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Areal Course 1 

Australian languages: Semantics and contact 
Maïa Ponsonnet (Dynamique Du Langage, CNRS; University of Western Australia) 

 

This course provides an introduction to classic and current research on Australian languages, with 

special emphasis on a number of phenomena well-represented on the continent: nominal classification, 

body-based semantic extensions, and contact languages. After a general introduction in the first 

session, each module will focus on one linguistic phenomemon, the exploration of which will shed light 

upon a number of other Australian features. I will use data from the published literature, as well as 

first-hand data and analyses on languages from the Top End region (northern Australia), particularly 

Gunwinyguan languages (non-Pama-Nyungan). The course consists of four modules: 

1. Introduction to Australian languages 

This module provides an introduction to the study of Australian languages. I will present their 

distribution and ecology, typological profile(s), sociolinguistics and general ethnographic background, 

as well as genetic classification and the current debates around their history.  

Suggested readings: Evans (1992), Gaby & Singer (2014), Miceli (2015), Evans (2020) 

2. Grammatical semantics: nominal classification 

This module presents the diverse ways in which Australian languages realize nominal classification. 

Some of them, like gender systems, are well known features of the continent. Others, such as 

extended systems of possession classes, have not yet been systematically described.  

Suggested readings: Dixon (1982), Wilkins (2000), Singer (2010) 

3. Lexical semantics: figurative representations of emotions 

In this module I will present some of my own research on the lexical semantics of Australian Indigenous 

languages, specifically the role of body-part words in figurative representations of emotions.  

Suggested readings:  Evans & Wilkins (2000), Gaby (2008), Ponsonnet (2022) 

4. Contact varieties: lexical semantics in Kriol 

This module deals with Australian contact languages, with a focus on Kriol, the largest Australian 

creole. After presenting the main Australian contact varieties, I will discuss the Australian influence 

on Kriol lexical semantics.  

Suggested readings: Ponsonnet (2010), Schultze-Berndt, Meakins & Angelo (2013), Meakins (2014) 
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