuja-rlu ya-nu-karra-rlu.
see-ipfv.pst-nar=1sg.s thus-erg go-inf-ssub-erg
‘So I saw it while I was travelling.’ (Ngardi)

In Walmajarri, another Ngumpin language, -karra is described as a ‘Manner’ 
suffix (man) (Hudson 1978, 35–36). Nevertheless, example (7) shows 
that it can be used in a non-finite verb form to indicate a same-subject 
simultaneous dependent clause of the type we have been discussing.4 Note 
that the dependent clause agrees in case with the transitive subject of the 
main clause, expressed here by Ø in the auxiliary.

4	  This was noted by Ennever (2021, 49).
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(7) Japurnumkujirnani pa-Ø-rla-nyanta yinparl-karra-rlu niyirn

sharpen mr-3sg.a-3sg.o-acc sing-man-erg always
‘He used to always sing while he sharpened his axe.’5 (Walmajarri; Hudson 
1978, 36) 

Example (8) shows that the dependent activity may be expressed by the 
addition of -karra to a noun, ‘(being) involved with speech’, rather than to 
a verb ‘while speaking’. This resembles the use of -karra with a nominal in 
Warlpiri, as noted in (4) above.

(8) wamarn ma-rna wangki-karra yanku

around I word-man will.go
‘I will go around talking (on a speaking tour).’ (Walmajarri; Richards and 
Hudson 1990, 84)

Suffix -karra also occurs in a ‘compound verb’ construction, added to the 
‘infinitive’ form of a verb and followed by an inflected form of the verb ka- 
‘carry’, which in this construction indicates motion, according to the analysis 
of Richards and Hudson (1990, 385, 393); see (9). Here, -karra could be 
interpreted as signalling immediately prior rather than simultaneous action.6

(9) ranyji marna jakarnu-karra-kanya ngaju

hidden I set.off-man-carried I
‘I got up and left secretly.’ (Walmajarri; Richards and Hudson 1990, 385)

In Mangarla, a Marrngu language adjacent to both Walmajarri and Ngardi, 
a suffix labelled ‘Manner’ has a complementising function as in the preceding 
examples. ‘The manner suffix ‑karra, which derives adverbials and nominal 
predicates … acts as a complementiser on nominalised verbs to indicate that 
a second event coincides temporally with that depicted in the main or finite 
clause’ (Agnew 2020, 519). The subject of the dependent clause may be 
understood as coreferential with either the subject or the object of the main 
clause, as illustrated in (10) and (11) respectively, or with neither of these.

5	  The sentence seems to say, literally ‘he would always sharpen it while singing’. Here yinparl-karra 
appears to involve the suffix added directly to the verb root yinpa-, cognate with Warlpiri yunpa- seen in 
(2), with l (probably rather than rl) being the conjugation-determined consonant.
6	  Richards and Hudson (1990, 393) say that combination with the verb ka- ‘gives a meaning usually 
to do with going away or finality of action’. I treat the construction as parallel to the Mangarla example 
in (13).
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(10) kapa-narrinya=na=la jinya-nu-karra 

sit-nar.pst=3sg.s=3sg.obl trim-inf-man

‘He would sit with it carving.’ (Mangarla; Agnew 2020, 328)

(11) nyuntu-ngku nga=n nya-nya jitany wani-nyu-karra

you.sg-erg cat=2sg.s see-pst seated be-inf-man

‘You saw him while he was seated.’ (Mangarla; Agnew 2020, 519) 

Suffix -karra occurs in another, presumably related, construction, following 
a nominalised verb which is compounded with the ‘auxiliary’ ka- ‘carry’, 
which indicates simultaneous (12) or, more often, subsequent motion (13) 
of the subject (Agnew 2020, 273).7 In this construction, -karra is often 
preceded by an epenthetic -ng-. Here, the dependent action has been 
integrated into the main clause and the motion verb grammaticalised to 
an auxiliary.

(12) ra-waji-ma-nu-ng-karra-ka-ngarrinya=pala panartu mulnyi 

clearing-keep-aux-inf-ep-man-aux-nar.pst=3du.s med soil
‘They went along shaping that country.’ (Mangarla; Agnew 2020, 247)

(13) kurrkayi-nu-ng-karra-ka-ngku=na 

rise-inf-ep-man-aux-fut=3sg.s
‘He will get up and move on.’ (Mangarla; Agnew 2020, 329)

In the Ngumpin-Yapa languages, *-karra is attached to a nominalised form 
of the verb. In several Pilbara languages there is found an apparently cognate 
suffix, which, however, is attached to the verb root, separated only by 
a conjugation-dependent consonant – as is common with other non-finite 
verb inflections that are derived primarily from nominal suffixes.

Martuthunira (Ngayarta) has a non-finite ‘contemporaneous relative’ verbal 
suffix with allomorphs -l.yarra, -rryarra and -rra – for the conjugations, 
L, R and Ø respectively – which reflect an earlier reconstructed *-cm-
karra (where CM indicates the relevant conjugation-marking consonant) 
(Dench 1995, 140). The dependent contemporaneous clauses marked by 

7	  This construction and a related one in Nyangumarta, which involves a cognate verb kawa- combined 
in a phrase with a nominalised verb (but without -karra), are treated as examples of the Associated Motion 
construction in Koch (2021: 301–2).
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this inflection ‘typically have the same subject as the controlling clause. 
The events described in the two clauses are temporally co-extensive and are 
often causally interdependent’ (Dench 1995, 247), as illustrated in (14).

(14) Ngayu karlarra-npa-nguru=rru yakarrangu-la nyina-rra.

1sg.nom hot-inch-pres-now sun-loc sit-ctemp

‘I’m getting hot sitting in the sun.’ (Martuthunira) 

A cognate suffix is found in Thalanyji (Kanyara): Austin (1981a, 219) 
gives the allomorphs of the ‘Imperfective relative same-subject’ inflection as 
-lkarra, -rrkarra and -(ya)rra – dependent on the conjugations, L, R and Y 
respectively. Example (15) illustrates this use.

(15) Wartirra nyin-yin kuthuwa-lkarra ngajaru-ku

woman-nom sit-pres cook-rel.ss food-dat
‘The woman is sitting cooking food.’ (Thalanyji)

Example (16), from the closely related Bayungu (Kanyara) language, shows 
that here a dependent clause marked by the rel.ss suffix is further marked 
by the ergative case in agreement with the transitive subject of the main 
clauses (Austin 1981a, 220).

(16) Wapirri-ru puulypa-nma jurla-nha mukaarni-jipa-lkarra-ru.

wind-erg blow-pst tree-acc break-tr-rel.ss-erg
‘The wind blew the tree over, breaking it.’ (Bayungu)

In Pama-Nyungan languages, non-finite dependent clauses are generally 
marked by means of nominal suffixes, including case, added either to a 
nominalised form of the verb or directly to a verbal root, with inclusion 
of a conjugation-determined consonant (cf. Dixon 1980, 458–69; Austin 
1981a; Simpson 1988). The latter strategy is seen in the examples above 
from Pilbara languages Martuthunira, Thalanyji and Bayungu, as well as 
Walmajarri in (8), whereas the other examples add *-karra to a nominalised 
form of the verb. Given these differences in the details of formation as well 
as the general tendency of Pama-Nyungan languages to construct dependent 
verb formation with the aid of nominal suffixes, it is likely that the Western 
languages represented here have independently created their verbal -karra 
forms, using a pre-existent nominal suffix. We turn now to a consideration 
of various non-clausal uses of the (largely nominal) suffix -karra.
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Non-clausal uses of -karra

Activity

In Nyangumarta, a language of the Marrngu subgroup to which Mangarla 
also belongs, ‑karra is described as a nominal ‘Activity’ suffix ‘primarily 
used  to indicate the subject’s involvement in some activity’ (Sharp 2004, 
154–55). An example of -karra added to a noun is pirrapirra-karra ‘shells-
act’, ‘involved with collecting shells’, where the relevant verb is only implicit. 
An example of such a nominal being used almost like a temporal dependent 
clause, but without an explicit non-finite verb, is (17), where the nominal 
marked with -karra takes the same ablative suffix as would a nominalised 
verb in a dependent clause of temporal coincidence, such as (18).

(17) Wirla-rna pulu janinyi wiyirr pala-nga jurlurr-karra-ja

hit-nfut 3du.s 3pl.o whole.lot that.loc ceremony-act-abl

‘Those two killed everyone involved in that ceremony.’ 
(Nyangumarta; Sharp 2004, 155)

(18) Parrja-nikinyi-yirni ngarta-na-ja yawarta-ja

look-ipfv-1pl.exc.s break-nm-abl horse-abl
‘We were watching him while he is breaking the horses.’ 
(Nyangumarta; Sharp 2004, 389)

Nyangumarta’s ‘Activity’ suffix is used very much like the ‘involved with’ use 
of -karra in Warlpiri, as in (4), and Walmajarri, as in (8).

Manner

Note that -karra has been glossed as ‘Manner’ in the examples given above 
for Walmajarri and Mangarla. In the former, the suffix attaches mostly to 
adverbs and coverbs. The Walmajarri forms to which -karra is attached in 
(19), (20) and (21) describe configurations of the action; puluk is glossed 
as ‘submerged below surface’ in Richards and Hudson (1990, 241). 
Example (22) illustrates the manner of movement in Mangarla.

(19) wamarn-karra pa-Ø-lu-nyanta  kirrarni

around-man mr-3sg.o-3pl.s-acc sat
‘They sat around him [in a circle].’ (Walmajarri; Hudson 1978, 35)
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(20) Yuka marnalu jutiny-karra-rlu japurnani

grass we bending.over-man-erg were.gathering
‘We were bending over gathering grass.’ (Walmajarri; Richards and Hudson 
1990, 379)

(21) kaniny ma-rna-lu ngapa-nga puluk-karra wantinya

down mr-1s-pl.s water- loc plop-man fell
‘We dived down plop into the water.’ (Walmajarri; Hudson 1978, 35)

(22) jumpurr-karra=na parti-nyarri 

shuffle- man=3sg.s go-ipfv
‘He goes along shuffling.’ (Mangarla; Agnew 2020, 115)

The manner function also appears in Warlpiri, for instance on coverbs such 
as wuruly-karra ‘concealed-karra’, ‘while hiding’, or to create adverbial 
expressions, as in (23).8

(23) Kula ka ngurrju-karra wangkami

neg aux good-karra speak
‘He doesn’t speak well (lit. good-way).’ (Warlpiri)

This usage has apparently been copied from Ngumpin languages into the 
non-Pama-Nyungan Gooniyandi, as seen in (24) (McGregor 1990, 246–47).

(24) Wangmarra-arra wardji

mad-manner he.went
‘He walked along madly.’ (Gooniyandi)

Agnew (2020, 113) provides a rationale for linking the various uses of -karra 
in Mangarla:

The manner suffix, -karra (occasionally -lkarra) marks nominals 
and nominalised verbs in a wide range of syntactic contexts. It has a 
broad associative meaning which links an entity, attribute, event or 
state to another. Primarily, these function as adjuncts, which provide 
adverbial information about an event, or as (secondary) predications 
on one of its participants. It also functions as a complementiser on 
nominalised verbs in subordinate clauses of temporal coincidence 

8	  These examples, from the Warlpiri dictionary and Ken Hale’s 1959 field notes respectively, were 
kindly supplied by Mary Laughren (pers. comm., 10 June 2022).
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… and clausal complements … Its adverbial derivations generally 
involve the specification of time or manner and approximate to 
English participles with -ing and periphrastic expressions like 
‘in such and such a way’. It often describes a secondary activity or a 
state of affairs holding at the time of the main assertion, translated 
as ‘while’, ‘when’ or ‘during’.

This general characterisation accounts for all the previously discussed uses 
of -karra. The temporal coincidence can also provide a rationale for its 
aspectual uses.

Aspectual

Many of the Ngumpin languages use a suffix -karra (with allomorphs -warra, 
-arra) as a marker of aspect, typically attached to a coverb. This suffix has been 
claimed to be identical to the same-subject simultaneous suffix of Warlpiri 
(Meakins and Nordlinger 2014, 428; Meakins and McConvell 2021, 471) 
and Ngardi (Ennever 2021, 706). The aspectual value is glossed as ‘Iterative’ 
for Gurindji (Meakins and McConvell 2021), ‘Continuative’ for Gurindji 
(Meakins et al. 2013) and for Bilinarra (Meakins and Nordlinger 2014), 
‘Repetitive’ for Wanyjirra (Senge 2015) and (sometimes) ‘Continuous’ for 
Jaru (Tsunoda 1981, 242).

An example of the aspectual contrast between -karra and its absence in 
Gurindji is (25) versus (26), given in Meakins et al. (2013, 55). Here 
-karra is attached to the coverb lilaj. The Ngumpin languages have a 
reduced number of independent verbs (40 or fewer) and supplement verbal 
semantics by means of complex predicates formed from the combination of 
coverbs with inflected verbs of a relatively basic meaning. In fact, a number 
of coverbs only occur suffixed with -karra.

(25) karu ngu lilaj-karra yanana  pinka-ka

child she swim-ing goes river-in
‘The child is swimming in the river.’ (Gurindji)

(26) karu ngu lilaj yanana pinka-ka

child she swim goes river-in
‘The child swims in the river.’ (Gurindji)
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While the attachment of -karra to a coverb may be motivated partially by the 
fact that coverbs specify the manner of the activity, the continuous aspectual 
sense may also be related to the fact that the action of dependent clauses 
marked by -karra is not only simultaneous with the main clause action 
but is often of longer duration. Thus Browne (2021, 435) observes, with 
respect to Warlmanpa, that ‘it appears the temporal relationship between 
the matrix clause and -karra subordinate clause is one in which the situation 
denoted in the subordinate clause provides a wider temporal context in 
which the situation denoted by the matrix clause occurs’. The restricted 
areal distribution of the aspectual use of *-karra – in the more northerly of 
the Western Pama-Nyungan languages – suggests that this sense is a local 
innovation rather than the reflex of an ancient function.

Broad associative meanings

A range of uses with somewhat unclassifiable meanings occur with the 
suffix -karra. Mangarla ngapakarra ‘rainy season’ (Agnew 2020, 7) 
points to a temporal association with ngapa ‘water’. An example from 
Warnman (Wati), yukuri-karra ‘green time’9 makes a similar association. 
A Nyangumarta lexicalised agent nominalisation, such as kampa-lkarra 
cook-act ‘a cook’, indicates a person occupationally involved in the verbal 
activity.10 Panyjima (Ngayarta) has a ‘Unifying’ suffix -karra, which enters a 
construction X Y-karra that can be paraphrased as ‘X is together with Y as 
a unit’ (Dench 1991, 152). One example of its use is (27), where the use of 
-karra is close to that of a proprietive (‘having’) suffix.11

(27) ngunha jarta-nha kulu-karra panti-ku.

that old.woman-spec louse-uni sit-pres
‘The old woman has got lice.’ (Panyjima)

The same suffix in Nyamal is glossed ‘Activity’ and ‘serves to produce an 
expression denoting the defining characteristics of a situation’ (Dench 
1997, 112). An example is (28), which can be compared with examples 
(17) and (18) above.

9	  This example is from Nick Thieberger (pers. comm., 30 June 2022), citing the Warnman dictionary, 
where ‑karra is defined as a noun suffix indicating event or activity.
10	  The l of -lkarra is a conjugation-determined consonant that occurs before certain suffixes.
11	  In Warlpiri, by contrast, such an expression would have to mean that the woman is engaged in 
some dynamic activity involving lice, e.g. delousing (Mary Laughren, pers. comm., 10 June 2022).
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(28) warrkamu wangka-karra 

work language-act

language-work (linguistic elicitation) (Nyamal)

Yindjibarndi (Ngayarta) has an ‘unproductive suffix’ -karra (with allomorph 
-arra after i), glossed as ‘-ed’, that appears in some apparently derived nouns 
such as kangkan-karra ‘forked (road)’ – cf. kangkan ‘fork’ – and marni-
yarra ‘carpet snake’ – cf. marni ‘mark’ (Wordick 1982, 112, 119).

Extended forms of -karra

The range of associations marked by -karra can also be seen in some 
extended forms. In Mangarla, the comitative suffix is commonly added 
to characteristics or mannerisms derived with -karra to create names of 
locations, people and animals’, as exemplified in (29) (Agnew 2020, 117).

(29) kurntu-ng-karra-artu 

carry.on.shoulder-ep-man-com 
‘someone who carries something on their shoulders’ (Mangarla)

In Gurindji, the agent suffix (-kaji/-waji) attaches to coverbs, often 
combining with -karra, as in (30) (Meakins and McConvell 2021, 244).

(30) turlk-karra-waji 

bang-iter-agent
‘someone who is always shooting’; ‘place where bangs are continually 
heard’ (Gurindji) 

An obvious extension to the suffix -karra occurs in several languages to 
mark an association with place. A Walmajarri derivational suffix -karraji is 
glossed as ‘Pertaining to’ and illustrated by examples such as (31), which 
describes a relation to a usual place of residence (Richards and Hudson 
1990, 377–79).

(31) Miyi parlipangu kanya minyarti-karraji-warnti-wu

food he.for.us brought this-pertaining.to-pl-dat
‘He brought food for us who live here.’ (Walmajarri) 

Mangarla has the same ‘pertaining to’ suffix, which ‘associates entities with 
their environment’ (Agnew 2020, 124). Thus, a water-dwelling snake is 
jurru ngapa-karraji ‘snake water-pert’. The nearby Western Desert dialect, 
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Wangkatjunga, has a similar suffix -karraja ‘dweller’, which ‘indicates that 
the entity denoted by the derived nominal is an inhabitant of the place 
denoted by the nominal root’ (Jones 2011, 72). Thus fish, water goannas, 
water snakes, water birds can all be described by the term kalyu-karraja 
‘water-dwell’.

Conclusions regarding broad associative meanings

The diverse examples of the ‘broad associative meanings’ of nominal 
*-karra in languages of the Ngumpin-Yapa, Marrngu, Wati and Ngayarta 
subgroups suggest that this general function was inherited from a distant 
ancestral language and given various applications in particular languages. 
This general meaning could also account for its use in dependent clauses, 
as described in the section on clause dependency above.12 The dyadic use of 
*-karra, however, deserves special consideration.

Dyadic functions of *-karra

Dyadic suffixes are forms that are added to a kin term to designate a set 
of people who are related such that one calls the other by the base term, 
and the other designates the person or persons in the reciprocal relation. 
For instance, ‘father-dyad’ denotes a set consisting of a man and at least 
one other person to whom this person is the father; i.e. ‘father and son(s) 
or daughter(s)’.13 Typically, a dyadic term refers to just two people, and 
in earlier literature it was sometimes called a ‘Kinship Dual’, but it may 
include more than two, provided that the designated kinship relation holds 
between at least some of the members of the set. The term ‘Dyad’ has been 
in use since Merlan and Heath’s (1982) seminal article. Dyadic terms are 
typically based on the senior term of a reciprocal relationship, e.g. ‘father’ 

12	  A similar form, which is possibly related through contact, occurs in the non-Pama-Nyungan 
language, Nyulnyul, where the postposition -karr, glossed ‘temporal’ can be hosted by words of any part 
of speech and can mark inter-clausal relations as well (McGregor 2011, 203–8, 663–66). A cognate form 
-karra also occurs in Yawuru and Nyikina, which also belong to the Nyulnyulan family (Claire Bowern, 
pers. comm., 29 May 2022).
13	  This usage applies especially with the referential use of kinship terms. When used for address, further 
considerations may apply, at least for the Mantharta languages (Peter Austin, pers. comm., 11 October 
2023). The use of -karra in Panyjima also includes complications: kurta-rra ‘brother-dyad’ cannot be used 
to refer to a pair of brothers in the opposite patrimoiety to that of the speaker; on the other hand, kurntal-
karra ‘daughter-dyad’ may be extended from the use for a mother-daughter pair to the relation between 
two men in adjacent generation sets of the same matrimoiety (Dench 1997, 110–11).
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rather than ‘son’. In some languages, a set of three or more persons in a 
reciprocal relationship is marked by a separate suffix, either replacing or 
added to the dyadic suffix, or by some other means such as reduplication.

The dyadic suffix *-karra occurs in many languages of the Pilbara area, 
languages belonging to the Ngayarta, Kanyara, Mantharta (e.g. Jiwarli) and 
Kartu subgroups (at least Wajarri),14 plus Nyangumarta of the Marrngu 
subgroup and some Western Desert (Wati) dialects – if ‑rarra is cognate 
(cf. Austin 2015, 96). This suffix typically has allomorphs -karra, -yarra, 
-warra, -rra and an unexplainable -rarra, which occurs in Western Desert 
dialects and to some extent in Nyangumarta (Dench 1997, 110–12). This 
suffix has been regarded as cognate with, but synchronically distinct from, 
the forms we have been considering above (Dench 1991, 152; 1997, 111).

It is not certain whether this was inherited in the more northerly branch of 
the Western languages, although it is used to some extent in Nyangumarta. 
In the Northern languages, the normal dyadic suffix is rather -rangu, found 
in Marrngu languages (beside -karra in Nyangumarta), and its cognate 
-rlangu in Ngumpin-Yapa languages.15 An apparent cognate occurs in 
Warumungu -kurangi, e.g. karnanti-kurangi ‘mother-dyad’ (Simpson 
2002, 173). There are, nevertheless, examples of trisyllabic kin terms 
having a dyadic suffix -rra in Ngumpin-Yapa languages, although this is 
not the regular dyadic suffix. The most common form is ngumparna-rra, 
the dyadic of ‘husband, brother-in-law’, attested in Gurindji (Meakins and 
McConvell 2021, 225), Walmajarri (Richard and Hudson 1990, 103) and, 
as a loanword, in non-Pama-Nyungan Gooniyandi (McGregor 1990, 235). 
There is no direct evidence, however, that this -rra is cognate (as a reduced 
form) with *-karra.16

If -rra in the Northern languages is a reduced form of *-karra, which was 
otherwise replaced by *-rangu, then *-karra could be reconstructed as the 
ancestor of the whole group of Western languages. But it seems safer to 
posit that only the languages from the more southerly region innovated the 
dyadic sense.

14	  Here the suffix has the form -yarra (Marmion 1996, 56).
15	  This suffix has apparently been borrowed into adjacent non-Pama-Nyungan languages as -langu in 
Bunuba (Rumsey 2000, 66) and -langi in Gooniyandi (McGregor 1990, 234). 
16	  In the distant non-Pama-Nyungan Mara ngumparnarra is found as an irregular dyadic form of 
wumbarna ‘senior wife’s brother’; an obscure suffix -karra also appears as an irregular dyadic suffix, 
mainly used predicatively, on a few further kin terms (Heath 1981, 111). These are also best left out of 
consideration in the current study.
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The question then arises as to what relationship the dyadic meaning has 
to the senses borne by the other uses of *-karra in the languages of the 
West. It can be concluded from the material presented in the earlier sections 
that the uses of *-karra can all be understood as signalling an association 
between the base they are attached to and some other (implicit) participant, 
whether that base is a noun, adverb, verb, or clause. Can the dyadic sense 
also be derived from a general notion of association?

Dench (1997) addresses the question of the etymological sources of forms 
used in specifying kin relations and suggests that ‘the notion of ‘duality’ 
may not be fundamental to the -karra dyadic formative’ (Dench 1997, 
112). He calls attention to Merlan and Heath’s (1982) discussion of dyadic 
terms. They point out that sometimes ‘there is reason to think that the 
dyadic terms are merely special instances of a more general construction 
with additional functions in the language’ (Merlan and Heath 1982, 108). 
They mention (Merlan and Heath 1982, 107) that the English-based Kriol 
uses as a dyadic suffix a form -gija, which presumably derives from English 
together. In Kriol, this is a general marker of reciprocal relations, as indicated 
by (32) in comparison to (33) and (34).17

(32) Dubala bada-gija.

3du sister-recip

‘They are sisters to each other.’ (Kriol; Sandefur 1979, 94)

(33) Mindubala jidan bekbon-gija.

1du.exc sit back-recip

‘We are sitting with our backs to each other.’ (Kriol; Sandefur 1979, 94)

(34) Olabat bin oldei kilim-bat-gija.

3pl past always kill-cont-recip

‘They are always killing each other.’ (Kriol; Sandefur 1979, 94) 

For the Northern Australian languages Merlan and Heath (1982, 123) 
indicate two different etymological sources that have been found for dyadic 
markers: proprietive (‘having’) and dual. They show that ‘both Mara and 
Mangarayi use a “having” construction for some (Mara) or all (Mangarayi) 
dyadic forms, but that the dyadic forms are syntactically and semantically 

17	  I have supplied the glosses in the middle line. For a fuller discussion of Kriol gija see Ponsonnet 
(2016, 307–12).
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distinct from other “having” derivatives’ (Merlan and Heath 1982, 123). 
Among the Yolngu languages, Dhuwal’s dyadic suffix -’manyji corresponds 
to the regular dual suffix -manyji’ of neighbouring Ritharrngu (Merlan and 
Heath 1982, 113).

Further evidence for proprietive sources can be adduced. As mentioned 
below, the dyadic suffix of Dyirbal is cognate with the proprietive suffix 
*-dyirr in other north Queensland languages. Among the Karnic languages, 
the dyadic suffix -mara of Arabana-Wangkangurru, Diyari and Ngamini 
has ‘having’ meanings in Diyari generally and, with the word for ‘nothing’, 
in Ngamini and Arabana-Wangkangurru (Hercus 1994, 92–93; Austin 
1981b, 145). In Yandruwandha, another Karnic language, the suffix 
-ngurru has both a dyadic and a comitative sense; hence nhipa-ngurru, based 
on ‘spouse’, can mean either ‘married couple’ or ‘with (accompanied by) 
one’s spouse’ (Breen 2004, 117). The suffix -ngurru, glossed ‘comitative’, 
can also have a proprietive (‘having’) sense. So, here we see a synchronic 
relationship between the dyadic, ‘having’ and ‘accompanying’ senses. 
Human accompaniment is a not uncommon use of proprietive (‘having’) 
suffixes in Australian languages (Dixon 1976, 306).

Conclusion re *-karra in Western languages

It appears that *-karra represents two synchronically separate suffixes in 
Western languages. The general associative sense is attested over a larger range 
of languages than the dyadic sense and has given rise to the dependent clause 
usage in many of these languages. The dyadic sense is attested in a narrower 
range of languages, excluding those of the Ngumpin-Yapa subgroup and 
(with some exceptions in Nyangumarta) those of the Marrngu subgroup. 
It is reasonable to assume that the dyadic sense represents a specialisation 
of the more general associative sense of the pre-existing suffix *-karra.

North Queensland *-karra

A suffix -gara18 ‘one of a pair’ in the north Queensland language Dyirbal 
(Dixon 1972, 230) has been mentioned as a possible cognate of the dyadic 
suffix in Western Pama-Nyungan languages (Dench 1991, 148; Austin 2015, 
96), and Koch (2014, 62) suggests that *-karra is possibly reconstructible as 

18	  In the Dyirbal orthography g and r are the equivalent of k and rr respectively in the other languages 
we have discussed.



PROJECTING VOICES

258

a nominal derivational suffix in Proto Pama-Nyungan. The Dyirbal suffix, 
however, deserves a closer look. It is not a dyadic suffix; this function is 
rather performed by a suffix -dyir (with variants -ygir and -gir), which is 
attested with eight kin terms (Dixon 1972, 234).19 Thus, a mother and child 
pair is gina-gir, with the dyadic suffix (added to a suppletive stem), while 
yabundi-gara rather refers to two mothers (Dixon 1972, 230). The suffix 
-gara is also not the normal dual suffix used with nouns and adjectives: this 
role is filled by -djaran (Dixon 1972, 228). But -gara does contribute a dual 
meaning when added to the demonstratives bala, yala and ngala20 and the 
interrogative wanya ‘which’. Thus bala-gara functions as a 3rd person dual 
pronoun (Dixon 1972, 51–53). In a mythological text in the Mamu dialect 
(Dixon 1972, 368–82) two women are introduced as yibi-djaran ‘woman-
du’ but are subsequently referred to repeatedly by the anaphoric bala-gara, 
translated as ‘the two (of them)’.

An apparent cognate of *-karra appears in other languages of north 
Queensland. In Kuku Yalanji, a few kinship terms mark plural with a 
suffix -karra (Patz 2002, 55–56). In Guugu Yimidhirr, a suffix -garr, which 
Patz treats as cognate with Kuku Yalanji -karra, is described as a ‘collective 
plural’, occurring with some kin terms ‘to show that several people stand in 
the same relation to single other’, e.g. a person’s younger brothers or wives 
(Haviland 1979, 55). The regular plural, however, is -ngay. These forms 
suggest, along with the ‘Dual’ sense of Dyirbal -gara with demonstratives, 
that the original function of *-karra in north Queensland languages was to 
mark a set, potentially of just two entities. Dyirbal’s ‘one of a pair’ sense, 
which is used especially with names, must then be treated as a special usage 
of the dual. This last point derives some support from the fact that, in the 
New South Wales language Ngiyambaa, -bula: has a similar usage to Dyirbal 
-gara when used with names, as illustrated in (35), but otherwise indicates 
a pair (e.g. of dogs) and is used to mark the dual of personal pronouns and 
demonstratives (Donaldson 1980, 102–3).

19	  This suffix is probably derived from *-dyirr and is cognate with the proprietive suffixes in other 
north Queensland languages (Dixon 1976, 307–8; 1980, 325). This then adds another example to 
Merlan and Heath’s (1982) claim that a dyadic suffix may derive etymologically from a proprietive.
20	  Variant case forms such as ba-gu-gara ‘the-dat-du’ and ba-gu-gara-gu ‘the-dat-du-dat’ beside bala-
gara-gu ‘the-du-dat’ (Dixon 1972, 52) can lead to a suspicion that -gara may have earlier been a separate 
word or an enclitic.
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(35) Mamie-gam-bula: manabi-nji.

Mamie-name-du hunt-pst
‘Mamie, together with one other person, went hunting.’ (Ngiyambaa) 

Dyirbal is not closely related to Kuku Yalanji and Guugu Yimidhirr, and 
geographically it is separated from them by the intervening Djabugay 
and Yidiny, which are more closely related to Kuku Yalanji and Guugu 
Yimidhirr. So it is not clear whether the sharing of *-karra is the result of 
common inheritance from a distant ancestor or borrowing from a form 
once present in the intervening languages. If it was inherited from a distant 
ancestor, we might expect to find further cognates bearing this sense in 
other Pama-Nyungan languages.

There is a possibly related suffix in the Warluwarric languages of western 
Queensland and the Northern Territory. Wagaya -gǝra (< *-karra), described 
as a non-singular suffix, occurs with kin terms and may be followed by an 
explicit dual or plural suffix. The same form possibly occurs as part of the 
Warluwarra and Bularnu suffix -mugara (i.e. -mukarra), which is used as a 
‘non-singular kin proprietive’, i.e. dyadic (see Breen 1976, 291–93).

Further afield, for the Balardong dialect of Nyungar, O’Grady, Voegelin and 
Voegelin (1966, 132) mention a plural suffix -karra, which occurs only on 
nouns having a human referent, e.g. kulang-karra ‘child-pl’. Nyangumarta 
has plural suffixes -karra, which occurs only with ngalyun ‘woman’ and 
marrngu ‘person’, and -karrangu, which occurs only with partany ‘child’ 
(Sharp 2004, 151). A suffix -karrangu is also found in Nyamal; it marks 
plural or collective only with ‘child’ and a few other nouns (Dench, 
Forthcoming, Chapter 5, §5.4). It is possible, however, that these (and 
perhaps the Warluwarric) forms reflect chance resemblance rather than 
cognation with either the north Queensland collective forms or the Western 
associative and dyadic forms.21

21	  There are doubtless many suffixes in Australian languages of the form -karra (or forms derivable 
from *‑karra by phonological changes and/or extensions). Any claim that they are related to the forms 
discussed here would need to be justified in terms of their distribution within genetic subgroups 
(explicable by common inheritance) or geographical areas (explicable by borrowing) as well as by 
plausible semantic or functional changes.
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Conclusions
We are left with a reconstruction of *-karra in Western languages as a general 
marker of association, which in the more southerly languages developed a 
somewhat separate sense as a marker of kinship dyads. A homophonous 
suffix is found in two areas of north Queensland. The apparent similarity 
of meaning between ‘dyadic’ and the Dyirbal ‘one of a pair’ suggests that 
the Queensland forms could be cognate. The established sense of collective, 
plural or dual could possibly have been the source of a dyadic meaning, as in 
some Arnhem Land languages. But there is no documentary evidence that 
this collective meaning was ever attached to the Western *-karra (unless the 
plural/collective forms mentioned at the end of the last section are cognate). 
In the absence of firm evidence that the general association sense can derive 
historically from a collective sense – or vice versa – the attractive idea of 
finding cognation between the Western and the Queensland languages, 
which would allow for the reconstruction of a Proto-Pama-Nyungan 
etymology, should be abandoned.

What we have discovered, however, are examples of several kinds of 
typological change: the use of nominal suffixes to mark the relation of 
dependent to main clauses; the wide diversification of uses for a suffix 
marking association; some possible semantic sources of the dyadic meaning; 
and the development of the ‘one of a pair’ sense from markers of duality. 
These findings indicate the value, in etymological research, of exploring 
possible relations between formally similar formants with apparently 
dissimilar functions, to reveal sometimes surprising pathways of semantic 
change.22
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