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In 18th century

• 600 different groups occupied the whole 
continent

• each group had their own land, laws, beliefs, 
Dreamings, songs, stories and ways of speaking

• 350 different languages

• people grew up multilingual due to marriage 
exogamy and residence patterns

• languages can be classified into 17 families (cf. 
Indo-European vs. Turkic) – these may or may 
not all be distantly related 



Pama-Nyungan



Language ecologies

• People lived in small highly multilingual, rather fluid 
hunter-gatherer groups that usually only met other 
groups for ceremonies

• Marital exogamy meant children acquired multiple 
languages early, and added others according to 
residence and personal preference

• Rights and responsibilities were inherited from 
father’s patriline, with secondary rights from 
mother’s patriline (via mother’s brother)

• Life stages marked by ceremonies and establishing 
relationships (and language/cultural knowledge)



Intimate connections

• People – Land – Dreamtime (creation)

• Songs and stories celebrate the ancestral 
beings and their travels across the land

• Landscape is covered in dreaming tracks of the 
ancestral beings, who speak appropriately in 
each country they travel through

• These can be represented in sand drawings or, 
in modern times, by paintings that map the 
land, the ancestors, and the people





Loren Pennington
Walawarru (Wedge-
tailed Eagle - shown 
in black) is hunting 
the chicks and eggs of 
Ngunamurra (Mallee
Fowl - shown in red). 
An Eagle man and his 
wife set off to hunt 
the Mallee Fowl. The 
Mallee Fowl knows it 
is being followed and 
tries to lead the 
eagles away from his 
nest



Then, one fateful day in 1788



Settlers take the lands



Those who survived



Contemporary ecologies

• High level of language endangerment (restricted 
speakers and domains)

• Only 12 languages being learned domestically

• 50 Threatened

• 100 Moribund

• 150 Extinct (sleeping)

• New (post-contact) mixed languages -- map







Speakers of Aboriginal languages 2011



Some problematic concepts

• ‘heritage’ – how defined? Montrul & Polinski (2021: 
1): “[h]eritage languages are minority languages 
learned in a bilingual or multilingual environment. 
They include … aboriginal or indigenous languages 
whose role has been diminished by colonizing 
languages …”

• For most Indigenous people in Australia there has 
been no exposure to multilingualism, sometimes for 
multiple generations, but they may connect to 
particular languages ancestrally, especially in the 
context of expressing land rights, through kinship
(descent, marriage) or place (mission, (grand-) 
parental agricultural residence (cf. pre-contact rights 
to languages one does not speak)



Some problematic concepts

• ‘language’ – how defined? Internal diversity 
(geographical, stylistic, inter-personal) has often 
contracted or been lost, so what remains is the
documented variety, now applied across a whole 
group (e.g. Gamilaraay)

• ‘revitalisation’ – how defined? Fishman et al. 
‘increasing the number of speakers and/or 
increasing the domains and functions of use’. 
Assumes dominant ideological notion of ‘speaking’ 
(based on denotation and predication) in contrast to 
Indigenous ideology of socially-situated symbolic 
exchange (based on iconicity and performativity), cf. 
tradition of asymmetrical multilingualism



Language recovery – case studies

• Diyari – South Australia

• Bayungu – Western Australia

• Gamilaraay – New South Wales





Eastern Lake Eyre languages



The Diyari were relatively fortunate

• Lutheran mission established by German 
missionaries in 1867

• Missionaries learn Diyari language and prepare 
school books and religious materials

• Literacy well established by 1880s

• Mission attracts Aboriginal people from a wide 
area, offering a haven from incoming white 
colonists

• Mission did well from 1890’s to early 1900s



Bethesda Lutheran Mission, Killalpaninna, 1910





Mission closed

• 1915 – South Australian government orders closure of 
all German-owned properties; Diyari join mixed 
population Aboriginal camps on stations to south (Wire 
Yard, Mulka, Finnis Springs, Muloorina, Murnpeowie
and Mundowdna) looking for work, and also further 
east, around Broken Hill

• Missionaries and their descendants continue to visit 
Diyari yearly until 1960s

• Vitality of the language severely threatened 



Social shifts

• In 1975 only a few families continued to speak 
Diyari

• most other languages of NSW, Victoria, 
Tasmania, southern SA had no speakers (some 
‘rememberers’)

• 1992 Mabo decision overturns terra nullius

• 1997 Diyari group lodges land claim

• 2001 formation of Dieri Aboriginal Corporation 
– 600 members in NSW & SA



Socio-economic shifts

• 2011 recognition by Santos transnational  
miners as ‘traditional custodians’ of ancestral 
lands (and oil and gas) – status + money

• May 2012 determination of native title to 
ancestral lands (including mission)

• 47,000 square kilometres of land, bordered by 
national parks and reserves

• About one half of Portugal

• A second Consent Determination 26th February 
2014 added to this land



Native title May 2012 (lodged 1997)



Recovery – the Dieri ILS project

• 2013 workshops: February Adelaide, March Port 
Augusta, April Adelaide, August Port Augusta

• Materials development with teacher-linguist 
Greg Wilson – songs, bilingual dictionary, 
Willsden Primary school language programme

• Blog dieriyawarra.wordpress.com

• 88 posts, 40,000 page views (as of 2022-05-15), 
gets 20-30 views per day

• Community engagement process

http://dieriyawarra.wordpress.com/


Dieri workshop February 2013



March 2013 workshop, 4 generations



Writing songs



ngapa-ngapa pirna ngariyi
ngarrimatha wakarayi
thalara pirna kurdayi
ngayanarni mithanhi
daku pirna thana
matya ngayana pankiyilha
ngapa pirna ngakayi
parru pirna pakarna

Lots of water is coming down
A flood is coming
Lots of rain is falling
In our country
There are big sandhills
So we are happy now
Lots of water is flowing
And big fish (are coming) too



Recovery

• Based on tracing ancestral connections back to 
people on the mission (‘heritage’)

• Anchor for ways of speaking is one 85 year old 
lady (granddaughter of my teacher) plus semi-
speakers and rememberers

• Linguistic goal is creation of songs (new, 
translated) that iconically celebrate people-land

• Process (workshops, meeting up, participation in 
events) is most important outcome, not 
exchange of denoting and predicating





Bayungu

• 1880s society destroyed by agricultural settlement, children 
removed to English-only mission (school, dormitories)

• Linguistic-cultural transmission restricted to school holidays visits 
to parents on farms

• In 1978 just two families regularly used language

• 1997 Cardabia Pastoral station (gardabaya), 2,000 km2 purchased 
by Baiyungu Aboriginal Corporation; Native Title determination 
December 2019

• August 2020 Indigenous Land Use Agreement (ILUA) between 
Bayungu and Thalanyji Elders and WA government creates 
Nyinggulu Coastal Reserve: 78,000 hectare coastal conservation 
area between Park and Baiyungu lands



Ningaloo Marine Park

• National marine park – Bayungu nyinggulu ‘nose’

• Australia’s largest and most accessible fringing 
reef, one of world’s largest, Unesco world heritage 
site, 600,000 hectares from Red Bluff to Exmouth (see 
map)

• Town of Coral Bay is major tourist destination, 110,000 
visitors annually (maximum 5,300 at any time) for 
nature and game fishing 

• Camp sites and motels – only permanent building is 
worker’s accommodation – now owned by Baiyungu
Aboriginal Corporation





Bayungu country



Activities on Coastal Reserve

• Mapping and documentation of sites of significance
• Dual signage in Bayungu and English
• Fencing off and protection of vulnerable areas, reducing 

vermin (feral goats)
• Training for rangers (including indigenous youth)
• Ethno-tourism commercial operations:

– Evening ‘yarning circle’ with traditional owners

– ‘Tag-along tours’ – 4 wheel drive trips to significant locations, 
explanations, ‘traditional’ meal (kangaroo stew, damper 
bread, vegetables)

– Camping with Custodians

– Facebook 











Gamilaraay (northern NSW)

• Agricultural settlement starting 1820s (40 years 
after colonisation), genocide and removal of 
survivors to government settlements, children 
stolen

• 1955 recordings of handful of fluent speakers

• 1972 only two semi-speakers plus numerous 
rememberers

• 1990s resurgence of interest in recovery –
publication of dictionary, learning materials, CD 
of translated songs, curriculum development on 
model of LOTE in primary schools





Gamilaraay (northern NSW)

• Subsequent research by John Giacon and 
community, collaboration with educators, 
language now taught as a subject in schools, and 
at ANU and Sydney University (MA program)

• 2017 New South Wales establishes laws to 
“preserve and support” Indigenous languages

• Several indigenous-run Language Centres in rural 
locations support revival in multiple languages

• 2022 immersion primary school begins in 
Gumbayinggir (with ‘new speakers’ as teachers)



Sydney University graduates



Gamilaraay recovery

• Based on tracing ancestral connections back to 
geographical locations not people or speakers 
(‘heritage’)

• Anchor for ways of speaking is archival research, 
1970s recordings of semi-speakers, condensation of 
variation to G-Y as ‘standardized’ concept

• Linguistic goal is ‘Welcome to Country’, self-
introductions, use of words (including post-contact 
creations, e.g. Easter) that iconically express identity

• Performance and display is most important 
outcome, not exchange of denoting and predicating



Summary and conclusions

• Australia has been home to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people for over 50,000 years

• In 18th century, 350 languages were spoken 
across the continent, and all communities were 
multilingual

• Through their languages, stories, songs and art 
people expressed their relationships to the land, 
the ancestral beings, their history, and each 
other



• Application of notions like ‘heritage’, ‘language’ 
and ‘revitalisation’ developed in dominant 
Western research paradigm is problematic in 
Indigenous Australia, which is also diverse

• Must be understood through lens of traditional 
and modern Indigenous language ideologies that 
focus on expressive power of performance and 
iconicity (rather than monolithic ‘identity’)

• Recovery involves skills to iconically express 
meaning rather than ‘vitality’ measured in terms 
of ‘speakers’ and ‘domains’ 



Nganhi matya murdayi yathayatharna

I have finished talking

Thank you!
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