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ABSTRACT 3 ~ - :
: A number- of research problems have hlndered the study
“of Australlan aboriginal- languages which 'are spoken by a steadily

'Vfdecreas1ng and vanishing population. ‘Such research. has been plagued

by misunderstanding arnd poor communication between linguists and the

wm-remalnlngllnformants.,Much of the previous research, because of

Ufundlng policies, has Been conducted by trainee llngulsts. While work
in phonology and morphology has been adequate, work in syntax has,
been scanty. Although syntactic research may improve in future
studies, there is the danger of producing a grammar based on a model
~fashionable-at the moment, rather than a grammar. which. presents. basic
data and which could later be adapted to a particular model. Research
in the abor1g1na1 languages is worthwile, for the study of language :
and culture in general and also for dlscoverles in dialect studles in
“language typology\ clas31f1catlon, and development. (VM) ‘
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At tne tlme of* thes lest European settlement
Australla was 1nhab1ted by ovef five hundred Aborlglnal
t“1bes each with its own dlalect Most of these dlalects
were very. dlflerent from one another in vocabulary and

qulte dlfferent ‘from one:another in morphology and syntax.
' One class1flcat10n, Whlch lS based on cognate densitleu'
Q_'ln lexical 1tems, recognlzes over two hundred dlfferent

languages and thlu Secms “to. me to be a falrly reallstlc
flgure.2 o - - ' . ) o L

The Aborlglnes, numberlng probably no more than )
300 000 over the’ Whole of Australla, lackcd the soclal )
Torganlzatlon and the weapons to prov1de effectlve resist— i -pié
ance %o the Wuronean,settlers. If they reulsted, enough
'of thell number were kllled t111 they res1sted no . more.ﬁ,aeV‘
-Moreover many 1011 prey to the Whlte man S . dlseases.”‘}
\ \%3 'So one way. or ﬁnotner the Aborlglnal populatlon was
O ':.reduced and in clo ely settled areas, the Aborlglnal
L _zqu“ llpopulatlon was prﬁctloally extermlnated The last. Tas—{j
o fmanlan Aboriglnal died. in. 1876 Thls is nartlcularly _
a*Lnfortunate,_bocquse Lhere is evldence that the Tasmanianse
C() '_were ethnlcally and lingulstlcally d1stlnct from the f f‘ulﬁ
<:) k‘malnland natlve\ ﬂ ‘ R )

Today one flnds on the one hand practically no‘qa E
jnf"_.Aborlqlnes in. Vlctoria Whlle on the other hand there_fl L
Q»‘)J/;“f”;:are some flourishlng trlbes in the centre of Australlaf e

From Llngulstlc CbmmunlcatlonS'” 19° ‘ e '




and‘along‘and’near the north coast of the continent.
In between these extremes one finds OvVer one hundred
tribes represented by no more thana score of survivors.
_ - In most cases one can’ find one, two, three or perhans
E ", - half'a dozen people who still know the language of
; ‘these trlbes,'and from theses people something of the
dylng language can be "alvaged

'THE_INFORMANTS»l B

_91" -“These la;t cpeakers are usually £0 be found in-
’ « shanty towns on the edge of ‘white settlements. Usually
. they are old In typlcsl 'salvage areas - most of the
. sparsely settled parts of NSW, for instan or most of
Queensland =~ One does not flnd many mlddle aged Aborlglnes
"who speak a natlve language though they may "hear (underel
“stand) a little., | . :

- 8ome people who clainm: to- speak a natlve tcngue, or
:lwho are reputed to ‘be able. to do so, know only vocabulary,
;'mostly concrete nouns Others know only cllches ‘and others
ﬂspeak a s1mp11f1ed form Of the 1anguage. But there are;~
' some. WhO stlll Speak the1r language fluently and often
:;they have not used the langua.r For a. decade or so e1th°r

o’
o
Q
%
.
ct
o 0
[}
<
o)
3
o
ct°
o
o
0]
O
[
o}
.ugs
<
[
<
[
=]
«Q
0]
3
8
~
o
K
ol
H
ct
[=
 :
._J
"S
(¢}

another place. ln fact, 1t is a rema1kab1e th1ng that one o
fcan -go- from the lower. Darllng to the‘Gulf and'find,language
3Jafter language\w1th only one or ‘with- onlyftwovortthree;:'£ - 7
_uscattered 1niormants. Thls means of course that scores ofj. "

- languages will become completely extinct w1thln a decade S

Ior SO.- '-l.«aél v 3”'{J._ e
Since these langudgos are no longer 11v1ng in: the
'sense that_ohey are spolen by . communlty, the“study

,2fw;f"




of them must be carried out slmost ﬁnL1LC|f b: Tilingual
e¢101tat10no The field wo”ker asks the informant to
tranolate Eagllsh words and phrases. If the field worker
‘is for%unate, the informant - may know some stories arnd
these will provide uqullclted runnlng text, Most Lnlcvm—-5
ants can prov1de ome sort of monologue, uouallw a xei
countlng of evento of thelrlearlj Iife. Dialogus s »
difficult to obtain, If therevls moré than one mnfo*mant
avallable, 1t is Olbun the case that they llvm_mlles_
apart ' '

, Gommunlcatlon.W1th 1nfonmant is not.. alway° stOuh
QAt first’ they may not undergtand what the 11ngulsh wants o
of them, Typlcally they do not tranulate whdt uhey arec |
asked to tr ns late, but substitute somnthlnq else., If
asked for The_ man.hlt the dog;. they are llkely to say

somethlng that means Don' t h1+ the doq»lﬁlthough some

‘ 1nformants speak good Engllsh (1n a lunctlonel sense)

- most have only a. llmlted undeﬂstandlng of Engl:sh and -
speak a broken form of bnglluh w1th an admleurc of pldgln -
that spear. bolonqq Whnch fella plCdnanq "sit _longa_gin. '

Thclr Engllsh vocqbul"ry'ls uuuallv snrlnkle@ ‘with- WOPdo
uha+ are. obsolescent 1n nrcsent day Engtish - qqmmon ,
(pretend), shalke (steal), Elant (hide somethlnq, nlde one~
self) ~ or with words used in unfamlllar senseo w-hit
(! kill well as,'hlt ), hear ( underqtand a llngo)
- meat or skln (totem) In.westbrn Queensland the. chm . :
i_’pgmj;man or. beq;u is uoed for - spouse ACCO“flﬂg to Rofh 2

thls is derlved from Engllsh ‘iancv man”® " }.v :  .£ff;f

_RESEAECH; IN ABOR_IG;I NAL. 1. m?GU'Aqu |
Qulte a numbcr of Aborlglna] languages were descrloed
'1n the nlneteenth ceniury and short vocabularles were




collected froﬁ'hun dreds of tribes, The quality of this
early work is reasonable, but almost all of it is marred
by nhonetlc inaccuracy. Ao an. eXample, consider- the
follow1ng attemnpts. at rendering the Goa word for beard -
(GOd is an extlnct lqnguage of western Quoensland) -

1. nopunyahA' |
‘2. ngthunya -~
Ba.ﬁt-tﬁn—yéi h

4, nartlnya& ;

The word is" orobﬁle gata 8. Inatlal volar nagals were

—ae

often notated au,’n' Snyt or not ‘heard at all (see item
~ 3). Dental LtJ is u ually heard as 't' or Ttht! and
alveolar [t] .as. g Star, Slnoe item 2 contdins th,

the . second consonant is prooably [t]. This example

also serves ~to show how comparlson of old uources couoLed
with a knowledge orf" t*nvcal'“borlglnal ohonologleo can .
provide. a reasonably accurato obonetlo form, at lelst in -
fayourable oases,, * - ‘ A

In the flrst generatlon of the twentleth oentury
: surplslngly llﬁ\le\work was . done on Aborlglnul languagoe
and- then in- the: late thlrties A, Capell of Sydney Un1vers~
ity ploneered the=modorn llngulstlc study of the. natlve SN
B language In the fortles ‘fifties and early sixties sdime
good work wauidone by Cupell and. ofhero suoh as Wurm, Hale o
Eat ‘ Douglas and. 0'Grady, bt ‘the - volume: of thls work espec1~&;
LT ally the volume of puL11 hed work was small 1n proportlon .
T to the number of languagea avallable for utudy. In l96l the
BRI e Australlan Instltute of Aboriginal Studies Was Pormed -
o ~&nd this body made funds availabe Tor the study of Abori:
€;  L 191na1 culuure.klne bulk of thls money went to’ llngul ts
SN usually people Worklng toward ‘a hlgher degree@ and from _
l 1965 to l972 the Instltute oponsored about lOO otudles in




This: neant that sufflclent 11ngu1°ts Were work1ngw~

;

. on Aboriginal languages to keep up with the need to -

record the. great number of morlaund languages that had

'Aremalned hitherto unlnvestlgated Most of the linguists
who were sponsored by the A I A S, elthe“ WOPked on |

dylng 1anguages or recorded matorlal 1n one or.more -

dylng 1anguages as a stllne duzlng tho depth study of

a flourlshlng 1anguage, ‘

The work of th1s new spate of linguists has not .
_aIWays been of the hlghe t standard. Thelr descrlotlons

. are typlcally uausable 1n phonology, adequate in morphol—'

ogy (though usually meagre in exemplification) and scanty
. 'In syntax, Thoro are ,eveLal reasons for the iack of syntax,
4One is that lﬂngulsts of five and ten yvears ago were’

3; usually tralned in a trddltlon that deVOted most .of 1ts

attention to phonology and morphology._Another is that
. the f1e¢d s1tuatlon demands that one pay. attention to
'”phonetlcs fivst and monphology second., In bothrthe study
of 11ngu1stlcs as it was a few years ‘ago. and 1n ‘the fleld R
study of aL rare 1anguage, syntax came last. A thlrd
”_reason is that syntax was often concelved rather narrowly
fas ‘being Just a matter of Word order,. In some cases, ‘of
cour se, the reason for the suoerflclallty and uhe lack

of" syntax was due £0 tho 1ack of 1nformat10n ava 11abe;
:erme1MmeMs. ' '

Of cuurse it. must be remembered too thpt the Work .
I refer to, is not the work of professlonal linguists but
'ftralnee lingulsts.;In llght o; ‘the. fact that the stady
mOf:llHQUIStlcs is” relatlvely new in Australla, the only
'people aVallabo to recelve money from the A, I. A Se Were
'ape0p1e at the beglnnlng of thelr lingulstlc careers. 2

..:1"
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over the{next“feﬁayears may7be'better'in-fhis respect.: '
- There is. a dangcp however, that 11ngulsts will produce a
”‘»vgrammar based on a model fashlonable at the tlme of theip
- writing. a description based on ap "ASpects! model wilj]
-'seem, after anotner generatlon ‘to be an his torlcal;
’curloslty, and a difficult one to read at that, 'Whﬁt is
;needed is a. deta17od cqtalogulng of data accordlng to

morpho—syntactlc crltcrla and- accordlng to semantlc

».-crlterla. An. attempt to des C”lbe & language accoealngf |
" to an 'Aspects! model or a Case model should be

in addltlon to a grqmman that prov1dss/baslc data. This .

o;ﬁ.Australlan a

.»grammar shoulad enable one %o go g long way towards g“od-

ucing a’ grammar accordlng to .some paptlcular model Iti‘
should eénable one to fing the answers to varlous questions
'that arise.in ‘pursuit of g- partlcudar theory. For 1nstance

-f‘role of exnerlencer is dlotlngu18he from the role of g “gent._,-‘
»fone should be able to - flnd out, RecenL gramma*m of Aborlg~

inal languages tend to pply 1nformatlon ot thls sort onlyé;

.1f it 1s morphologlcally ovent

IS SALVAGE STUDY WORTHJHILE

In defen ce’ of the study of Aborlwlnal languages one

,couid stafo thau 1n order to- unaerstand human language 1n

neral one must study a11 languages AT new language may

brlng to llght a hlthe to undlscovered fact

One could point. to the 1ntefe°t1ng questlon o10 geneL1c3 -

relatlonshlp betmeen Au;tfallan 1anguages and: beuween
uagcs and languages outslde Austrqlla.
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. ‘ / .
The superficial facts relevant here are that Australlan
languages resemble one another closely 1n phonology and
that there are mﬂnv corresponoences in morphology and
wsyntax. On the cther ’and no Australlan language reoembles

IS

an ove”seas 1anouaqc.

One could. point to the interesting typoloqical '
ouestlon of how 500 dlalects come. to have a phonological
similarity and a; 1ex1ca1 lecPSlty that is unpdralleled
elsevvheree '

'And finally one oould cite. cultural reasons LOP
‘utudylng Aborlglnal languages - access o llberaturo, V
undefstandlng Aborlglnal culture, 1mprov1ng the standﬂngA
of Aboriginal culture in European eyes by publlshlng
accounts of their language ‘and ].1terature nrov1d1ng
-material that w111 be of 1nterestvuo tho Aborlgwnes
'them elves when more of them become educated '

~ Now' anyone who concedes that that study of language.A
‘IS Worthwhlle Wlll concede ‘that tne study of Aborlglnal :
,1anguages 1s worthwhlle, but some have'p01nted out uha ;
these goals cannot be achleved in the salvage s1tuatlon.l
v7;They ‘have o01n+od to the fact - that what is: produced 1s

- often lacklng 1n depﬁh and often bastardlzed. e

However,-T“thlnk that There are. answers %o, these o
arguments. P irst of a]l meagre 1nformatlon can ‘be useful'e
~in genetlc or tyoologlcﬁl c]a881flcat10no Dor 1nstance,f
'“fa western.mueensland language, Kunkalanya 15 known uo :g
1 us' only. to- the extent of a hundred words and a sco e of
‘-phraues. But this 1nfozmatlon i& sufficient 0 enable j

- us- to classlfy the Janguage au an easteérn dlalect of

the Pltta“Pltta 9P0up. At ¢east we know that thls '1os R
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1anguage was not a typologlcal oddlty or a noosible

mis 81ng 11nk that COULd have been a serious’ loss irom
the point of view of compa ative. reconstructlon and
genetlc classific ation, i gfaat that some salvage work
“does consist of compiling word 1ists that . have ¢1tt7
value other than sentlmental but: no 13 nquiot opequ
‘much tlme on thlo bort of act VLbyu' o '

‘The second argument, that the value opeoqlvage T
o study is not very great because the maueﬂlai e Llndo.
is often bauta"dlzeag seems to me to be. oased on th
narrow v1cw that the study of an aborlglnal language 1s -
’only worthwhlle if we can find it uncontammnaued bv‘”
‘another Aborlglnal 1anguaoe or by. Englluh, and witnout
any sign’ of hav1nJ be simplified, But it Seems to me
that besides bhau CSSGubla1¢y alachron*c 1ntere st, there
is an interest in the SJnChfonLC ealiu3 whatever uhau,
reality is. If a 1anggage is 'simplified®, it is interest-
L_M;wwm_mm~~w~w«1ng*to §HE 1n.§ﬁa:#;ense it is simplified, If.a language
has been 1ﬁ¢luenced by En01¢sh 4t i 1nuefestlng Lo see-
in what ways it has been .Lniluerceao For eXample, most.
Aborlglna languages have an- eﬁgatLve syuuem o mouns
thls means that jthe bubgeet of, uwan51clve Ve”bl s:iff .
marked normally bv a SULle. ‘as dluGJan Tieom the subaect
of an intrana1t1ve vero WQlCh “s uoually Tefu‘unmaaxed
 Now thlS“maPklﬂg ls quu oi an oveﬂu case - 5vst@m ana only
thls~ case is- not pa alTe¢ed by a Drepo Lflon pi@pOSit—f
_ iono in: Engllshm In 1¢ght of this it ig- 1nuef ing +o g
' note that one of +he Llfﬂt vnf]ectwons ‘to e lOSb is
‘ the ergatlve° In somo 1anguages thlu Case suffix also~
;;U”g : has an 1nstﬂumenta1 fanctlon and. it 1o.u0b8blc that. w*th
R éj El a’ number of lnformants who Have 51np1 fled‘ grammarol,‘
| 7%‘ i of. varlous ianguageo the ergaulve sufgay 'nlvc . nSurument,l
e functlon 1 r611aced by'a rtem Iormang uUile' hau means

we e

A et Provided by R




9

'having'. So that the GQUlValent of He hit the deg with
a stlck is- rendered by somethlng that also. corresponds

to He, hav*nqug_stlck, hit_the dogd. This sort of ' SR
81mpl¢f1c1tlon 1nc1dentally, is to be dlstingulshcd I » '
from a sort of performance 1mp11f1c°tlon that is the - ;ﬁ
e result of an 1nfornant trv1ng to make it easy for a '
";tyro llngulst mat ‘I refér to is a reduced comoetence
where the 1n}ormant uses a. grammar Wlth great conslstency
and in all clrcumJtonces - that is 1mpover1shed by ‘comp-
arison W1th that of other speaker °8 of the same language.'
In these cases tne Jn erant may even cO“rect utterances
' produced by the 11nga1°t ou the basis of other. 1n_ormants
grammars modlfylng them 1n the dlrectlon of his or her o /
smaller grammar Other features of thesc reduced and ‘mod="" 0
' ifled grammars are Engllsh wordorder ‘the use of demonstrat—
ives in a way that resembles the Engllsh artlcles and the
a

replacement. of speclflc nouns Ly generlc ones,. eJoe
“words for
/ ’

’O\ (‘)

"Word for meat" or game replaclng the speclfl
_ga;ah, emu,_wa _abyf etc. ' T 7 o e
The extcnslon of the lex1con to cover new content' ‘
1ntroduced by Wuroneans 1s also int ereotlng. All possibm"‘
L 1lities were used: in some cases eklsting lex1ca1 items
acquired new senses (thus a word for_'hawk' may. be extended -
'to cover aeronlane') ~din. other cases Engllsh ‘words. were
‘assimllated (’mlssus appearlng as . mltlti for, Whlte woman'
R ”in Kalkadoon) and 1n other caseo agaln varlous processes
' ~ of word formqtlon were used »for example, hptcﬂﬁa (! killer
.of meat'), gggwpr boiler-(' heater of watcr') and gollcem
('one wbo t1es people up ") '

But hav¢ng sald thls I should p01nt out 1n conclus-
: ion,'that for most lnnguageu thft are no lonoer v1ab1e,_g




a large corpus- of acourate 1n1ormatlon can be obtaln ed,

 accurate in tps sense of beingneithep cubstantlallv ime-
' poverished nor '1nf1uenced except unerflolallv, by -

Engllsh or by other Aborlglnal languages. It lsifo be
hoped that the collection of thls data contlnues 2t its

]preoent rate for as I statea before scores of languagesi

w111 beccme extinet w1tn1n the next decade Or so. In

. the present concern about the near extlnctlon of oertaln

‘species or birds" and anlmals, what is often lost Slght of
is that human belngs are subJect to extermination too,
Many Aboriglnal trlbes have d1sappeared the whole

'.Tasmanlan race hag uanished.~0ver the next decade op =0

Rany more tribeg will paSs into extlnctlon their language

- and lore lost forever saVe for the notes and. tapes of _

scholars. I : : RS . -
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