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The mysterious clitic =ju in 

Warlpiri: Topic marker, focus 
marker or something else?

Maria Schreiner

Introduction
Warlpiri is a Pama-Nyungan language spoken in Central Australia by 2,304 
speakers (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016). Among other things, it has 
received much attention in the literature for its discontinuous complex 
nominal expressions and because there is no morphosyntactic distinction 
between attributes and secondary predicates, leaving their interpretation 
open to context and prosody (Simpson 2005, 79; 1991, 257–65; Hale 
1981, 2; Swartz 1988, 152). An example of this is (1), in which two non-
adjacent nominals are marked with the same case marking. In (1a), the two 
nominals are in a generic-specific relation and constitute a complex nominal 
expression,1 whereas the first nominal in (1b) is a secondary predicate. The 
difference in relation between the nominals in (1a) and (1b) does not result 
from different morpho-syntax, but from context and world knowledge.2 
In this specific case, piyilkarra ‘golden bandicoot’ in (1a) is a permanent 
property of the meat and hence more likely to be an attribute to kuyu 
‘meat’, referring to golden bandicoot meat. In (1b), the age of the father 

1	  Following terminology in Hale (1981), Louagie (2023) and Louagie and Reinöhl (2022).
2	  Note that the translations are interpretations of this author, rather than native-speaker interpretations, 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. All examples have been discussed at length with Jane Simpson, and 
in some cases David Nash, and I am beyond grateful for their support. 



PROJECTING VOICES

460

is not a permanent attribute of the father, so that an interpretation as a 
secondary predicate ‘as a young fella’ is more likely (see Schultze-Berndt and 
Himmelmann 2004, 60).

(1a) kuyu kala nga-rnu Piyilkarra

meat.abs aux.pst.hab eat-pst golden.bandicoot.abs
‘(They) used to eat golden bandicoot meat.’ (Hale 1966–67b, 2.19-556)

(1b) murnma =lu youngfella paka-rnu ngaju-ku father

before =aux.3pl.sbj young.
fella.abs

hunt.and.
kill-pst

1sg-dat father.abs

‘Before, (they) killed my father as a young fella.’ (Ross 2009, j17-011)

Because of the fascination with structures like these, Warlpiri’s grammar has 
been explored relatively well in the literature compared to other Australian 
languages. However, there is one clitic whose functions remain unclear in 
published linguistic work,3 namely the clitic =ju (Bowler 2016, 11; Simpson 
1983, 205).

Subject to vowel harmony, the clitic may either take the form =ju or =ji, 
as can be seen in (2). For ease of reading, I will refer to the clitic as =ju in this 
chapter. The clitic may attach to any nominal and may occur several times 
in a clause, as can be seen in the rather extreme example below, in which the 
clitic attaches to every nominal in the clause:

(2) kurdukurdu =ju =lu parnka-ja yimi-
kirli

=ji ngurra-
kurra

=ju

children =ju =aux.3pl.
sbj

run-pst story-
with

=ju camp-
towards

=ju

‘The children ran back to camp with the story.’ (Swartz 1991, Appendix 
A, ID 009)

The clitic =ju is rarely discussed in the literature, and when it is, it is 
often discussed in footnotes about glosses rather than in the main text. 
An  example is this footnote in Swartz (1988, 165), noting that ‘[t]he 
nominal clitics -ji and -ju are glossed “???” since their function in Warlpiri 
is not clearly understood’, continuing with the observation that, apart from 
euphony, some uses of =ju seem to be related to ‘considerations of new vs. 

3	  Warlpiri speakers will of course have valuable intuitions about the meaning and usage of =ju which 
should be included in an analysis, as soon as fieldwork is possible again. 
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old information and/or topic vs. comment’. This quote not only shows the 
author’s bafflement with regard to the clitic’s functions, but also a general 
intuition that =ju might be some kind of discourse marker, though the 
exact function is unclear. Drawing from glosses and dictionary entries, the 
majority of researchers seem to interpret =ju as a topic marker (Bittner and 
Hale 1995; Bowler 2016, 2021; Nash 1980, 56; O’Shannessy 2006, 2016; 
Simpson 2005), but, in obvious contrast, =ju has also been interpreted as 
a focus marker (Bavin and Shopen 1985; O’Shannessy et al. 2019). The 
clitic has additionally been interpreted as a definiteness (Nash 1980, 56; 
Swartz 1991) or euphony marker (Hale 1995; Nash 1980, 56; Simpson 
1983, 205; Swartz 1988, 165). A by-product of the use of =ju seems to be 
that it may help differentiate secondary predicates from attributes (Timothy 
Shopen, pers. comm., as cited in Simpson 1983, 205), which is particularly 
interesting given the previously mentioned unresolved challenge of Warlpiri’s 
complex nominal expressions in (1).

The currently rather superficial understanding of =ju paired with its frequent 
occurrence in Warlpiri clauses makes =ju a worthwhile and important 
clitic to study more closely, but also makes its study a challenge. I propose 
overcoming this challenge by the use of 1) a new methodology and 2) a new 
corpus:

1.	 I suggest that in order to understand the functions of =ju, I need to 
look outside of traditional approaches to information structure and 
seek answers from a new approach put forth by Matić and Wedgwood 
(2013) and Ozerov (2018, 2021). I will introduce this new approach 
and the underlying theory in the next section.

2.	 In addition, I use a newly developed morpho-syntactically tagged 
corpus of Warlpiri to explore uses of =ju in various discourse contexts.

This new approach to information structure, paired with a new corpus of 
Warlpiri narratives, can give us new insights into the usage of =ju and its 
presumed functions.

Multifactorial Information Management: 
A first step towards understanding =ju?
The proposed functions of =ju in the literature are interesting because they 
show that while there seems to be an intuition that =ju is a discourse marker, 
the exact nature of that discourse function remains a mystery in published 
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linguistic analyses. In addition, traditional concepts of information structure, 
such as topic-comment or topic-focus, assume that each clause consists of 
exactly one topic and one focus or comment position, whereas =ju may 
occur on several nominals in one clause. Hence, it does not really seem to 
fit traditional concepts of information structure. A solution to this difficulty 
may lie in a new alternative approach to information structure, which has 
been suggested by Matić and Wedgwood (2013) and further elaborated on 
in various papers, including Ozerov (2018, 2021), termed Multifactorial 
Information Management in Ozerov (2021).

A problematisation of information structure

Traditional approaches to information structure assume that there is a 
cognitive basis for how speakers manage discourse, keeping in mind the 
current knowledge of hearers, and structuring speech into old information 
(topic, the thing that is being talked about) and new information (focus, 
the new information about the topic). Definitions of topic and focus are 
often vague and controversial (Matić and Wedgwood 2013, 128; Gundel 
and Fretheim 2006). This has been criticised in many studies, which have 
proposed various solutions, such as the use of different definitions or the 
addition of subcategories (e.g. discussion in Gundel and Fretheim 2006). 
However, the basic problem of vague and controversial definitions has not 
been solved yet. Despite the controversies around definitions of topic and 
focus, many studies use these terms without explanation or definition (Matić 
and Wedgwood 2013, 135). As Matić and Wedgwood (2013, 129) note, 
‘the same structural pattern might be treated as “focus” or “non-focus”, 
often without any explanation either way’.

Responding to this controversy, Matić and Wedgwood (2013) and Ozerov 
(2018, 2021) suggest that the issues around definitions of information-
structural categories reflect deeper, substantial methodological and 
theoretical issues in the field of information structure. In their view, the 
difficulty of finding a universally applicable definition ‘reflects real linguistic 
diversity’ that cannot be subsumed under the current categories of topic and 
focus (Matić and Wedgwood 2013, 129).

Why has this diversity not been accounted for or observed in traditional 
approaches to information structure? Traditional approaches to information 
structure search for language-specific realisations of topic and focus by using 
a top-down approach, pre-empirically assuming their existence. Studies 
determine linguistic structures that express focus or topic by use of elicitation 
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methods such as question-answer pairs to trigger a context in which 
information-structural effects are expected to occur or search for contexts in 
which the meaning of topic or focus arises, and then define the form expressing 
this meaning as the information-structural category (Ozerov 2018, 81; 
Matić and Wedgwood 2013, 133–34). This methodology conflates extra-
linguistic cognitive principles, the effects of linguistic structures in a specific 
context and the mechanisms that lead to these effects (Matić and Wedgwood 
2013, 129; Ozerov 2018, 2021). This not only leads to immense diversity 
in structures that supposedly express the same universal, but also overlooks 
that the same linguistic form may have different effects outside typically 
elicited contexts (Ozerov 2018, 81; Matić and Wedgwood 2013, 134). It is 
also essentially circular and does not further our understanding, since one 
first assumes the existence of a category, then elicits a context in which one 
assumes one must find a realisation of the category and then categorises 
whichever linguistic expression is used as the initial top-down-defined 
category (Ozerov 2018, 81; Matić and Wedgwood 2013, 129, 131–33).

Hence, traditional approaches to information structure do not succeed in 
explaining and unifying cross-linguistic variation and diversity, but suppress 
the diversity of linguistic structures and functions, because 1) structures are 
labelled as focus or topic even when they may have other functions or effects 
and 2) the multifactorial interplay of causes of information-structural effects 
are not explored in detail (Matić and Wedgwood 2013, 135–36; Ozerov 
2018, 2021).

Multifactorial Information Management

While the previous section focused on what not to do, this section will 
sum up what consequences should be drawn from the problematisation of 
traditional approaches to information structure and how to avoid a circular 
analysis.

The first and foremost principle is to embrace the diversity we see in 
linguistic data. Instead of simplifying phenomena to fit in top-down defined 
information-structural boxes, one can first conduct a detailed language-
specific analysis on the functions and then the multifactorial effects of a 
linguistic structure and only then compare the structure typologically 
and bottom-up (Ozerov 2021, 1; 2018, 78). Crucially, the dynamic 
nature of communication and information management means that this 
analysis should assume that ‘information management must constitute 
a multifactorial process in which different factors (attention-guidance, 
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knowledge-monitoring, expectation-management, interaction-structural) 
play an immediate role’ (Ozerov 2021, 3). With more detailed language-
specific analyses, bottom-up generalisations will become possible and 
will be more valuable (Ozerov 2018, 91–92). For example, an interesting 
question will be to understand how diverse linguistic structures evoke similar 
meanings in certain contexts (Matić and Wedgwood 2013, 129, 157).

A second principle is to disentangle extra-linguistic cognitive principles 
from linguistic expressions. One should distinguish between interpretative 
effects (topic, focus) and the linguistic structures creating this effect (Matić 
and Wedgwood 2013, 132; Ozerov 2018, 84). The functions of a linguistic 
structure can first be observed and described in natural data and various 
contexts, and then why and how these structures evoke information-
structural effects in some contexts may be discussed (Ozerov 2021, 3; 2018, 
84).4 First studies using this approach suggest that previously considered 
topic or focus structures directly encode more specific meanings related to 
interaction and communication, and only happen to encode topic or focus in 
specific contexts (Ozerov 2018, 85). Instead, these structures have various 
interactional, discourse-managing and communicative functions, such 
as ‘Wait; I am opening a new discourse move and announce the nature 
of its content’ (Ozerov 2018, 91), ‘Wait; you will need this information 
to understand my upcoming main point’ (Ozerov 2018, 91), and 
unexpectedness (Ozerov 2018, 93).

In order to find all the diversity and the interplay of various factors with 
each other, research structures need to be studied in their entirety. This 
means, for one, allowing the existence of effects unrelated to information 
structure (Ozerov 2018, 84), but also looking at linguistic structures in 
natural data, i.e. in corpora rather than, for example, only at question-
answer pairs (Ozerov 2018, 91; Matić and Wedgwood 2013).

This last point is particularly relevant for this chapter, because Warlpiri is 
well-suited for corpus-driven approaches in comparison to other Australian 
languages, having an abundance of data available (Simpson 2007, 492). 
The only problem is that this data has hitherto been in various non-edited 
formats, ranging from un-transcribed audio to transcribed, but not time-
aligned audio, to transcribed and translated audio without morphosyntactic 
glosses. However, a new corpus of morpho-syntactically coded and tagged 

4	  ‘Analysis of language-specific form-function correspondences must precede the study of the 
information managing contributions of the form’ (Ozerov 2021, 3).
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Warlpiri narratives is being developed as part of my PhD thesis, which 
opens up the opportunity to explore the usage of the discourse clitic in the 
hitherto largest morpho-syntactically coded and glossed corpus of Warlpiri. 
This is hence an opportunity to explore the usage of =ju in natural data, 
using Multifactorial Information Management as the underlying theoretical 
approach.5

Corpus
The corpus used for the analysis in this chapter is a subcorpus of the corpus 
that is being created for my PhD thesis. Since fieldwork has not been possible 
in recent years as a result of the pandemic, the data in the subcorpus come 
from two sources. The first source is recordings made by Ken Hale during 
fieldwork in 1966 and 1967 (Hale 1966–67a, 1966–67b), which have been 
partially coded and consist of two speakers (Sam Johnson Japangardi and 
Paddy Stuart Jupurrula), and the second source is traditional stories which 
were published in an audiobook in 2009 (Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu Jaru 2009; 
Daniels 2009; Morton 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 2009d, 2009e; Nelson 2009; 
Presley 2009; Ross 2009). The subcorpus consists of spoken narratives in a 
wide sense, ranging from traditional stories to procedural stories about the 
processing of food, plant descriptions and autobiographical narratives.

The data was recorded in 1966, 2000 and 2006. The speakers of the 
traditional stories were mostly in their 60s at the time of recording, but 
one was 71 and another in her 50s (Petronella Vaarzon-Morel, pers. 
comm., 24 December 2020; Georgia Curran, pers. comm., 8 September 
2021). One speaker of the recordings from 1966 was also in his 60s at 
the time of recording, the other was in his 20s (David Nash and Jane 
Simpson, pers. comm.). The speakers speak different varieties of Warlpiri, 
the majority speaking Willowra Warlpiri, one speaker speaking Yuendumu 
Warlpiri (Daniels 2009) and another speaking Lajamanu Warlpiri (Nelson 
2009). No data for Nyirrpi Warlpiri, the fourth major Warlpiri-speaking 

5	  Readers unfamiliar with MIM as an alternative approach to information structure may find 
these principles rather vague. I suggest that this is due to how new this approach is and that this may 
change with more research. In the words of Ozerov (2021, 3), ‘the Multifactorial study of Information 
Management (MIM) is an open-ended research program. The toolbox required for the analysis of 
information management is still being gradually assembled, as cross-linguistic research identifies sets of 
categories and factors relevant to the examined process’, Ozerov (2018, 91) suggests this ‘is an expected, 
unavoidable and temporary step in any beginning of an exploratory process’, which will be solved with 
increasing research.
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community (Laughren et al. 1996, 1), are available in the subcorpus. At this 
point in time, =ju does not seem to differ across varieties and times of 
recording, but future publications might shed more light on this.

Before the inclusion in the corpus, the various sources had already been 
edited by other researchers. Hale (1966–67b) was available as an audio file 
with time-aligned transcriptions created by Ken Hale and David Nash (Hale 
1966–67c; David Nash, pers. comm., 6 May 2022). Hale (1966–67a) was 
available as an audio file with separate, not time-aligned transcriptions in a 
text file created by Ken Hale (1966–67c) (David Nash, pers. comm., 6 May 
2022). The traditional stories from the audiobook were available as audio 
files with transcriptions created by Romi Hill, Eleanor Jorgensen and Sze 
(Zita) Tsui, and a free translation as part of the original publication helped 
with the creation of literal translations.

For the creation of the corpus, each audio file was imported into ELAN6 
and segmented into intonation units (Himmelmann et al. 2018; Chafe 
1994, 57). Then, a morphosyntactic gloss and translation were added, by use 
of ELAN’s interlinearisation mode and using an earlier, electronic version of 
the Warlpiri dictionary (Laughren et al. 2022). In the next step, the GRAID 
annotation scheme (Grammatical Relations and Animacy in Discourse, 
Haig and Schnell 2014) was added with some language-specific adaptations. 
GRAID is a coding scheme that was created to do morphosyntactic and 
information-structural typological analysis. It tags parts-of-speech, syntactic 
functions and animacy, among other things. Coding for other annotation 
schemes is still in progress, having been finished in some parts of the 
subcorpus, but being in progress in other parts. These ongoing annotations 
include reference tracking (ISNref annotation scheme, Schiborr, Schnell 
and Thiele 2018). Each annotation level is coded on separate tiers in ELAN, 
with various dependencies between tiers.

The subcorpus used for this chapter consists of 1,106 clauses. Since the 
corpus creation is still in progress, the data have not yet been published 
or archived. Throughout this chapter, I refer to specific utterances in the 
subcorpus by first citing the original source, then citing the name of the 
audio recording, and then the ‘utterance ID’, referring to the numbered 
intonation units in the subcorpus.

6	  ELAN, v.6.3, 2022. Nijmegen: Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, The Language Archive. 
Retrieved from archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan.

http://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan
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Usage of =ju: Frequency of occurrence
As a starting point, this section sums up the occurrences of =ju in the 
different subcorpus sources. As Table 15.1 shows, narratives differ with 
regard to the frequency of =ju: in some of the coded narratives, =ju occurs 
in approximately every second sentence (Morton 2009b, 2009e; Hale 
1966–67a), whereas =ju occurs only once every 18 sentences on average in 
the coded subcorpus of Hale (1966–67b).

Table 15.1: Frequency of =ju relative to narrative length in clause units.

Narrative/source Length 
(clauses)

Occurrences  
of =ju

Average number of clauses 
per instance of =ju7

Morton (2009e) 16 9 1.78

Morton (2009b) 24 13 1.85

Hale (1966–67a) 89 44 2.02

Daniels (2009) 102 39 2.61

Nelson (2009) 41 12 3.42

Presley (2009) 59 12 4.92

Morton (2009c) 35 7 5

Ross (2009) 138 27 5.11

Morton (2009d) 23 4 5.75

Morton (2009a) 32 2 16

Hale (1966–67b) 547 30 18.23

The highest occurrence of =ju is found in Morton (2009b, 2009e) and Hale 
(1966–67a). Morton (2009b, 2009e) are short stories with a strong focus 
on how the traditional story relates to the skingroup of the speaker and 
therefore to duties and responsibilities related to the story. Hale (1966–67a) 
consists of elicited descriptions of plants, of which 89 clauses have been 
coded so far. These three narratives stand in stark contrast to Hale (1966–
67b), which is a spoken narrative of how Warlpiri people used to live and 
hunt. In this spoken narrative of currently over 500 coded clauses, there are 
only 30 occurrences of =ju. Since Morton (2009b, 2009e) is more similar to 
Hale (1966–67b), it seems that the stark difference in the clitic’s frequency 
between narratives is not due to genre. Likewise, there are narratives with 

7	  This number compares the occurrence of =ju relative to the number of clauses in the narrative. The 
number is the average number of clauses per one instance of =ju. For example, every second sentence in 
Hale (1966–67a) receives a =ju, whereas every 18th sentence receives a =ju in Hale (1966–67b).
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relatively high frequency (Morton 2009e) and relatively low frequency 
(Morton 2009a) for the same speaker, so it does not seem to be speaker-
specific (though this should be tested with more data per speaker). Regional 
varieties also do not seem to play a role; for example, Hale (1966–67a) 
and Hale (1966–67b) are both by speakers of Willowra Warlpiri. Why the 
frequency of =ju is so different between narratives thus remains an open 
question at the moment, but may perhaps be answered once I have a better 
understanding of the functions of =ju.

Functions of =ju

As discussed in the first section, =ju may occur frequently and several times 
in one clause on any nominal. The nominals to which =ju attaches in the 
subcorpus are diverse, ranging from hosts that are single nominal expressions 
to hosts that are nominals within a complex nominal expression, and from 
referential expressions to main predicates and non-referential expressions. 
I therefore separate the discussion into three main sections. I will begin 
with a discussion of nominal hosts that form a single nominal expression in 
referential or main-predicate function, then turn to a discussion of nominal 
hosts that are nominals within a complex nominal expression in referential 
or main-predicate function, and end with a discussion of non-referential 
hosts that express a point in time. Given the exploratory nature of this 
chapter, I am unable to give a hypothesis about the functions of =ju at 
this point. I will however, use the next section to build a working hypothesis 
about the functions of =ju, which I will present at the end of this section, 
and which will be the basis for my discussion of =ju in the next sections.

Single nominal expressions in referential or main-
predicate function

This section is concerned with the functions of =ju when it attaches to 
nominals which form their own single nominal expression, as in (3). These 
single nominal expressions may express referents as in (3) or be main 
predicates as in (4).

(3) walypali =ji ya-nu-rnu jalangu =jala

whitefella =ju go-pst-hither now =actually
‘The white fellas went this way, now, actually.’ (Hale 1966–67b, 2.19-203)
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Let me now turn to an exploration of the functions =ju can express in these 
discourse contexts, beginning with its topic-like functions which may have 
led to its previous classification as a topic marker.

Highly accessible referents and =ju
As discussed in the introduction, many researchers gloss =ju as a topic 
marker (Bowler 2016, 2021; Nash 1980; O’Shannessy 2006, 2016; 
Simpson 2005). While I want to move away from defining =ju as topic or 
focus, as discussed above, I still want to ask as a starting point: Why has =ju 
been perceived as a topic marker?

As discussed above, various definitions of topicality have been proposed, 
some more and some less vague. Since I only take topicality as a starting 
point, I remain agnostic with regard to a definition of topicality. Instead, 
I take as an example Schnell and Barth (2018) who use plant and fish 
descriptions to test the effect of discourse topicality. Schnell and Barth 
(2018, 59) define discourse topicality as ‘that discourse entity that an entire 
text is about and that makes the text interesting’, following Chafe (1994, 
120). This definition is useful as a starting point for one narrative in the 
subcorpus, namely the plant descriptions (Hale 1966–67a). For the plant 
descriptions in Hale (1966–67a), I define a discourse topic as the respective 
described plant in each description, each description being separated by a 
new elicitation stimulus (the name of a new plant) by Hale. Arguably, the 
described plant in a plant description is ‘that discourse entity that an entire 
text is about and that makes the text interesting’ (Schnell and Barth 2018, 
59). I can hence test if =ju tends to attach to described plants or plant parts, 
or if there is no such tendency.

Of the 44 =ju that occur in the plant descriptions, 18 occur on the described 
plant, and another 14 occur on parts of the described plant. This is not only 
the case at the beginning of each description, when the plant may still have 
to be established as a discourse topic, but also in the middle and end of the 
description, when the described plant is arguably a highly accessible referent 
and would in fact be expected to be covertly mentioned in Warlpiri (see e.g. 
Hale 1983, 1, 7; Chafe 1994). Example (4) below shows a typical example 
of this, the discussed instances of =ju in bold.
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(4) jinjirla =wiyi kuja ka pardi-mi ngurlu-ku-
ngarnti

=ji

flower =before aux.rel aux.prs come.
out-npst

seeds-dat-in.
preparation.for

=ju

‘First the flower which is coming out in preparation for the seeds.’

wakirlpirri =ji

Wakirlpirri =ju
‘(This) is the Wakirlpirri.’

jinjirla =ju ka yangka Palkarra jarri-nja-ya-ni

flower =ju aux.prs that White become-inf-am-
npst

=lku yinjirrpi-ki-ngarnti =ji
=then Wakirlpirri.seeds/drink-dat-

in.preparation.for
=ju

‘Those flowers go and become white then, in preparation for Yinjirrpi.’

wakirlpirri =ji

Wakirlpirri =ju
‘(This) is the Wakirlpirri.’

wakirlpirri kula =lpa karri-
yarla

karru-nyayirni-rla

Wakirlpirri not =aux.
pst.impf

stand-irr sandy.creek-indeed-loc

‘The Wakirlpirri would not stand on the actual sandy creek but …’ 
(Hale 1966–67a, K01-45-51)
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Within the description of the Wakirlpirri, the speaker scatters repetitions 
of the name of the plant, attached by =ju. Notably, these occurrences are 
prosodically separated from the rest of the description by occurring in their 
own intonation unit.8 Being the described plant, the wakirlpirri is highly 
accessible. Highly accessible nominals are usually not mentioned overtly in 
Warlpiri, so the overt use of wakirlpirri in this fashion is striking, emphasised 
by the attachment of =ju. Given the high accessibility of wakirlpirri, it 
does not seem to give the hearer new information, but instead seems to 
have interactive functions. Perhaps the speaker, who has to spontaneously 
describe plants, uses these interspersions of wakirlpirri to plan the next 
utterance and hold his ground, telling the hearer to ‘stay engaged’.

Example (4) consists only of nominals that refer to the described plant or 
parts of it, so it is possible that =ju only attaches to these discourse topics 
because they are the most frequent or only referents in the description. 
Figure 15.1 shows that this is not the case. The y-axis refers to the number 
of occurrences in the plant descriptions in raw numbers. Other referents are 
the most frequent, but the most unlikely to be hosts to =ju. Described plants 
are the referents which are most likely to be hosts of =ju. If one assumes the 
described plant in each plant description is the discourse topic, then =ju 
is most likely to attach to the discourse topic in plant descriptions. This 
then answers the question why =ju has previously been perceived as a topic 
marker, posed at the beginning of this section. However, note that while the 
described plants are clearly the most likely hosts for =ju, only 52 per cent 
occur with a =ju. Hence, discourse topicality alone cannot explain when 
=ju is (not) used.

In addition, seven of the 85 referents that are not the described plant or 
plant parts do have =ju attached. All of the seven instances are with referents 
which are accessible to the speaker, however, so perhaps what =ju marks is 
not discourse topicality, but referents which are highly accessible.

8	  Because of the lack of research into complex nominal expressions, prosody and intonation in 
Warlpiri, I cannot know for sure if the wakirlpirri uttered in its own intonation unit belongs to a 
complex nominal expression in the former or next clause, if it is an afterthought of the previous clause, 
if it is a left dislocation of the next clause, or if it is a main predicate in a nominal clause. The discourse 
context here does not help, all interpretations being equally possible and likely. I analyse it as a main 
predicate in its own nominal clause, i.e. separate from the other clauses, because in both occurrences the 
previous intonation unit ends with a low pitch and with what I perceive as a finished intonation contour. 
In addition, the pauses between the previous and subsequent intonation units are relatively long: in the 
case of the second wakirlpirri =ji, there is a 2.5 second pause before and after.
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Figure 15.1: Attachment of =ju to referents in the plant descriptions.
Source: Coded subcorpus of (Hale 1966–67a).

Let us test this by having a closer look at one of the seven instances in (5). 
The referent is highly accessible and seems to be an afterthought. The speaker 
describes the location of the described plant Kararrpa, noting that it (also) 
grows along the sides of the sandy creek. The nominal karru-ngka ‘sandy.
creek-loc’ occurs twice in this clause, in a typical bracket construction once 
in the very beginning and once in the very end of the clause. Arguably, then, 
karru-ngka ‘sandy.creek-loc’ is highly accessible, having been mentioned 
with the same lexeme in the same clause.

(5) karru-ngka allright ka nyina-nja-ya-ni

sandy.creek-loc alright aux.prs sit-inf-am-npst

ramarra-jarra-rla karru-ngka =ju

side-two-loc sandy.creek-loc =ju
‘(The Kararrpa) would go along sitting on the two sides of the sandy 
creek, alright, the sandy creek.’ (Hale 1966–67a, K01-119-120)
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This then seems to fit with the hypothesis that =ju marks referents with 
high accessibility. However, there is a serious counter-argument against this, 
namely that =ju also occurs on newly introduced referents in the corpus. 
I will focus on this in the next section.

Newly introduced referents and =ju
While =ju is likely to occur with highly accessible referents, =ju can occur 
on elements that have not previously been mentioned as referents in the 
discourse. An example of this is wurdamirri ‘inner bark’ in (6):

(6) [beginning of new plant description]

Wakirlpirri

Wakirlpirri
‘The Wakirlpirri ---’

Wakirlpirri ka karri--

Wakirlpirri aux.prs stand.npst
‘the Wakirlpirri stands --’

Pinti

Bark
‘The pinti –’

Ngula =ju pakapaka yangka wurdamirri =ji

This =ju flaking[outer.
bark]

that damp[inner.
bark]

=ju

‘is this Pakapaka and that Wurdamirri.’

Wakirlpirri =ji

Wakirlpirri =ju
‘(This) is the Wakirlpirri.’ (Hale 1966–67a, 34-38)

At the beginning of the plant description, the speaker seems to first hesitate 
and plan how to describe the plant best, as seen in the first few utterances. 
Then, he decides to describe the bark (pinti) of the Wakirlpirri, which 
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consists of an outer layer (pakapaka) and an inner layer (wurdamirri). This 
wurdamirri is host to a =ju, even though it has not been mentioned in the 
previous discourse context.9

Interestingly, (6) is contrastive, in that the outer bark and the inner bark 
are opposites of each other. I hypothesise that the contrastive nature of (6) 
makes it possible for the hearer to infer from context that wurdamirri, which 
is mentioned after pakapaka, will be mentioned, making it accessible to the 
hearer after all. While wurdamirri has not been mentioned in the previous 
context, the opposing pakapaka invokes the use of wurdamirri, so that the 
latter’s mention is not entirely surprising to the hearer.

Not all recently introduced elements with =ju are contrastive, as exemplified 
in (7):

(7) [beginning of new plant description]

Kararrpa

Kararrpa
‘The Kararrpa –’

kararrpa ka ngula =ju pardi manangkarra-
rla

manu

Kararrpa aux.prs this =ju grow.npst spinifex.
plains-loc

and

manja-ngka kararrpa =ju

Mulga.Country-loc Kararrpa =ju
‘this Kararrpa grows on the spinifex plains and Mulga country, 
the Kararrpa.’ (Hale 1966–67a, K01-74-78)

All mentions of the new plant, kararrpa, are in bold. At the beginning of the 
plant description, it receives no =ju, but at the second mention, kararrpa 
is in a non-adjacent complex nominal expression with the demonstrative 
ngula ‘this’ to which =ju is attached. Finally, in the next mention, =ju is 

9	  The Warlpiri recordings analysed in this study do not include video data. For this reason, we don’t 
know if the speaker refers to a Wakirlpirri plant visible in his immediate surroundings, therefore making 
the plant accessible. We do know that it is very unlikely that Ken Hale and Sam Japangardi moved 
around and then pointed to plants while recording (Jane Simpson and David Nash, pers. comm.). Since 
this recording consists of a series of plant descriptions, it could be argued that all plant names are at least 
slightly accessible. 
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directly attached to kararrpa without a demonstrative. This structure seems 
reminiscent of similar newly introduced referents with demonstratives, 
which are to be established as discourse topics in English (Lambrecht 1994, 
83; Dryer 2014, 237). Perhaps, then, newly introduced referents may be 
hosts to =ju either when they are to be established as discourse topics, or 
when they are contrastive, making them inferable from context.

It seems that some functions of =ju are beginning to crystallise: For one, =ju 
tends to attach to highly accessible referents, perhaps related to interactive 
functions of hesitation, ground-holding and keeping the hearer engaged. 
It seems to evoke or emphasise contrast as a by-product of this function. 
Secondly, it may be used to express the establishment of a new referent as a 
topic in discourse. Let me sum up these functions as a working hypothesis 
in the next section.

A working hypothesis of the functions of =ju
I have shown that =ju is much more likely to attach to described plants and 
their parts than to other referents in the plant descriptions (Hale 1966–67a). 
These occurrences are not restricted to the beginning of a plant description, 
when the plant may still not be completely accessible; in fact =ju often 
attaches to the described plant in the middle or end of the description, 
when the referent is arguably highly accessible.

On the other hand, =ju can also occur with newly or recently introduced 
referents, but only with referents that are inferable from context and therefore 
still accessible to the hearer. This use of =ju on newly introduced referents is 
sometimes reminiscent of the establishment of a new important referent in 
the discourse, particularly when =ju is used together with a demonstrative. 
In addition, a by-product of the accessibility function of =ju seems to be 
that it attaches to nominals in a contrastive context.

My working hypothesis, then, is that =ju expresses accessibility. I define 
information to be accessible when it has previously been mentioned in 
the discourse context, it can be inferred from information in the current 
discourse, or it can be inferred from extra-linguistic context (Chafe 1994, 
86). While a distinction is sometimes made between givenness (previously 
mentioned elements) and accessibility (newly mentioned elements that are 
inferable from context), I here define accessibility as including both accessible 
and given information in the sense of Chafe (1994, 73). Whereas much 
literature on accessibility (e.g. Ariel 1988, 1990; Lambrecht 1994, 93–101) 
focuses on referential accessibility, Chafe (1994, 80) considers accessibility 
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and givenness to be relevant for referents as well as events and states. This 
function may be expressed as ‘You know what I am talking about because we 
talked about it’. or ‘You know what I am talking about because it is expected 
in this discourse context and is not surprising for you’.10 The attachment of 
=ju can then, in this sense, be seen as an instruction to the hearer that the 
referent in question is a given referent, and a high degree of confidence of 
the speaker that the hearer will know which referent is meant. Specifically 
for highly accessible referents, this is not a content-related function, but has 
interactive functions, such as hesitation or keeping the hearer engaged.

Secondly, another function of =ju may be to establish newly introduced 
referents as topics in the discourse, paired with a demonstrative. While this 
function may seem contradictory to the first function, it essentially has the 
same effect, namely marking that the host of =ju is important and accessible. 
This function can hence be expressed as meaning ‘You will know what I am 
talking about because I am currently talking about it’. While the specific 
interactive functions of this will have to be analysed in future publications, 
it seems to me that the speaker also means by this: ‘Please stay engaged!’

Let us now turn to look at the usage of =ju in other discourse contexts, 
namely the use in complex nominal expressions and with non-referential 
nominals, to shed a bit more light on the working hypothesis.

Complex nominal expressions in referential or 
main-predicate function

This section discusses functions that occur when =ju attaches to nominal 
hosts that are part of a complex nominal expression, as in (8). There are 
several possible positions for =ju in complex nominal expressions: It may 
attach to each nominal, or it may attach to only one nominal, which can 
be the first (second, third, etc.) or final nominal in the complex nominal 
expression. While there is no notion in the literature as to the scope of =ju, 
given the various different possible positions, I assume that =ju only has 
scope over the nominal to which it attaches. In (8), nyampu =ju jukurrpa 
forms one complex nominal expression meaning ‘this Jukurrpa (dreaming)’, 
but =ju only attaches to the first demonstrative element of the complex 
nominal expression.

10	  This function is perhaps similar to the Cantonese sentence-final particle lo, which expresses 
expectedness (Hara and McCready 2017).
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(8) nyampu =ju jukurrpa ka =nganpa nganimpa-ku nguna-mi

this =ju jukurrpa aux.prs =aux.1pl.
excl.obj

we-dat lie-npst

‘This Jukurrpa lies with us.’ (Daniels 2009, j6-034)

This construction is not very frequent in comparison to hosts which form a 
single nominal expression, but it will still be discussed here for two reasons: 
Firstly, as Shopen notes, =ju may help distinguish secondary predicates 
from attributes (as cited in Simpson 1983, 205). This poses an interesting 
question, both for further understanding (non-adjacent) complex nominal 
expressions in Warlpiri, but also for further understanding how the functions 
of =ju proposed in the previous section could account for this by-product. 
Secondly, because =ju occurs in a different discourse context compared 
to the previous section, it might have different functions which can shed 
further light on the usage and diversity of =ju.

Distinguishing attributes from secondary predicates
As Shopen notes, =ju may help distinguish attributes from secondary 
predicates (T. Shopen, pers. comm., as cited in Simpson 1983, 205). While 
I have no straightforward examples of this in the subcorpus, I here repeat 
the examples given by Shopen:11

(9) a. Wirriya parnka-mi ngurrju.

boy.abs run-npst good.abs
‘The boy runs well.’

b. Wirriya parnka-mi ngurrju =ju

boy.abs run-npst good.abs =ju
‘The good boy runs.’ (Timothy Shopen, pers. comm., as cited 
in Simpson 1983, 205)

Example (9) shows two non-adjacent nominals wirriya ‘boy’ and ngurrju 
‘good’, with the same case marking (absolutive, which is unmarked). Because 
of the same case marking, the two nominals may either be interpreted as a 

11	  Sadly, the examples given by Shopen as cited in Simpson (1983, 205) are without context. 
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complex nominal expression meaning ‘good boy’12 or as a nominal and a 
secondary predicate meaning ‘the boy’ and ‘well’, among other possible 
interpretations.13

The difference between (9a) and (9b) is that in one, there is no =ju 
attached, whereas in the other =ju attaches to ngurrju ‘good’, narrowing its 
interpretation down to an attribute rather than a secondary predicate. This 
by-product of =ju can be explained by having a closer look at the nature of 
secondary predicates and attributes and what distinguishes them.

Secondary predicates express states that are temporary, a notion which 
is called a stage-level property, first coined by Carlson (1977) (Schultze-
Berndt and Himmelmann 2004, 60; Rapoport 1991, 166). In contrast, 
attributes do not have this restriction, being able to express both stage-level 
and individual-level properties, i.e. stable properties of a referent (Schultze-
Berndt and Himmelmann 2004, 60). The difference is exemplified in (10a) 
in which sick expresses a temporary property (Roni may take the dog to 
a veterinarian and the dog may recover) and in (10b) in which intelligent 
expresses a stable property of the dog.

(10) a. Roni bought the dog sick. 

b. *Roni bought the dog intelligent.
(Rapoport 1991, 166)

Since secondary predicates represent temporary properties of the referent, 
they tend to represent new information to the hearer, but attributes may 
either be given or new (Uta Reinöhl, pers. comm., 4 April 2022). If =ju 
marks accessibility or givenness (see previous section; Chafe 1994), then 
by attaching =ju to ngurrju ‘good’, the speaker marks that ngurrju ‘good’ 
must be given. Given nominals in turn may be attributes, but they may not 
be secondary predicates, which therefore forces the reading of ngurrju as 
‘good’, being part of the complex nominal expression ‘the good boy’.

This by-product of =ju in distinguishing secondary predicates from attributes 
then fits well with the working hypothesis that =ju marks accessibility and 
lends further support to it.

12	  Or ‘boyish goodness’, though our world knowledge and the semantics of the nominals make this 
unlikely.
13	  For example, it could also mean ‘the boy and the goodness run’, but for obvious world-knowledge 
reasons, this interpretation would be unlikely.
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Other uses of =ju within complex nominal expressions
The use of =ju within complex nominal expressions in the subcorpus can 
shed more light on its functions, particularly by noting to which of the 
nominals within a complex nominal expression =ju attaches. An example of 
this is shown in (11). This is an extract of Daniels (2009), a traditional story 
about how the emu and turkey compete in hunting desert raisins, the emu 
always finding the good ones and the turkey always finding the bad ones. 
As such, the narrative by default is full of opposing elements, most often the 
emu in contrast with the turkey or vice versa, and the good desert raisins in 
contrast with the bad desert raisins or vice versa.

In the complex nominal expression of interest to us, in bold in (11), the 
non-adjacent complex nominal expression ngawu-ngawu […] yakajirri =ji 
‘the bad desert raisins’ stands in contrast to the subsequent mention of the 
good desert raisins in the next clause. Looking at the specific nominals in the 
complex nominal expression, ngawu-ngawu ‘bad’ has not been mentioned 
in the narrative so far. In addition, ngawu-ngawu ‘bad’ is the opposing 
element within the complex nominal expression, in that it contrasts with 
‘the good desert raisins’. On the other hand, yakajirri ‘desert raisin’ is highly 
accessible and has been covertly mentioned as a zero anaphora in the 
immediately preceding clauses. It is not the contrastive element within the 
complex nominal expression, since it denotes the same plant as ‘the good 
desert raisins’ in the next clause. The complex nominal expression, therefore, 
encompasses two nominals whose information status is different from each 
other. One nominal, ngawu-ngawu ‘bad’, is mentioned for the first time, 
and therefore new, and contrastive to an element in the next clause. The 
other nominal, yakajirri ‘desert raisin’, is highly accessible, has been covertly 
mentioned as a zero anaphora in the immediately preceding clauses and is 
not contrastive. Interestingly, =ju attaches to yakajirri rather than ngawu-
ngawu, choosing the highly accessible and non-contrastive element rather 
than the new contrastive element as a host.

(11) emu =ju =lpa yunta-ngka nyina-ja

emu =ju =aux.pst.impf windbreak-loc sit-pst
‘The emu then sat in the wind break,’

yakajirri kuja =lpa wuruly-wuruly-yirra-rnu

desert.raisin aux.rel =aux.pst.impf hidden-hidden-hunt-pst
‘(it) hunted and hid the desert raisin.’
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wali =lpa ya-nu-rnu

then =aux.pst.impf go-pst-hither
‘Then (it) went.’

Lawa

No
‘Nothing.’

warri-rninja-rla warri-rninja-rla ya-nu-rnu =lpa

look.for-inf-comp.sequ look.for-inf-comp.
sequ

go-pst-
hither

=aux.pst.
impf

‘While (the turkey) looked for (the raisins), while (the turkey) looked for 
(the raisins), (it) went.’ 

ngawu-ngawu nya-ngu =lpa yakajirri =ji

bad-bad see-pst =aux.pst.impf Desert.Raisin =ju
wardilyka-rlu =ju

turkey-erg =ju
‘The turkey saw the bad desert raisins.’

ngurrju =lpa =nyanu yankirri-rli =ji kapurdu

good =aux.pst.impf =refl emu-erg =ju ball
ngurrju ma-nu

good gather-pst
‘The good ones, the emu gathered the good balls for itself.’ 
(Daniels 2009, j6-41-47)

This then gives even more support to an analysis of =ju as marking accessibility 
and givenness, and to an analysis in which marking contrastiveness seems 
more of a by-product.

Conclusion
The analysis of the use of =ju within complex nominal expressions has shed 
more light on its functions. For one, the accessibility marking function of 
=ju may help with the interpretation of complex nominal expressions by 
distinguishing between secondary predicates and attributes. This is not 
a main function of =ju, but rather comes into being because elements 
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to which =ju attaches are marked to be accessible. While attributes may 
be either new or given information, secondary predicates tend to be new 
information because they express transitory properties. This forces a reading 
of nominals with =ju as attributes rather than secondary predicates.

In the subcorpus, uses of =ju within complex nominal expressions are 
particularly interesting when the complex nominal expression consists of one 
highly accessible, given nominal and another new and contrastive element. 
Crucially, =ju chooses to attach to the given non-contrastive element in 
these cases, emphasising that accessibility marking in the sense of ‘You know 
what I am talking about because we talked about it or because it is expected 
in this discourse context’. plays a more important role in the functions of 
=ju than marking contrastiveness.

Non-referential nominals referring to expressions 
of time

I will now turn to the discussion of nominal hosts of =ju, which are not 
referential but points in time. An example is given in (12).

(12) ngula-
jangka

=ju ya-nu =lku =pala manyu-wana wirlinyi

this-after =ju go-pst =then =aux.3dl.sbj playing-along hunting
‘After that then they went out playing and hunting.’ (Swartz 1991, 
Attachment D, ID 004)

Non-referential elements cannot have a referential status and, in consequence, 
cannot be referentially (in)accessible. Given the working hypothesis that =ju 
marks accessibility, it may perhaps seem surprising on first glance that =ju 
attaches to non-referential nominals at all. On the other hand, it opens 
up an interesting avenue of exploring what functions =ju expresses when 
referential accessibility is irrelevant. Of course, according to the definition 
of accessibility given above, following Chafe (1994), ideas or events may 
also be accessible in the mind of the speaker and hearer. Let us have a closer 
look at the functions these occurrences of =ju have.

In (13), jalangu ‘now’ occurs at the beginning of the clause with =ju attached. 
Before and after this clause, the speaker explains how Warlpiri people used 
to process Jitilypuru seeds into food and eat them in earlier times. This 
is contrasted to the food eaten nowadays in (13). The nominal jalangu is 
hence in contrast to the clauses before and after.
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(13) jalangu =ju ka nyina mangarri-rla kardiya-
kurlangu-rla

=lku

today =ju aux.prs sit.npst food-loc Kardiya-
belonging.
to-loc

=now

‘Today, one is living on the food of the Kardiya.’ (Morton 2009d, j4-25)

Note that jalangu ‘today’ here stands in clause-initial position, which is 
said to be a position that marks contrastiveness (Simpson 2007, 508). It is 
therefore not clear if =ju is evoking contrastiveness, or if word order is, or if 
both are. In addition, the nominal and the discourse context by themselves 
evoke contrastiveness. Indeed, other examples in which the non-referential 
host of =ju does not occur initially, do not seem to evoke a contrastiveness 
reading, such as (14). This is an example from one of the traditional stories, 
in which the speaker first tells a story related to the water dreaming and 
then chants a song related to it. The same lexeme as in (13), jalangu ‘now, 
today’ is used, but in clause-final position and, rather than evoking contrast 
(other than the inherent contrast of ‘now’ to ‘later’), =ju seems to indicate 
the emphasis that the song is being chanted right now.

(14) ngapa ka =rna yunpa-rni jalangu-rlu =ju

water aux.prs =aux.1sg.sbj chant-npst now-erg =ju
‘(I) am chanting the water (dreaming) now.’ (Ross 2009, j17-181)

Non-referential elements expressing time are much rarer hosts to =ju than 
referential nominals, and are much more likely to be hosts to a different 
clitic, =lku, a temporal and discourse clitic discussed in Browne (2020). 
Of  the few uses of =ju with clear time nominals in the subcorpus, the 
majority of these uses are with jalangu ‘now, today’. Perhaps, while these 
are not related to referential accessibility, this is because jalangu, as an event, 
refers to the current point in time, and as such is most accessible as an idea 
or event to the hearer.

Indeed, =ju seems to emphasise or draw attention14 to the immediate 
beginning of a new event, such as the beginning of chanting in (14) above, 
or the beginning of the rainy season, which brings about a new cycle of 
growth for the edible plants. The relation to the beginning of a new event 

14	  Perhaps similar to the function of joint attention in demonstratives as proposed in Diessel (2006). 
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is also given in (15) below, in which the speaker explains the processing of 
seeds, first winnowing them, and then grounding them, with =ju attaching 
to ngula-jangka ‘after this’ between the two events.

(15) kipi-rni =lki ka =rlipa =rla

winnow-npst =then aux.prs =aux.1dl.incl.sbj =aux.3sg.dat
‘Then (we) winnowed (them)’

ngula-jangka =ji

this-after =ju
‘after this’

ngurlu =lku ka yurrpa-rni-rra =lku

seeds =then aux.prs grind-npst-thither =then
‘then (one) grounds the seeds like this, then’

yurrpa-rni-rra =lku

grind-npst-thither =then
‘grinds (them) like this, then’ (Morton 2009d, j4-017-019)

To sum up, while =ju may sometimes correlate with a contrastive meaning, 
most of the time it rather seems to emphasise the beginning of a new event, 
as well as the immediacy of an event. It is rather interesting that =ju often 
attaches to jalangu ‘now, today’ since, while not referentially accessible, the 
concept of ‘now’ or ‘today’ as the current point in time of speech is certainly 
always present in the hearer’s mind and hence also accessible, albeit in a 
non-referential sense.

Conclusion
The element =ju is a discourse clitic in the Australian language Warlpiri 
which is to date not yet well understood in published linguistic analyses. 
I have taken a first step towards exploring its usage and functions by looking 
at its occurrences in a newly developed corpus of Warlpiri narratives and 
by using a new approach to information structure called Multifactorial 
Information Management, put forward by Matić and Wedgwood (2013) 
and Ozerov (2018, 2021).
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The exploration of the usage of =ju in the corpus has shown that =ju does 
not seem to fit traditional information-structural concepts such as topic, 
focus, or contrastiveness, and that its usage in different contexts is diverse. 
By moving away from traditional definitions, I was able to have a detailed 
look at its usage.

I have explored the usage of =ju in three different constructions: 1) Single 
referential nominal expressions in referential or main-predicate function, 
2) Nominals within complex nominal expressions in referential or main-
predicate function and 3) Non-referential nominals referring to a point in 
time. I have found that the functions of =ju differ across these contexts, but 
have also found parallels between the different functions.

The main effect of =ju appears to be the emphasis of accessibility of referents, 
events and states (Chafe 1994), as it tends to attach to highly accessible 
or newly introduced discourse referents, events or states. In this usage, 
=ju tells the hearer that ‘you know what I am talking about because we 
talked about it’ or ‘you know what I am talking about because it is expected 
in this discourse context and is not surprising for you’. A by-product of 
this givenness marking is the distinction between secondary predicates 
and attributes, since attributes may be given, but secondary predicates 
may not. The attachment of =ju to a nominal within a complex nominal 
expression then forces the interpretation of attribute rather than secondary 
predicate. A second by-product of the function of expressing accessibility is 
that =ju may be attached to contrastive elements, since these are inferable 
from context. Our exploration of the use of =ju within complex nominal 
expressions has shown us that contrastiveness is not the main function of 
=ju, but rather a by-product of its accessibility function. Given the choice 
between a contrastive new element and a given non-contrastive element 
within a complex nominal expression, =ju will attach to the latter one.

The main function of marking accessibility may, perhaps, be able to explain 
the discussed differences in the frequencies of =ju in different narratives. 
As discussed before, Morton (2009b, 2009e) and Hale (1966–67a) were the 
three narratives with the highest frequency of =ju. While their genres differed 
(traditional stories with relation to skingroups vs plant descriptions), both 
these genres have a high likelihood of highly accessible referents occurring 
overtly rather than covertly, and in both genres, the speaker would want 
to hold the hearer’s attention while explaining a complex and important 
concept. In the case of the plant descriptions, the highly accessible and 
important referent is the plant name, which is repeated overtly throughout 
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the narrative. In case of the traditional stories, the skingroup names are the 
highly accessible and important referent, which are uttered to emphasise 
the  relation of members of different skingroups to the traditional story 
and  the consequence for responsibilities and rights towards that story 
(Laughren et al. 2022: 1361–62).

Finally, I have also explored the use of =ju on non-referential nominals 
expressing time. The most relevant function in this particular discourse 
context seems to be the emphasis of the beginning of a new event, and the 
immediacy of a new event taking place. The clitic =ju is particularly likely to 
attach to jalangu ‘now, today’, and jalangu in turn is particularly  likely 
to occur with =ju attached. Of all the time nominals =ju could attach to, 
it seems the most accessible, since it refers to the current time of speech. 
Perhaps then, the fact that this is the most likely host for non-referential 
nominals expressing time supports the theory that =ju marks the accessibility 
of referents, events and states.

To summarise, I have found that =ju seems to mark accessibility of referents, 
events and states as a main function, signalling to the hearer ‘You know 
what I am talking about because we talked about it’ or ‘You know what 
I am talking about because it is expected in this discourse context and it is 
not surprising’. A particularly interesting by-product of this function is the 
distinction between secondary predicates and attributes when =ju is attached 
to nominals within a complex nominal expression. Another by-product is 
the evocation of contrastiveness, interplaying with various other linguistic 
structures in Warlpiri that can potentially emphasise contrastiveness, such 
as word order. In non-referential nominals, =ju emphasises the beginning 
of a new event, and, when it attaches to jalangu ‘now, today’ may emphasise 
the immediacy of the coming event.

Of course, this investigation of =ju has not explored all contexts in which 
=ju may occur. In particular, the corpus used in this chapter only includes 
spoken narratives without dialogue. Future research in other genres and with 
more interactional video data are hence needed. The observed function of 
marking accessibility will have to be refined, and the interactive functions 
of =ju, such as ground-holding and hesitation, should be explored in more 
detail and in cooperation with other disciplines. Another very interesting 
research avenue will be analysing how =ju interacts with prosody, and to 
observe if the different uses of =ju correspond to different prosodic patterns. 
Finally, and most importantly, this study did not include Warlpiri speakers’ 
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intuitions on the usage of =ju due to COVID-19 and the impossibility of 
fieldwork. Future studies should aim to include the Warlpiri communities’ 
insights into the usage of =ju.
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List of glossing abbreviations
1dl First person dual
1pl First person plural
1sg First person singular
3dl Third person dual
3pl Third person plural
3sg Third person singular
=ju Clitic =ju/=ji
abs Absolutive
am Associated Motion
aux Auxiliary
comp.sequ Sequential complementiser
dat Dative
erg Ergative
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excl Exclusive
hab Habitual
impf Imperfective
incl Inclusive
inf Infinitive
irr Irrealis
loc Locative
npst Non-past
obj Object
prs Present
pst Past
refl Reflexive
rel Relativiser
sbj Subject
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