
DigitalResources Electronic Working Paper  2015-001

Distributives in Amele
A Role and Reference Grammar Analysis

John R. Roberts



Distributives in Amele 

A Role and Reference Grammar Analysis 

John R. Roberts 

SIL International® 
2015 

SIL Electronic Working Papers 2015-001, January 2015 
© 2015 SIL International® 
All rights reserved

 
 



Abstract 

This paper examines distributives in Amele, a Papuan language spoken in Papua New Guinea. There are 
two types of distributives in Amele: lexical distributives, which are formed by reduplication of a lexical 
item or some part thereof, and inflectional distributives, which are marked by object agreement on the 
verb. Lexical distribution can apply to all lexical categories, including nouns, postpositions, and verbs, 
while inflectional distribution applies only to verbs. The inflectional distribution marked on verbs has 
already been identified in Role and Reference Grammar (RRG) as the “event quantification operator.” 
This paper discusses and evaluates the status of lexical distributives in RRG operator theory. It proposes 
that lexical distribution which does not apply to verbs should be categorised as a new phrasal operator 
called “referential quantification.” While event quantification in Amele has the values of singular (one), 
dual (both), and plural (all), referential quantification has the values only of singular (one) and plural 
(all).
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Abbreviations 

ACC accusative case  O object 
APPL applicative  OBLG obligatory 
ASP aspect  OO oblique object 
CLM clause linkage marker  PAST past tense 
COREP pre/postpositional core  PERF perfective aspect 
CORER referential core  POSR possessor agreement 
DEC declarative  POSM possessum agreement 
DEF definite  PP pre/postpositional phrase 
DEIC deictic  PRED predicate 
DIR directional  PRES present tense 
DISTR distributive  PRO pronominal argument 
DO direct object  PSA privileged syntactic argument 
DS different subject following  REFL reflexive 
EVID evidentiality  REFQ referential quantification 
EVQ event quantification  REMP remote past tense 
GEN genitive case  RP referential phrase 
HORT hortative  RPIP RP initial position 
HS hearsay  RRG Role and Reference Grammar 
IF illocutionary force  S sentence 
INF infinitive  STA status 
INJ injunctive  SU subject 
IPFV imperfective aspect  TNS tense 
IRR irrealis status  TODP today’s past tense 
LOC locative  V verb 
LS logical structure  VP verb phrase 
LSC layered structure of the clause    
M masculine gender  DU dual number 
MOD modality  PL plural number 
N noun  SG singular number 
NASP number aspect  1 first person 
NEG negation  2 second person 
NP noun phrase  3 third person 
NUC nucleus  - morpheme break 
NUCP pre/postpositional nucleus  = clitic break 
NUCR referential nucleus  * ungrammatical 
NUM number    

 
 



 
 

1 Introduction 

Distributives are interpreted as referring separately and exhaustively to every single member of a group. 
In English, determiners such as each, every, both, and none are distributives. Phrases involving numerals, 
such as two each and two apiece, are also distributives. According to Trask (1993:85), Basque has 
inflectional forms that express the notion of distribution, such as the suffix -na, which may be added to a 
numeral, e.g., bina ‘two each/two apiece/two at a time’. Comrie (1976:23–24) notes that in Russian 
some verbs express a distributive notion lexically, as illustrated in example (1) and (2) with the verbs 
zaper ‘lock’ and vskoèili ‘jump’ respectively. 
 

(1) a. on  zaper  dver′ (Russian) 
  3SG lock.M.SG.PERF door.SG.ACC  
  ‘He locked the door.’ 
 b. on zaper vse dveri 
  3SG lock.M.SG.PERF DISTR door.PL.ACC 
  ‘He locked all the doors.’ 
 c. on pozapiral vse dveri 
  3SG lock.M.SG.IPFV DISTR door.PL.ACC 
  ‘He locked every door, one after the other.’ 
 
 

(2) a. vse vskocili so svoix mest 
  DISTR jump.PL.PERF from their.GEN seat.GEN.PL 
  ‘They all jumped up from their seats (possibly all together).’ 
 b. vse povskakali so svoix mest 
  DISTR jump.PL.IPFV from their.GEN seat.GEN.PL 
  ‘They all jumped up from their seats (one after another).’ 
 

Comrie (1976:24) also includes the notion of reciprocal action within the concept of distributive. 
Again, some Russian verbs express reciprocal action lexically, as shown in example (3). 
 

(3) a. perekliknut’/ pereklakat’sja 
  call.REFL.INF.PERF  call.REFL.INF.IPFV 
  ‘call to one another’ ‘call to one another (one after another)’ 
 b. peremignut’sja/ peremigivat’sja 
  wink.REFL.INF.PERF wink.REFL.INF.IPFV 
  ‘wink at one another’ ‘wink at one another (one after another)’ 
 

Payne (1997:257) notes that in fact many languages not familiar to mainstream linguistics have a 
range of what he terms miscellaneous derivational categories that operate over the verb or verb phrase. 
One of these categories is distributive, which displays meanings such as ‘all over the place’ or ‘with a 
back-and-forth motion’. 

This paper discusses distributives in Amele, a Papuan language spoken in Papua New Guinea.1 
Amele is the largest of the Gum family of languages (Z’graggen 1975:13) with a population of 
approximately 5,300 speakers (Lewis 2014). After a brief overview of RRG, the paper describes the two 

1Amele distributives are described briefly in Roberts 1987:313. 
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types of distribution in Amele that can be distinguished based on form: inflectional and lexical 
distribution. Inflectional distribution in Amele is indicated by inflection on the verb and is homonymous 
with the direct object agreement markers -ad ‘plural’ and -al ‘dual’. Lexical distribution in Amele, on the 
other hand, is formed by reduplication of a lexical item, as illustrated in table 1.1. 

Table 1.1. Lexical distribution 

cebinag 
‘opposite sex sibling’ 

cebinagcebinag 
‘brother and sister’ 

na 
‘at’ 

nana 
‘at each/every one’ 

abes 
‘aside’ 

abesabes 
‘each/every one’ 

osol 
‘one’ 

osolosol 
‘one by one’ 

 

While inflectional distribution applies only to verbs, lexical distribution can apply to all lexical 
categories, including nouns, postpositions, and verbs. 

Following this description of the two types of distributives in Amele, the paper examines the status 
of Amele distributives with respect to Role and Reference Grammar operator theory. Inflectional 
distribution marked on the verb by -ad ‘plural’ has already been recognised in RRG as the clausal 
operator event quantification (see Van Valin 2005:11). This leaves lexical distribution unclassified. After 
some analysis and discussion, the paper proposes that lexical distribution on referential phrases (RPs)2 
and pre/postpositional phrases (PPs) should be treated as a new type of phrasal operator called 
“referential quantification.” 

2 A brief introduction to RRG 

Standard generative grammar is based on the notion of constituent structure.3 A constituent is any part 
of the sentence that forms a distinct syntactic unit based on its behaviour as a unit with respect to 
certain criteria, such as substitution, movement, coordination, ellipsis and the possibility of its serving as 
antecedent to a pro-form. The structure of the sentence can thus be defined in constituent structure 
terms, that is, S = NP + VP and VP = V + NP. And concomitantly, grammatical functions, such as 
subject and object, can be defined from the configurational structure.4 So subject is the NP outside of the 
VP in S = NP + VP and object is the NP inside the VP in VP = V + NP. However, as is well 
understood, constituent structure syntax is only sufficient for a language with a fairly fixed word order, 
such as English, since it is required that elements of the constituent, for example, the V and NP in the 
VP, occur adjacent to each other in order to form a constituent unit. The problem is there are many 
languages in the world that firstly have free word order, such as Dyirbal and Warlpiri, and therefore do 
not have a NP + VP structure for the sentence. And secondly, there are many languages, such as Tagalog 
and Welsh, which have a basic word order of VSO. In languages with free word order and VSO sentence 
structure the grammatical functions of subject and object cannot be defined in configurational terms. In 
order to overcome this difficulty standard generative grammar has proposed that every language, 
including those such as Dyirbal, Warlpiri, Tagalog and Welsh, has an abstract level of syntactic structure 
called “Logical Form” in which the constituents of the sentence have a configurational arrangement. 

2RRG posits the referential phrase (RP) to represent nominal arguments (NPs). See Van Valin 2008. 
3Constituent structure syntax was first proposed by Bloomfield (1933). 
4A configurational structure is a hierarchical syntactic structure in which each constituent typically consists of 
smaller constituents, and the tree structure exhibits downward branching. For example, V and NP are adjacent 
constituents under the syntactic category VP. 
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RRG offers an alternative to the abstract syntax approach of generative grammar. As explicated in 
Van Valin (1993, 2005) and Van Valin and LaPolla (1997), RRG does not depend on the notion of 
constituent structure and does not require abstract levels of syntax such as Logical Form. Instead, RRG 
posits a direct mapping between the semantic representation of a sentence and its syntactic 
representation; there are no intermediate levels of representation such as D-structure5 or syntactic 
argument structure. It is a truly “minimalist” theory. The general organisation of RRG is presented in 
figure 2.1 (from Van Valin 2005:131). 
 

 
 
 SYNTACTIC REPRESENTATION 
    
    
  Linking  
  Algorithm 
    
    
 SEMANTIC REPRESENTATION 
 

Figure 2.1. Organisation of Role and Reference Grammar. 
 
Clause structure is not represented in RRG in terms of X-bar syntax6 or even traditional immediate 

constituency structure; rather, it is captured in a functionally-based theory known as the “layered 
structure of the clause” (LSC). The essential components of this model of the clause are (i) the nucleus, 
which contains the predicate, (ii) the core, which contains the nucleus plus the arguments of the 
predicate in the nucleus, and (iii) the periphery, which contains the adjunct modifiers of the core. 

The structure of a simple English clause is given in figure 2.2. This tree diagram says give is the 
nucleus and there are three RPs, Mary, James and the book, which function as core arguments. The 
peripheral elements in the library and yesterday modify the core. Note that there is no VP constituent in 
this structure of the clause, and there is no need for it. The grammatical functions of the syntactic 
arguments are mapped directly from the semantic arguments in the logical structure (LS) of the 
predicate, as shown in example (4). 

5In Government and Binding Theory, D-structure is the initial (base-generated from Logical Form) level of syntactic 
structure, formerly known as “deep structure.” 
6X-bar syntax is a system designed to formalise the traditional notion of “head of a construction” and to constrain 
the range of possible phrase structure rules. 

Syntactic 
Inventory 

Parser 

Lexicon 

D
iscourse-

Pragm
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  SENTENCE 
 
  CLAUSE 
 
  CORE    PERIPHERY 
 
 RP NUC RP RP 
 
  PRED 
 
  V   PP  ADV 
 
 Mary did not give James the book in the library yesterday 
 

Figure 2.2. The layered structure of the clause in English. 
 
The semantic units underlying the layered structure of the clause are summarised in table 2.1 (Van 

Valin 2005:5). The semantic notions of predicate and argument are taken from formal logic with 
reference to a function and in RRG the corresponding syntactic notions are nucleus and core argument. 

Table 2.1. Semantic units underlying the syntactic units of the layered structure of the clause 

Semantic Element(s)  Syntactic Unit(s) 

Predicate  Nucleus 
Argument in semantic 
representation of predicate 

 Core argument 

Non-arguments  Periphery 
Predicate + Arguments  Core 
Predicate + Arguments +Non-
arguments 

 Clause (=Core + Periphery) 

 

The semantic logical structure for the sentence in figure 2.2 is given in example (4). Mary is the 
actor macrorole and functions as subject, or privileged syntactic argument (PSA) in RRG terms.7 James is 
selected as the undergoer macrorole and functions as syntactic object. Book is a non-macrorole direct 
core argument. 
 

(4) yesterday′ (be-in′ ([NOT [do′ (Mary, Ø)] CAUSE [BECOME have′ (James, book)]], library)) 
 

The relationship between the actor and undergoer macroroles and the argument positions in LSs is 
captured in the actor-undergoer hierarchy in figure 2.3. This says that the first argument of a non-state 
predicate can be selected as actor and the first or second argument of a non-activity predicate can be 
selected as undergoer. Actor and undergoer are generalisations across thematic relations such as agent, 

7 In RRG, grammatical relations, such as subject and direct object, are not recognised as primitive concepts and are 
replaced by the syntactic notions of privileged syntactic argument (PSA) and direct core argument, respectively. 
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effector, location, theme, patient. The single argument of an intransitive verb is either an actor, as with 
verbs like run, or an undergoer, as with verbs like die. Either James or book can be selected as undergoer 
in “BECOME have′ (James, book)” in example (4). 
 

ACTOR UNDERGOER 

 

Arg of 1st arg of 1st arg of 2nd arg of Arg of state 
DO do′ (x, … pred′ (x, y) pred′ (x, y) pred′ (x) 

 

Figure 2.3. Actor-undergoer hierarchy. 
 

A second important component of the RRG theory of clause structure—besides the layered structure 
of the clause—is the theory of operators. Operators are closed-class grammatical categories like aspect, 
negation, tense, and illocutionary force. They are represented in a separate projection of the clause.8 Van 
Valin and LaPolla (1997:52–67) propose that different operators apply at different layers of clause 
structure. Figure 2.4 shows the full range of operators proposed in RRG. 

8For a full account of clause and RP operators see Van Valin and LaPolla 1997 and Van Valin 2005. 
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 V 
 
 NUCLEUS Aspect 
 
 NUCLEUS Negation (lexical) 
 
 NUCLEUS/CORE Directionals 
 
 CORE Event Quantification 
 
 CORE Modality 
 
 CORE Negation (internal) 
 
 CLAUSE Status 
 
 CLAUSE Tense 
 
 CLAUSE Evidentials 
 
 CLAUSE Illocutionary Force 
 
 SENTENCE 
 

Figure 2.4. Operator projection in the layered structure of the clause. 
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The following is a brief semantic description and function of each of these operators (in the same 
order as listed in fig. 2.4) based on Van Valin and LaPolla 1997:40–52: 
 

Aspect indicates the internal temporal structure of an event. It expresses notions such as 
whether the event is completed or ongoing, and whether it happens in one moment or is 
extended over time. 
Lexical negation is negation that is realised by a derivational like un- in English, e.g., undo. 
Directionals indicate direction, either the direction of the action itself, as in he shouted up 
(where the direction of the action is up), or the direction of motion of one of the core 
arguments. 
Event quantification indicates a multiple event, e.g., the army bombarded the city. 
Modality includes deontic modality, e.g., ability, permission, obligation. 
Internal (narrow scope) negation indicates negation that has scope over the core or one of 
the arguments in the core (e.g., Rupert did not buy books; he bought magazines). 
Status includes epistemic modality, external (propositional) negation (e.g., it is not the case 
that …) and categories like realis and irrealis. It is concerned with the actuality of an event 
in time. 
Tense indicates the temporal location of an event. It expresses a temporal relationship 
between the time of the described event and some reference time, which, in the unmarked 
case, is the speech time. 
Evidentials refer to the source of the information expressed in the utterance. The basic 
distinction is whether the speaker has seen the event or whether the information is hearsay. 
Illocutionary force refers to whether an utterance is an assertion, a question, a command, 
or an expression of a wish. 

 

In RRG, the semantic representation of a sentence is based on the lexical representation of the verb 
or some other predicating element. It is a decompositional representation based on Vendler’s (1967) 
theory of Aktionsart. Verbs are classified into states, achievements (punctual changes of state with end 
result), accomplishments (process changes of state with end result) and activities. A modified version of 
the representational scheme proposed in Dowty 1979 is used to capture these distinctions. In addition, 
RRG proposes a fifth class of verbs called “semelfactives,” which refers to punctual events that have no 
result state. The lexical representations for each type of verb are given in table 2.2 from Van Valin 
(2005:45). By convention the components of the semantic logical structure are expressed in English. 
Predicate elements of logical structure are indicated in bold font and followed by the prime symbol (′). 
Elements in upper case, such as INGR, SEML, BECOME, etc., are operators which modify the predicate in 
logical structure. INGR indicates an instantaneous change of state, BECOME indicates a change of state 
over time, and SEML indicates an instantaneous change with no resultant state. 

Table 2.2. Lexical representation for Aktionsart classes 

Verb class Logical structure 
State predicate′ (x) or (x, y) 
Activity do′ (x, [predicate′ (x) or (x, y)]) 
Achievement INGR predicate′ (x) or (x, y) or 
 INGR do′ (x, [predicate′ (x) or (x, y)]) 
Semelfactive SEML predicate′ (x) or (x, y) or 
 SEML do′ (x, [predicate′ (x) or (x, y)]) 
Accomplishment BECOME predicate′ (x) or (x, y) or 
 BECOME do′ (x, predicate′ (x) or (x, y)]) 
Active accomplishment do′ (x, [predicate1′ (x, (y))]) and INGR 

predicate2′ (z, x) or (y) 
Causative α CAUSE β , where α , β are LSs of any type 
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The syntactic operators also have a semantic representation. The general schema is summarised in 
example (5). The operators are represented by italicised caps inside angled brackets indicating their 
scope in logical structure. There is a range of values for each operator, which depends on the operator 
system in the language in question. For example, in a language with a past/non-past tense system (e.g., 
English), there are two values for the tense operator, whereas in a language with a past/present/future 
system (e.g., Amele), there are three values. 
 

(5) 〈IFDEC〈EVIDHS〈TNSPAST〈STAIRR〈NEGØ〈MODOBLG〈EVQSG〈DIRØ〈ASPPERF〈LS〉〉〉〉〉〉〉〉〉〉 
 

3 Distributives in Amele 

Distributives in Amele can be either inflectional or lexical in form. Inflectional distribution is indicated 
by morphology on the verb and lexical distribution is indicated by redupliction of a lexical item. 

3.1 Inflectional distributives 

Inflectional distributives are marked on the verb by inflection that is homonymous with the direct object 
agreement markers -ad ‘plural’ and -al ‘dual’. This type of distributive marks event quantification and 
functions as a core operator only in the clause. Some examples are given in (6)–(8). 
 

(6)  Caja age bel-ad-ein. 
 woman 3PL go-DISTR-3PL.SU.REMP 
 ‘The women went everywhere / in all directions / each to her own place.’ 

 
(7) Dana age cal-ad-ein. 

 man 3PL arrive-DISTR-3PL.SU.REMP 
 ‘The men all arrived.’ 

 
(8) Dana ale cal-al-esin.  

 man 3DU arrive-DISTR-3DU.SU.REMP 
 ‘Both the men arrived.’ 
 

As noted, these distributive forms are identical to the second and third person plural and dual direct 
object agreement morphology. The form of this direct object agreement morphology, in turn, is similar 
to that of the free personal pronouns.9 This is shown in table 3.1. Because Amele is an object pro-drop as 
well as a subject pro-drop language, this direct object agreement is treated as a core argument equivalent 
to pronouns in a dependent-marking language like English.10 
  

9Since grammatical relations in Amele are not the focus of this paper, the traditional terms of subject and direct 
object are used for those unfamiliar with the RRG terminology of PSA and direct core argument. 
10In Amele the grammatical functions of direct object and oblique object can be marked on the verb. For more on 
this see Roberts 1997 and 2001. 
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Table 3.1. Direct object agreement and free pronouns 

 Free 
pronouns 

Direct object 
agreement 

Distributive 

1SG ija -it  
2SG hina -ih  
3SG uqa -ut  
1DU ele -il  
2/3DU ale -al -al ‘both’ 
1PL ege -ig  
2/3PL age -ad -ad ‘all’ 

 

Direct object agreement can have a range of semantic functions, as illustrated in examples (9)–(14). 
In contrast, distributives -ad ‘all (3 or more)’ and -al ‘all/both’ distinguish only the categories of plural 
and dual distribution. 
 

(9)  DO.ADDRESSEE   
 Uqa ma-t-ei-a “Ija ahul gel-i-h-ig-en,” t-ei-a. 
 3SG tell-1SG.DO-3SG.SU-TODP  1SG coconut scrape-APPL-2SG.OO-1SG.SU-FUT 1SG.DO-3SG.SU-TODP 
 ‘He told me, “I will scrape coconut for you.”’ 
 
 

(10)  DO.COMPARATIVE 
 Mel aid eu ija cito-t-ena. 
 boy female that 1SG tall-1SG.DO-3SG.SU.PRES 
 ‘That girl is taller than me (lit. talls me).’ 
 
 

(11)  DO.POSSESSIVE 
 Ho eu dana eu bil-ad-egi-na. 
 pig that man that sit-3PL.DO-3PL.SU-PRES 
 ‘Those pigs belong to those men.’ 
 
 

(12)  DO.CAUSEE 
 Mel sim cul-ad-ec-ebil ija=ca h-oig-a. 
 boy child let-3PL.DO-DS-3PL.SU 1SG=towards come-3PL.SU-IMPER 
 ‘Let the children come to me.’ 
 
 

(13)  DO.RECIPIENT 
 Uqa mela-h-ul lecis meen cesaw-al-en. 
 3SG son-3SG.POSR-PL.POSM two money divide-3DU.DO-3SG.SU.REMP 
 ‘He divided the money between his two sons.’ 
 
 

(14)  DO.GOAL 
 Uqa cesel-g-en. 
 3SG return-1PL.DO-3SG.SU.REMP 
 ‘He returned to us.’ 
 

The distributive notion is typically applied to the subject of an intransitive verb such as belec ‘to go’ 
or calec ‘to arrive’ as illustrated in example (6) and (7) above. This is because any application to a 
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transitive verb will be interpreted as direct object agreement by default. However, distributive action can 
be applied to some transitive verbs, as shown in example (15) with a distributive object and in example 
(16) with a distributive locative. 
 

(15)  DISTRIBUTIVE OBJECT 
 Uqa ceteteh cis-ad-en.  
 3SG things think-DISTR-3SG.SU.REMP 
 ‘He thought about all things.’ 
 
 

(16)  DISTRIBUTIVE LOCATIVE 
 Uqa jobon eu=na nu-ad-en.  
 3SG village that=to go-DISTR-3SG.SU.REMP 
 ‘He went to all those villages.’ 
 

The interpretation of the inflectional distributive marking can also depend on context. In example 
(17) the interpretation for -ad distribution is ‘all the men’, since the subject is plural. However, in 
example (18) the subject is singular rather than plural, so -ad must be interpreted as a distributive action 
(‘all over’) applying totally to the singular subject. 
 

(17)  DISTRIBUTIVE PLURAL SUBJECT 
 Dana telel-ad-ein.  
 man tremble-DISTR-3PL.SU.REMP 
 ‘All the men trembled.’ 
 
 

(18)  DISTRIBUTIVE SINGULAR SUBJECT 
 Dana telel-ad-en.  
 man tremble-DISTR-3SG.SU.REMP 
 ‘The man trembled all over.’ 
 

The inflectional distributives can also apply to more contexts than the quantifier ‘all’. For example, 
while the distributive can be applied to either a plural or a singular subject, as in example (17) and (18), 
the quantifier can qualify only a plural subject, as in example (19). The use of cunug with a singular 
subject is marked ungrammatical in example (20). 
 

(19)  Dana cunug telel-ein. 
 man all tremble-3PL.SU.REMP 
 ‘All the men trembled.’ 

 
(20) *Dana cunug telel-en. 
   man all tremble-3SG.SU.REMP 
 (‘The man trembled all over.’) 
 

On the other hand, the inflectional distributives have a more specific meaning than the quantifier 
cunug ‘all’. For example, cunug can apply to any number, such as lecis cunug ‘all/both two’, cijed cunug ‘all 
three’, waloso cunug ‘all four’, etc. But the distributives only distinguish the grammatical categories of 
dual and plural number, -al ‘all (dual)/both’ and -ad ‘all (plural, 3 or more)’. Therefore, the inflectional 
distributive is a closed-class grammatical category which represents the grammaticalisation of event 
quantification. 

The inflectional distributives can apply to all semantic classes of verbs. Some illustrations of this are 
given in examples (21)–(25). This confirms that the distributive is a grammatical category and not a 
semantic one. 
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(21)  STATE: be-horizontal.on′ (x) 
 Jo eu=na hal nij-ad-ein. 
 house that=in claypot lie-DISTR-3PL.SU.REMP  
 ‘The claypots lay all over that house.’ 
 
 

(22)  ACHIEVEMENT: INGR thud′ (x) 
 Ahul budu-ad-ein.  
 coconut thud-DISTR-3PL.SU.REMP 
 ‘The coconuts all thudded / thudded everywhere.’ 
 
 

(23)  ACCOMPLISHMENT: BECOME be-at′ (x) 
 Dana age cal-ad-ein.  
 man 3PL arrive-DISTR-3PL.SU.REMP 
 ‘The men all arrived.’ 
 
 

(24)  ACTIVE ACCOMPLISHMENT: [do′ (x, Ø)] CAUSE [BECOME be-in′ (y, z)] CAUSE [BECOME full′ (y)] 
 Heel wa cajag-ad-ei-a.  
 hole water fill-DISTR-3SG.SU.TODP 
 ‘The hole filled up completely with water.’ 
 
 

(25)  ACTIVITY: do′ (x, [defecate′ (x)]) 
 Qa buj-ad-ei-a.  
 dog defecate-DISTR-3SG.SU-TODP 
 ‘The dog defecated everywhere (multiple events).’ 
 

The inflectional distributive applies most readily to an intransitive clause as in examples (21)–(25), 
where the -ad object marking quantifies the event rather than an argument in the clause. However, the 
distributive can apply to verbs with object arguments as well, as shown in examples (26)–(28). This is 
where a dual or plural object interpretation is less likely than a distributive interpretation. 
 

(26)  Uqa gosiniga cubus-ad-ei-a. 
 3SG hair.3PL.POSR plait-DISTR-3SG.SU-TODP 
 ‘She plaited all their hair.’ 
 
 

(27)  Fulacdoc eu hamol cujaw-ad-en. 
 light that room illuminate-DISTR-3SG.SU.REMP 
 ‘That light illuminated the whole room.’ 
 
 

(28)  Caja eu lotoc hul-ad-en. 
 woman that clothes remove-DISTR-3SG.SU.REMP 
 ‘That woman removed all her clothes.’ 
 

In example (26) gosiniga ‘their hair’ (i.e., the hair on their head) is an inalienably possessed body-
part noun. While inalienably possessed kinship nouns can have a plural form (e.g., the plural of cotig ‘his 
brother/her sister (same-sex sibling)’ is cotugul ‘his brothers/her sisters (same-sex siblings)’, where -ul 
indicates plural possessum), body part nouns cannot. The term gosic ‘his/her hair’ can refer to either all 
the hair on a person’s head (a collective sense) or an individual hair. It is not possible to cross-refer to 
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the collective noun gosiniga with plural object agreement. Therefore, the only possible interpretation  
of -ad in cubusadeia is a distributive interpretation. In example (27) a plural object interpretation would 
need a plural noun marked by reduplication, i.e., hamolhamol ‘rooms’. Since this is lacking, the only 
interpretation for -ad in cujawaden is a distributive interpretation. In example (28) the expression lotoc 
hulec means ‘to remove your clothing’ or ‘engage in clothes removal’. In such an expression the noun 
lotoc functions as an incorporated object and it is not possible to cross-refer to this object by direct object 
agreement. Therefore, the only interpretation for -ad in huladen is as a distributive. 

As already illustrated with example (16), an inflectional distributive can be applied to a locative. It 
can also be used with a locative or directional sense when there is no overt locative in the clause, as  
in (29). 
 

(16) Uqa jobon eu=na nu-ad-en.  
 3SG village that=to go-DISTR-3SG.SU.REMP 
 ‘He went to all those villages.’ 
 
 

(29)  Man fululec bud-u bel-ad-ein. 
 creature flap disperse-PRED go-DISTR-3PL.SU.REMP 
 ‘The birds dispersed in all directions (multiple events).’ 

3.1.1  Operator projections for inflectional distributive examples 

As shown above, the range of application of the inflectional distributive applies to the whole event, 
including the subject and object of the verb and also the locative goal of motion verbs. In RRG these are 
all included in the core of the clause. Therefore, the inflectional distributive is a core operator. Van Valin 
(2005:11) states that the Amele inflectional distributive illustrates event quantification (EVQ). The 
morpheme -ad signals that there are multiple actions of the verb. If it were omitted the sentence would 
mean that there was only one event. Event quantification is a core operator because the core is the 
minimal expression of an event or state of affairs.11 

Operator projections for some of the inflectional distributive examples that have been discussed are 
diagrammed in figures 3.1 to 3.4. The semantic representation of the operators is also included in the 
semantic logical structure of each sentence. 

11Some have suggested that distributives should be treated as a type of aspect (e.g., http://www-
01.sil.org/linguistics/glossaryoflinguisticterms/WhatIsDistributiveAspect.htm, accessed 30 June, 2014). However, in 
RRG operator theory, aspect is a nuclear operator. 

                                                   

http://www-01.sil.org/linguistics/glossaryoflinguisticterms/WhatIsDistributiveAspect.htm
http://www-01.sil.org/linguistics/glossaryoflinguisticterms/WhatIsDistributiveAspect.htm
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  SENTENCE 
 
  CLAUSE 
 
 RP CORE 
 
  NUC  PRO 
 
  PRED 
 
  V 
 

 Qa buj-ad-ei-a.  

 dog defecate-DISTR-3SG.SU-TODP 
 
 V 
 
 PRED 
 
 NUC 
 
 CORE EVQ 
 
 CLAUSE   TENSE 
 
 SENTENCE  LS: 〈IFDEC 〈TNSTODP 〈 EVQPL do′ (3SG, [defecate′ (3SG)])〉〉〉 
 

Figure 3.1. Event quantification operator projection for an intransitive activity verb. 

The first of these, figure 3.1, diagrams example (25). It shows the operator projection for a clause 
with a single argument activity verb. Because the marker -ad is interpreted as the event quantification 
operator, it does not function as an argument of the predicate. Instead, it indicates multiple occurrences 
of the event of defecating. The argument in this case is the subject PRO agreement 3SG, which agrees 
with the clausal RP qa ‘dog’. This RP is not part of the core, but the subject PRO agreement is, and the 
event quantification operator has scope over this core argument and the predicate. 

‘The dog defecated everywhere 
(multiple events).’ 
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   SENTENCE 
 
   CLAUSE 
 
 RP  CORE 
 
  RP NUC PRO 
 
   PRED 
 
   V 
 

 Fulacdoc eu hamol cujaw-ad-en 

 light that room illuminate-DISTR-3SG.SU.REMP 
 
 V 
 
 NUC 
 
 CORE  EVQ 
 
 CLAUSE    TENSE 
 
 SENTENCE LS: 〈IFDEC 〈TNSREMP 〈EVQPL [do′ (3SG, Ø)]  
  CAUSE [illuminated′ (hamol)] 〉〉〉 
 

Figure 3.2. Operator projection for a transitive activity clause. 

Figure 3.2 diagrams example (27). It shows the operator projection for a transitive clause with both 
a subject and an object argument. Here the subject PRO agreement 3SG functions as one core argument 
and the RP hamol ‘room’ functions as the second core argument. In this sentence the object noun would 
need to be plural, hamolhamol ‘rooms’, for the agreement marker -ad to be interpreted as direct object 
PRO agreement. Thus, in this case, the marker -ad functions as the event quantification. However, unlike 
the clause in figure 3.1, the event described here is a causative state and the event quantification is not 
one of multiple events. Instead, the illumination of the light is understood to be increased in quantity 
such that it fills the whole room. 

‘That light illuminated the 
whole room.’ 
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   SENTENCE 
 
   CLAUSE 
 
 RP  CORE 
 
  PP NUC PRO 
 
   PRED 
 
   V 
 
 Uqa jobon eu=na nu-ad-en. 
 3SG village that=to go-DISTR-3SG.SU.REMP 

 
 V 
 
 NUC 
 
 CORE EVQ 
 
 CLAUSE  TENSE 
 
 SENTENCE LS: 〈IFDEC 〈TNSREMP 〈EVQPL do′ (3SG, 
  [move.away.from.ref.point′ (3SG, ∅)]) and 
  INGR be-LOC′ (3SG, jobon) 〉〉〉 
 

Figure 3.3. Operator projection for a clause with a locative goal. 
Figure 3.3 diagrams example (16) and shows the operator projection for a clause with a locative 

goal. Here the -ad marker has no direct object to apply to. So it is interpreted as event quantification. 
Because the subject is singular, the quantification must apply to journeys to ‘that village’. This could be 
interpreted as multiple journeys to a single village, but the wider scope of the event quantification is that 
it describes multiple journeys to multiple villages by a single individual. 

‘He went to all those villages’, 
(i.e., He made multiple journeys to 
those villages.) 
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   SENTENCE 
 
   CLAUSE 
 
 RP PRO CORE 
 
   NUC PRO 
 
   PRED 
 
   V 
 
 Dana ale cal-al-esin.  
 man 3DU arrive-DISTR-3DU.SU.REMP 
 
 V 
 
 PRED 
 
 NUC 
 
 CORE EVQ 
 
 CLAUSE   TENSE 
 
 SENTENCE LS: 〈IFDEC 〈TNSREMP 〈 EVQDU (BECOME be-at′ (3DU, Ø)])〉〉〉 
 

Figure 3.4. Operator projection for a clause with dual event quantification. 

Finally, figure 3.4 diagrams example (8) above and illustrates dual event quantification. In this case, 
although the subject marker on the verb indicates a dual subject, the distributive marker -al cannot apply 
to dana ale ‘man they (DU)’ because this argument is actor in the semantic logical structure and subject 
in the syntax. The -al must therefore be interpreted as referring to event quantification; in this case, two 
events of arriving. Because of the EVQ dual marking this would be more likely interpreted as the two men 
arriving separately. 

In conclusion, I have shown that in Amele, event quantification can apply to all when the -ad ‘plural 
person’ suffix is used, as in examples (6) and (7), and to just two when the -al ‘dual person’ suffix is used, 
as in example (8). Therefore, for Amele, the event quantification operator has the values of singular (no 
marker), dual (-al), and plural (-ad). The semantic representation for this is shown in example (30). 
 

(30)  〈 EVQ 

SG
DU
PL

 (LS) 〉 [Amele] 

‘Both the men arrived.’ 
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3.2 Lexical distributives 

Lexical distribution in Amele is indicated by reduplication of a lexical item. Lexical distributives can be 
phrasal operators with scope over the RP or the PP. For verbs, lexical distributives can be a nuclear 
operator with scope over the nucleus in distributive serial verb constructions, or a core or argument 
operator in reciprocal verb constructions. For the lexical categories of adjective, numeral, determiner, 
pronoun, postposition, and inalienably possessed noun, a distributive form can be formed by 
reduplication of the whole word.12 Examples of lexical distributives are given in table 3.2. Each category 
is illustrated with example clauses following the table. 

Table 3.2. Lexical distributives  

Adjectives:   
abes ‘aside’ abesabes ‘each/every one’ 
ihoc ‘sufficient’ ihocihoc ‘equal to each other’ 
Numerals:    
osol ‘one’ osolosol ‘one by one’ 
lecis ‘two’ lecislecis ‘two by two’ 
cijed ‘three’ cijedcijed ‘three by three’ 
Determiners/Pronouns:   
oso ‘one/a’ osooso ‘anyone’ 
  esuesua ‘every so often, from time to time’ 
  tuntuna ‘every so often (at night), from 

time to time (at night)’ 
Interrogatives:   
adi ‘how’ adiadi ‘however’ 
ai ‘where’ aiai ‘wherever’ 
ana ‘where’ anaana ‘wherever’ 
cel ‘which’ celcel ‘whichever’ 
eeta ‘what’ eetaeeta ‘whatever’ 
ganic ‘how many’ ganicganic ‘however many’ 
ganih ‘when’ ganihganih ‘whenever’ 
in ‘who’ inin ‘whoever’ 
Postpositions:   
na ‘at’ nana ‘at each/every one’ 
nu ‘for’ nunu ‘for each/every one’ 
ca ‘add/with’ caca ‘like each other’ 
Kinship terms:   
cotig ‘same-sex sibling’ cotigcotig ‘brothers of each other/sisters of 

each other’ 
cebinag ‘opposite-sex sibling’ cebinagcebinag ‘brother and sister’ 
asag ‘grandparent/ 

grandchild’ 
asagasag ‘grandparent and grandchild’ 

Body part terms:   
ameg ‘his eye(s)’ amemeg ‘eyes of everyone’ 
eben ‘his hand(s)’ ebeben ‘hands of everyone’ 
dahig ‘his ear(s)’ dadahig ‘ears of everyone’ 
aFor the reduplicated distributives esusesu and tuntun there is no corresponding nonreduplicated form. 

12Other forms and functions of reduplication in Amele are described in Roberts 1991. 
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The adjectives abes ‘aside’ and ihoc ‘sufficient’ have reduplicated distributive forms, as illustrated in 
examples (31) and (32). 
 

(31)  a. Saab eu abes m-ag-a 
  food that aside put-2SG.SU-IMPER 
  ‘Put that food aside.’ 
 b. Age deel abesabes cabi=na bel-egi-na. 
  3PL day each garden=to go-3PL.SU-PRES 
  ‘They go to the garden every day.’ 
 
 

(32)  a. Saab eu ihoc nij-i-a. 
  food that sufficient lie-3SG.SU-TODP 
  ‘That food is sufficient.’ 
 b. Jobon eu ihocihoc nij-esi-a. 
  village that equal lie-3DU.SU-TODP 
  ‘Those (DU) villages are equal to each other.’ 
 

Numerals can be reduplicated to express a distributive meaning, as shown for the numeral ‘two’ in 
example (33). 
 

(33)  Age lecislecis h-ogi-na. 
 3PL two.two come-3PL.SU-PRES 
 ‘They are coming two-by-two.’  
 

Instead of reduplication, numerals can also take verbal inflection to express the number of times an 
action occurs, as in example (34). In this respect they express a distributive meaning since each instance 
of the action is referred to separately and exhaustively. 
 

(34)  Age af-d-u cijed-d-oig-a. 
 3PL squeeze-3SG.DO-PRED three-3SG.DO-3PL.SU-IMPER 
 ‘Squeeze it three times.’  
 

The word oso ‘one/a’ can function as a pronoun, as in oso hona ‘someone is coming’, or as a 
determiner, as in dana oso hona ‘a man is coming’. When reduplicated, it functions as a distributive 
meaning ‘each’, as in example (35). 
 

(35)  Jagel osooso=na ege danah mec j-oqo-na. 
 month one.one=on 1PL communion put.INF eat-1PL.SU-PRES 
 ‘Each month we take holy communion.’ 
 

Postpositions can be reduplicated to express a distributive meaning. Some examples are given in 
(36)‒(38). 
 

(36) a. Age jobon eu=na bel-ein. 
  3PL village eu=to go-3PL.SU.REMP 
  ‘They went to that village.’ 
 b. Age jobon=nana cunug bel-ein. 
  3PL village=to.to all go-3PL.SU.REMP 
  ‘They went to every village.’ 
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(37) a. Age dana eu=nu cabi oin. 
  3PL man eu=for work get.3PL.SU.REMP 
  ‘They worked for that man.’ 
 b. Age dana=nunu cunug cabi oin. 
  3PL man=for.for all work get.3PL.SU.REMP 
  ‘They worked for every man.’ 
 
 

(38) Mel sim eu ale caca. 
 child young that 3DU add.add 
 ‘Those (DU) children are like each other.’ 
 

Inalienably possessed kinship terms can be reduplicated to express a reciprocal relationship. This is 
a type of distributive function. For example, cotig means ‘his brother/her sister (same-sex sibling)’ and 
the reduplicated form cotigcotig means ‘brothers of each other/sisters of each other (same-sex siblings)’. 
Certain non-reduplicated kinship terms, which occur only in the plural form, have an inherent 
distributive meaning, as shown in example (39). 
 

(39)  abegul ‘all the men / every man on the mother’s side of the family, 
mother’s sister’s children’ 

 memetigul ‘all the men / every man on the father’s side of the family’ 
 sihunegul ‘all (every member of) the clan / tribe’ 
 

Table 3.2 also shows that certain inalienably possessed body part terms, such as ameg ‘his eye(s)’, 
have a reduplicated form that express a distributive meaning. These are essentially contracted 
reduplicated forms. For example, amemeg is a contraction of amegameg. 

Verbs can also form lexical distributives. There are two types, both of which involve some kind of 
reduplication process. In the first case, some type of alternating motion (e.g., back and forth, to and fro, 
up and down, etc.) is expressed by an embedded serial verb construction. In examples (40)–(43) the 
serial verb chain is embedded within the nucleus of the verb. This is so because the final verb stem in the 
chain has a predicate marker -i or -u attached. Also the e vowel in the verb inflection does not undergo 
morphophonological change, that is, raising, following a high vowel in the preceding verb stem.13 
 

(40)  L-i l-i h-u h-u ena. 
 go-PRED go-PRED come-PRED come-PRED 3SG.SU.PRES 
 ‘He comes and goes.’ 
 
 

(41)  T-i t-i n-i n-i ena. 
 go up-PRED go up-PRED come down-PRED come down-PRED 3SG.SU.PRES 
 ‘He goes up and comes down.’ 
 
 

(42)  Tob-i ton-i egi-na. 
 ascend-PRED descend-PRED 3PL.SU-PRES 
 ‘They ascend and descend.’ 
 
 

13For an analysis of vowel harmony in Amele see Roberts 1991:138–140.  
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(43)  Cinim qet-i l-i qet-i h-u egi-na. 
 kunai cut-PRED go-PRED cut-PRED come-PRED 3PL.SU.PRES 
 ‘They cut the kunai grass backwards and forwards.’ 
 

Examples (44) and (45) have nondistributive serial verb chains. Here the verb inflection is attached 
to the final verb stem. In each case there is no predicate marker on the final verb stem and the e vowel in 
the final verb inflection undergoes morphophonological change. For example, the final sequence in (43) 
above is hu egina, where hu does not condition the e in egina. In comparison, in example (44), in h-ogina 
the first vowel of the 3PL inflection is conditioned to o. 
 

(44)  Cinim qet-i qet-i h-ogi-na. 
 kunai cut-PRED cut-PRED come-3PL.SU.PRES 
 ‘They come cutting, cutting the kunai grass.’ 
 
 

(45)  Sis j-i j-i nij-ina. 
 grasshopper eat-PRED eat-PRED lie-3SG.SU.PRES 
 ‘He stayed eating the grasshoppers.’ 
 

The second type of distributive verb expresses a reciprocal action. In (46a) the verb stem comprises 
a reduplicated switch-reference verb series feceb feceb. Each verb has a different subject (DS) marker and 
3SG subject agreement. The sequence means ‘hei saw, hek saw’14 and expresses a reciprocal event of 
‘seeing’. This is followed by verb inflection which includes 3PL agreement with the matrix clause subject, 
mel ‘boys’ as well as present tense. Compare the reciprocal form in (46a) with the nonreciprocal form in 
(46b). In this case feceb teia is a change of subject serial verb directional construction15 and literally 
means ‘he looked and it went up’. Here the 3SG subject agreement -eb in feceb agrees with mel ‘boy’. The 
subject of teia ‘it went up’ is different to mel ‘boy’. 
 

(46) a. Mel f-ec-eb f-ec-eb egi-na. 
  boy see-DS-3SG.SU see-DS-3SG.SU 3PL.SU-PRES 
  ‘The boys are looking at each other.’ 
 b. Mel f-ec-eb t-ei-a. 
  boy see-DS-3SG.SU go up-3SG.SU-TODP 
  ‘The boy looked up.’ (lit. ‘the boy looked and it went up’) 
 

In examples (47a) and (48a) the part of the reciprocal verb that is reduplicated is the argument 
agreement, namely, subject and direct object in this case. Here the embedded verb inflection udeceb 
udeceb means ‘hei (cut) himk, hek (cut) himi’ and expresses a reciprocal event. The reduplicated 
inflectional complex is embedded in the direct object agreement position and the following verb 
inflection expresses subject agreement with the whole group involved in the reciprocal action, i.e., dana 
age ‘men, they’. In (48a) docob docob means ‘hei (helped) himk, hek (helped) himi’ and expresses a 
reciprocal event. Here the following verb inflection expresses subject agreement with ele ‘we (DU)’. 
 

14 The subscripts distinguish participants in reciprocal action. 
15 Other such serial verb directional constructions include f-ec-eb l-ec [see-DS-3SG.SU go-INF] ‘to look away’, hel-ec-eb n-
oc [throw-DS-3SG.SU go down-INF] ‘to throw down’, soo-ec-eb nu-ec [straighten-DS-3SG.SU go-INF] ‘to straighten out’, 
aqun-ec-eb t-ec [precede-DS-3SG.SU go up-INF] ‘to go up ahead’, bil-ec-eb catan-ec [sit-DS-3SG.SU forever-INF] ‘to live 
forever’. 
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(47)  a. Dana age qet ud-ec-eb ud-ec-eb egi-na. 
  man 3PL cut 3SG.DO-DS-3SG.SU 3SG.DO-DS-3SG.SU 3PL.SU-PRES 
  ‘The men are cutting each other.’ 

 
 b. Dana age qet-ud-ec-ebil cal m-en. 

  man 3PL cut-3SG.DO-DS-3PL.SU dead become-3SG.SU.REMP 
  ‘The men cut him and he died.’ 

 
 c. Dana eu qet-ud-ec-eb cal m-en. 

  man that cut-3SG.DO-DS-3SG.SU dead become-3SG.SU.REMP 
  ‘That man cut him and he died.’ 
 
 

(48)  a. Ele cesul d-oc-ob d-oc-ob ow-a=le. 
  1DU help 3SG.DO-DS-3SG.SU 3SG.DO-DS-3SG.SU 1DU.SU-INJ=HORT 
  ‘Let us (DU) help each other.’ 

 
 b. Ele cesul-d-oc-ohul taw-ei-a.  

  1DU help-3SG.DO-DS-1DU.SU stand-3SG.SU-TODP 
  ‘We (DU) helped him stand up.’ 

 
 c. Uqa cesul-d-oc-ob taw-ei-a.  

  3SG help-3SG.DO-DS-3SG.SU stand-3SG.SU-TODP 
  ‘He helped him stand up.’ 
 

Compare (47a) and (48a) with the nonreciprocal forms in (47b,c) and (48b,c). In (47b) qetudecebil 
‘they cut him’ agrees with the plural subject dana age ‘men, they’ and in (47c) qetudeceb ‘he cut him’ 
agrees with the singular subject dana eu ‘that man’. Similarly, in (48b) cesuldocohul ‘we (DU) helped him’ 
has subject agreement with ele ‘we (DU)’ and in (48c) cesuldocob ‘he helped him’ has subject agreement 
with uqa ‘he’. The forms in (47b,c) and (48b,c) do not express a reciprocal event. 

4 Lexical distributives and Operator Theory 

In RRG, Van Valin and LaPolla (1997:52–67) propose that different operators apply at different layers of 
referential phrase (RP) structure, as illustrated in figure 4.1. Nominal aspect refers to individuation, in 
particular the mass/count distinction. The most common formal expression of nominal aspect is through 
noun classifiers. The quantity operators of quantification (numerals and quantifiers) and negation modify 
the CORER of the RP. The locality operators modify the RP as a whole. They are primarily concerned 
with expressing the location of the referent with respect to a reference point, usually the interlocutor’s 
(deictics), and with indicating the speaker’s assumption about the identifiability of the referent by the 
hearer (determiners). 

Where do lexical distributives fit in the layered structure of the RP? On the one hand, distributives 
are concerned with individuation and typically refer separately and exhaustively to every member of a 
single group. In this respect, distributives could be considered a type of nominal aspect. However, when 
RPs containing distributives are expanded, as in examples (49) and (50), the distributive occurs outside 
of core operators, such as numerals, and outside of RP operators, such as determiners. The only modifier 
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that can occur outside of distributives is the quantifier cunug ‘all’. Operator ordering is a strong 
motivation for operator scope in RRG.16 The fact that distributives in Amele occur outside of the definite 
and deictic operators suggests that distributives have scope over the whole RP and are therefore RP 
operators. The noun and its modifiers identify the group and the distributive refers to every member of 
that group. 
   RP 
 
 (RPIP)  CORER (  PERIPHERYR) 
 
  NUCR  (PP) (PP) 
 
 RP/ADV N    PP/ADV 
 
 NASP NUCR 
 
 NUM CORER 
 
 QNT CORER 
 
 NEG CORER 
 
 DEF RP 
 
 DEIC RP 
 

Figure 4.1. The general schema of the RP layered structure.17 

 
(49)  a. dana abesabes ‘each man’ 
  man each  
 b. dana me abesabes ‘each good man’ 
  man good each  
 c. dana me eu abesabes ‘each one of those good men’ 
  man good that each  
 d. dana lecis abesabes ‘both the two men’ 
  man two each  
 e. dana abesabes cunug ‘each and every man’ 
  man each all  
 
 

16See Van Valin and LaPolla 1997:40–52. 
17Modified from Van Valin (2005:25). 
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(50) a. dana osooso ‘any man’ 
  man any  
 b. dana me osooso ‘any good man’ 
  man good any  
 c. dana me eu osooso ‘any one of those good men’ 
  man good that any  
 d. dana cijed eu osooso ‘any one of those three men’ 
  man three that any  
 e. dana osooso cunug ‘each and every man’ 
  man any all  
 

An example of the operator function of the distributive in the RP is diagrammed in figure 4.2. 
 

 RP 
 
 CORER  
 
 NUCR  ADJ 
 
 N  
 

dana me cijed eu abesabes 
man good every that each 

 
 N  
 
 NUCR 
 
 CORER QNT 
 
 RP  DEIC 
 
 RP   DISTRIBUTION 
 

Figure 4.2. Distribution operator in the RP. 

A similar analysis applies to the distributive postpositions =nana ‘at every …’ and =nunu ‘for every 
…’. These form predicative PPs since the RP arguments are not governed directly by the verb. Where an 
argument is governed directly by the verb there is usually argument agreement marked on the verb. For 
example, in (51a) the benefactee is marked on the verb by the direct object agreement marker -t, but in 

‘any one of those three men’ 
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(51b) the benefactee is marked by the postposition =nu in a predicative PP. The -u suffix in (51a) 
functions as an applicative (applied object) marker.18 
 

(51) a. Halu cag-u-t-ag-a. 
  rope cut-APPL-1SG.BEN-2SG.SU-IMPER 
  ‘Cut the rope for me.’ 
 b. Halu ija=nu cag-og-a. 
  rope 1SG=for cut-2SG.SU-IMPER 
  ‘Cut the rope for me.’ 
 

Predicative PPs also have a layered structure, as illustrated in figure 4.3. At what level does the 
distributive operator function in predicative PPs? It is marked on the nucleus, that is, the postposition, 
by reduplication, but the scope of its function applies to the RP as well. The postposition itself expresses 
the function of location and the RP argument refers to the place of the location. On this basis the 
distributive operator can apply to either the core or the PP layer. Which is the best analysis? In example 
(36b) the quantifier cunug ‘all’ occurs outside of the PP jobon=nana ‘in every village’ and it would be 
ungrammatical to place this quantifier inside the core of the PP, as in *jobon cunug=nana. The quantifier 
occupies the same position with respect to the PP as the limiter dih ‘just’, as in jobon=na dih ‘just in the 
village’. The quantifier can therefore be considered a peripheral element that quantifies the PP core. 
Therefore it would be best to understand that the distributive is an operator at the PP core level. This is 
diagrammed in figure 4.4. 

18In an applicative (applied object) construction an indirect or oblique object normally expressed in a PP is realised 
instead as a direct object and the verb usually bears a distinctive inflection expressing the semantic relation of the 
applied direct object (Trask, 1993:18–19). The applicative therefore increases the syntactic valency of the verb. 
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  PP 
 
  COREP  PERIPHERYP 
 
 RP  NUCP 
 
   PRED 
 
 N  P 
 
 jobon nana cunug 
 village in.in all 
 
 N  P 
 
 RP  NUCP 
 
  COREP  DISTRIBUTION 
 
 PP ‘in every village’ 

  PP 
 
  COREP 
 
 RP  NUCP 
 
   PRED 
 
 N  P 
 
 jobon  na 
 village  in 

‘in the village’ 
 

Figure 4.3. The layered structure of 
predicative PPs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.4. Distribution as operator in the PP. 

 
 

Van Valin and LaPolla (1997:56) say that RPs headed by pronouns and proper nouns do not have a 
layered structure like those headed by common nouns. Therefore the distributive operator applies just to 
the pronoun itself. The same is true of the distributive inalienably possessed nouns, as diagrammed in 
figure 4.5. 
 

 RP  RP 
 
 PRO  N 
 
 anaana  cotigcotig 
 ‘wherever’  ‘brothers of each other/sisters of each other’ 
 
 PRO  N 
 
 RP DISTRIBUTION RP DISTRIBUTION 
 

Figure 4.5. Distributive pronouns and inalienably possessed nouns. 
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With distributive verbs expressing alternating motion, such as those illustrated in examples  
(40)–(43), the distributive marking is on the reduplicated serial verbs that function as the stem of the 
distributive verb. In RRG terms, this is the nucleus of the predicate. However, for the example 
diagrammed in figure 4.6 there is a complex of cosubordinate19 nuclei embedded within the predicate, 
that is, where the verb stem normally occurs. Therefore the distributive operator applies to the matrix 
nucleus of this cosubordinate complex. Amele is a pro-drop language for both subjects and direct objects, 
so the subject agreement is treated as a core PRO argument. There is no clausal RP in this case. The 
semantic logical structure of (40) is also given in figure 4.6. 

19RRG recognises three types of nexus: subordination, coordination, cosubordination. Cosubordination is dependent 
coordination. It involves constructions that are structurally coordinate but have an operator dependency occurring 
between the constructions. 
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    SENTENCE 
 
    CLAUSE 
 
    CORE 
 
    NUC    PRO 
 
    PRED 
 
    NUC 
 
  NUC    NUC 
 
 NUC  NUC  NUC  NUC 
 
 V  V  V  V 
 
 L-i l-i h-u h-u ena. 
 go-PRED go-PRED come-PRED come-PRED 3SG.SU.PRES 
 
 V  V  V   V 
 
 NUC  NUC  NUC  NUC 
 
  NUC    NUC 
 
    NUC     DISTRIBUTION 
 
    CORE 
 
    CLAUSE      TENSE 
 
    SENTENCE   LS: do′ (3SG, [move.towards.ref.point′ (3SG)]) and  
       do′ (3SG, [move.away.from.ref.point′ (3SG)]) 
 

Figure 4.6. Verbs with a distributive nucleus. 

With the distributive verbs that express a reciprocal action the distributive operator can apply either 
to the core or the direct object PRO argument. For a reciprocal verb such as feceb feceb ec ‘to see each 
other’ the portion that is reduplicated comprises the verb nucleus and core argument agreement. 

‘He comes and goes.’ 
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Therefore feceb feceb is a reduplicated core under NUC and the distributive operator applies to this 
nucleus. This is diagrammed in 4.7. 
 

 SENTENCE 
 
 CLAUSE 
 
 RP   CORE 
 
    NUC     PRO 
 
    CORE 
 
   CORE CLM  CORE CLM 
 
  NUC  PRO NUC  PRO 
 
  PRED    PRED 
 
  V    V 
 
 Mel f-ec-eb f-ec-eb egi-na. 
 boy see-DS-3sg.SU see-DS-3sg.SU 3pl.SU-PRES 
 
 V  V 
 
 NUC  NUC 
 
 CORE  CORE 
 
  CORE 
 
  NUC  DISTRIBUTION 
 
  CORE 
 
  CLAUSE    TENSE 
 
  SENTENCE   LS: do′ (3pl, [do′ (3sgi, [see′ (3sgi, 3sgk]) &  
     do′ (3sgk, [see′ (3sgk, 3sgi])] 

 
Figure 4.7. Verbs with a distributive core. 

‘The boys are looking at each other.’  
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In figure 4.7, feceb feceb is an embedded cosubordinate core structure. Amele is a head-marking 
language and the subject and object agreement marking on the verb functions as the core arguments. 
The free RP is a non-argument under clause. The different subject marker is analysed as a clause linkage 
marker (CLM). In this case the DS markers link the feceb cores in a reciprocal relationship ‘hej sees himk 
and hek sees himj’. The PRO argument egi ‘3PL.SU’ agrees with the RP mel ‘boys’ in the matrix clause. 

For a reciprocal verb such as qet udeceb udeceb ec ‘to cut each other’ the portion that is reduplicated 
is the object argument agreement complex. This is diagrammed in figure 4.8. In this case udeceb udeceb is 
embedded within the verb where the object agreement normally occurs. Therefore the distributive 
operator applies to this embedded object argument agreement complex. 
 

    SENTENCE 
 
    CLAUSE 
 
 RP PRO  CORE 
 
   NUC  PRO 
 
  NUC   PRO 
 
  PRED  PRO CLM  PRO CLM 
 
  V PRO  PRO PRO  PRO 
 
 Dana age qet ud-ec-eb ud-ec-eb egi-na. 
 man 3PL cut 3SG.DO-DS-3SG.SU 3SG.DO-DS-3SG.SU 3PL.SU-PRES 
 
 V PRO  PRO  PRO  PRO 
 
 PRED  PRO    PRO 
 
 NUC     PRO    DISTRIBUTION 
 
 NUC 
 
 CORE 
 
 CLAUSE          TENSE 
 
 SENTENCE LS: do′ (3PL, [[do′ (3SGi, Ø)] CAUSE [INGR cut′ (3SGj)] and  
  [do′ (3SGj, Ø)] CAUSE [INGR cut′ (3SGi)]]) 
 

Figure 4.8. Verbs with a distributive argument inflectional complex. 

‘The men are cutting each other.’ 
 



30 

5 Conclusion 

I have demonstrated how distributives work in Amele. There are two basic form types of distributive in 
this language: one called “inflectional” because it is marked on the verb by a morpheme that is 
homonymous with the direct object agreement marking, and one called “lexical” because it is formed by 
a derivative process of reduplication on a lexical item. 

I have shown that although these two types of distributive have quite different forms and scope of 
operation, they have a similar function. When applied to nonverbal items the function of lexical 
distribution is to refer separately and exhaustively to every single member of a group, e.g., abesabes 
‘each/every one’, osolosol ‘one by one’, osooso ‘anyone’, anaana ‘wherever’, nana ‘at each/every one’, 
cebinagcebinag ‘brother and sister of each other’, amemeg ‘eyes of everyone’. However, when lexical 
distribution is applied to verbs, as illustrated by (40)–(43), it indicates multiple events. The inflectional 
distribution, on the other hand, only applies to verbs and only indicates multiple events, as illustrated in 
(6)–(8), and (15)–(29). 

Van Valin (2005:11) has proposed that the inflectional distributives in Amele marked by object 
agreement -ad ‘plural’ and -al ‘dual’ should be treated as a type of event quantification. I agree with this 
proposal. Event quantification in Amele has the values of singular, dual and plural. 
 

Event quantification in Amele: 

 〈 EVQ 

SG
DU
PL

 (LS) 〉 [Amele] 

 

However, this leaves open the question of how lexical distribution in Amele should be accounted for 
in RRG. First, I propose that when lexical distribution is applied to verbs, as in (40)–(43), then this 
should be categorised as a type of event quantification. It quantifies multiple events rather than multiple 
entities. I have shown that lexical distribution applies to both RPs and PPs. I also showed that while 
lexical distribution has scope over the whole RP it only has scope over the core of PPs. However, the 
lexical distribution on RPs and PPs cannot be categorised as event quantification since there is no event 
to quantify. The lexical distribution on RPs has some properties in common with nominal aspect, such as 
individuation of reference, but nominal aspect is concerned with the intrinsic properties of nouns, that is, 
whether they are count or mass nouns. Distribution is not concerned with the intrinsic properties of 
nouns but with whether an individuated or exhaustive reference can be applied. I therefore propose that 
lexical distribution on RPs and PPs should be treated as a new type of phrasal operator called “referential 
quantification” (REFQ). However, whereas event quantification in Amele has the values of singular, dual, 
and plural, referential quantification only has the values of singular and plural. 
 

Referential quantification in Amele: 

 〈 REFQ 
SG
PL  (LS) 〉 [Amele] 

 

A revised schema of RP operators in RRG is given in figure 5.1. 
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   RP 
 
 (RPIP)  CORER (  PERIPHERYR) 
 
  NUCR  (PP) (PP) 
 
 RP/ADV N    PP/ADV 
 
 NASP NUCR 
 
 NUM CORER 
 
 QNT CORER 
 
 NEG CORER 
 
 DEF RP 
 
 DEIC RP 
 
 REFQ RP 
 

Figure 5.1. Revised general schema of the RP layered structure. 
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