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Australia Indigenous languages

◼ Invasion 18th-19th centuries – around 450 languages 
spoken across the continent

◼ Today just 14 are being learned by children, others are 
endangered, moribund or sleeping

◼ South-east Australia – no-one alive today who learned 
Indigenous  languages as children, high interest in 
revitalization and revival, especially in schools

◼ For many languages largest and most reliable sources 
are legacy materials created in 19th or 20th century by 
missionaries, amateurs, or descriptive linguists
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Legacy materials

◼ Opportunities to add value to text materials to create resources 
for communities and for reference

◼ Raise challenges of form, content, interpretation, ethics and 
politics (Austin 2017, 2023)

◼ For contemporary Australia some of greatest challenges arise 
from ideology of data sovereignty, i.e. notion that control of 
access and use of legacy materials should be determined by 
communities who have some kind of heritage interest in them 
(Bell 2010, Woods 2023)

◼ Radical version adopted by archivists and librarians, creates Catch 
22 (permission needed to look at materials but only by looking can 
heritage be determined)
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Models for representation of structured text

◼ Relational model – identify entities and relationships (1-1, 1-
many,many-many), typically encoded via database software, e.g. 
form, gloss in one-to-many relationship

◼ Markup model – hierarchical representation that uses tags (XML) 
and scoping to encode entities and dependency relationships, e.g. 
<entry><form>marda</form><gloss seq=“1”>stone</gloss><gloss 
seq=“2”>money</gloss></entry>

ID Form Gloss

001 marda stone

002 marda money
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Case study 1: Reuther-Scherer 
Diyari-English dictionary



J.G. and Pauline Reuther (1888-1906)



Reuther Diari-German dictionary



Scherer Diari-English translation



Diyari-English dictionary: some statistics

◼ 2,180 page typescript (published as microfiche)

◼ Digitisation and XML markup (Austin 2023): 4,262 entries, 
15,955 sub-entries, 27,472 Diyari expressions, 13,133 
(classified) notes, 3,879 examples (Diyari, literal translation, 
free translation), 1,766 translator footnotes, 1,273 German 
expressions

◼ Main dictionary XML file 162,870 lines (110,165 tags) 6.05 
Mbytes

◼ Supplement XML files: comparative lexicon, comparative 
sentences, placenames, ancestral beings, missing entries



XML sample



Strengths

◼ Huge number of entries, sub-entries, and examples 
gives rich information about possible semantics of 
Diyari lexicon, especially collocations and contexts

◼ 610 idioms represented, many not present in 
modern sources 

◼ Rich encyclopedic information on culture and society 
(e.g. 915 ethnographic notes with 18 sub-types: 39 
artefacts, 52 death, 30 kinship, 22 ceremony)

◼ Basic information on mythology for 461 entries (cf. 
other Reuther volumes)

◼ Comparative wordlist (157 entries), sentences (10)



User interfaces

1. Specialist edition for researchers and advanced 
learners -- presents all material in Scherer 
translation with editorial amendments. It is 
formatted by a CSS that converts XML tags to 
display as format (colours, bold, italics, indentation, 
alignment, pop ups) in a browser

2. Limited search capabilities within the browser, 
minimal use of hypertext



Interface1



Interface 2

2. User-friendly edition for learners, 
community members, interested others -- 
presents all material in Scherer translation 
with editorial amendments, but without 
footnotes, page numbers, and with 
substitutions of sensitive vocabulary. 

3. Three interaction methods:

❑ by letter groups that show Diyari vocabulary and 
English gloss only. Users can click to open up full 
entry display for items that interest them



Letter group display



Expanded entry



For users

2. other interaction methods:

❑ by search over Diyari or English expressions. The 
search box presents pop-up lists of available terms 
in forms or glosses and returns all entries with the 
search term – search begins with first typed letter 
and narrows as user types

❑ by categorized Notes



Search “do”



Search “dok”



Search “dog”



Notes list



Case study 2: Wurm fieldnotes 
on Guwamu



The materials

◼ Wurm’s 1955 fieldnotes contain phonetic representations of 
elicited words and sentences, German shorthand translations; 
some selected utterances were tape recorded

◼ In 1975 Wurm worked with Peter Austin to hand copy his 
fieldnotes, tape-record translations of glosses into English 
which were then added to the notes by Austin

◼ Copies of all these prepared materials were lodged in the 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torre Strait Islander 
Studies (AIATSIS)

◼ For Guwamu (Kooma), southern Queensland we have 13 
minute tape recording plus 60 pages of fieldnotes

◼ Vocabulary and a few sentences recorded by Ian Sim 1955

◼ Data on related languages recorded by Gavan Breen

◼ No speakers in 2025
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Guwamu data model

◼ Retype original notes, add consistent practical orthography, add 

metadata on sources (speaker, recorder, fieldnotes location), 

abbreviation definitions, date of last edit

◼ create lexicon: lemma, gloss, definition, scientific name, scientific 

name source, picture, semantic relations (synonym, antonym, cf), 

notes, cognates, derived forms, example sentence link (text, free 

translation)

◼ create sentence analysis: phonemicization, morpheme glossing, 

part of speech, free translation in English, notes, link to lexicon 

(lexnum), link to abbreviations

◼ Create word-level and morpheme-level concordances

◼ Incorporate previous work by Jeanie Bell in 2010 27
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Outputs to date

◼ Draft Guwamu-English reference dictionary

◼ Draft reference grammar chapters (cf. Skinner 1985)

◼ Published Guwamu children’s story by Cheryl Levy and 
Christopher Bassi
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Social lives and real world politics 

◼ Both projects demonstrate importance of making sense of and 
coming to grips with “social life” of legacy materials: “they are 
the products of past human meaning-making activity, they are 
invested with the goals, knowledge, points of view, and 
circumstances of those who were involved in their creation” 
(Dobrin & Schwartz 2021, see also Austin 2013 on “meta-
documentation”).

◼ Archival materials also have a contemporary social life 
embedded within the socio-politics of heritage communities and 
modern stake-holders – for Indigenous Australia falls under  
Indigenous data sovereignty “the right of Indigenous peoples to 
exercise ownership over Indigenous Data. Ownership of data can 
be expressed through the creation, collection, access, analysis, 
interpretation, management, dissemination and reuse of 
Indigenous Data.” (Kukutai and Taylor 2016)



Social lives and real world politics 

◼ Now includes control of access and use of archival data, including 
publication (Woods 2006, 2023; Bell 2010, cf. Wilkins 1992)

◼ “imperative to decolonise the governance arrangements and the 
colonial data archives that have been externally created for and 
about indigenous peoples.” (Smith 2016: 116)

◼ Global Indigenous Data Alliance (GIDA) is currently developing 
CARE Principles for Indigenous Data Governance: ‘CARE’ is an 
acronym for Collective benefit, Authority to control, 
Responsibility and Ethics. These principles complement the 
existing ‘FAIR’ principles: Findable, Accessible, Interoperable and 
Reusable (cf. Austin Principles of Berez-Kroeker et al. 2018)



Social lives and real world politics 

◼ Complex political negotiations needed – in Diyari case my 50 year 
relationship and 12 years of revitalisation work with community 
have assisted

◼ For Guwamu, discussions are ongoing. Issues:
❑ ‘insider’ versus ‘outsider’ and debate about their roles and 

relative positions
❑ Internal community disagreements – FB group posts
❑ Insiders lack philological and linguistic expertise
❑ research in 2020 by late Jeanie Bell, Jagera and Dulingbara 

Indigenous linguist employed by Kooma community
❑ Potential interest by Kooma students in creating dictionaries 

and grammars – in collaboration? Training?
❑ Wider political discourse (“Blak Sovereignty”)



Conclusions

◼ Using relational or markup data models we can add 
significant value to legacy materials, but must meta-
document what is added to the “original” by whom

◼ Two case studies present possibilities for lexical, 
semantic, ethnographic, grammatical research that can 
feed into creation of materials for revival

◼ Need to understand complex social lives of materials, 
both at time of creation and contemporary roles

◼ Cannot exclude political and social (and ethical) 
dimensions in dealing with legacy materials, especially 
for revitalisation, and must recognise that these can 
sometimes become significant challenges



References 

Austin, Peter K. 2013. Language documentation and meta-
documentation. In Sarah Ogilvie and Mari Jones (eds.) Keeping 
Languages Alive: Documentation, Pedagogy and Revitalization, 3-15. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Austin, Peter K. 2017. Language documentation and legacy text 
materials. Asian and African Languages and Linguistics 11, 23-44.
Austin, Peter K. 2023. Making 2,180 pages more useful: the Diyari 
dictionary of Rev. J. G. Reuther. In Eda Dehermi & Christopher 
Moseley (eds.) Endangered Languages in the 21st Century , 241-257. 
London: Routledge.
Austin, Peter K. 2025a. Language and culture revitalisation: ‘official’ 
models and support vs. local needs – experiences in South Australia. 
Guest lecture, SOAS University of London 2025-02-07.
Austin, Peter K. 2025b. Adding value to linguistic legacy materials: 
two case studies. Paper presented at DiLegMa workshop, Bern, 
Switzerland, 24 April 2025



References 
Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute. 2024. 
Understanding Data Sovereignty for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people. Brief. 
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/analysis/brief/understanding-data-
sovereignty-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-people
Bell, Jeanie. 2010. Language and linguistic knowledge: a cultural 
treasure. Ngoonjook: a Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues 35, 
83–95.
Berez-Kroeker, Andrea L., Helene N. Andreassen, Lauren Gawne, 
Gary Holton, Susan Smythe Kung, Peter Pulsifer, Lauren B. Collister, 
The Data Citation and Attribution in Linguistics Group, & the 
Linguistics Data Interest Group. 2018. The Austin Principles of Data 
Citation in Linguistics. Version 1.0. 
https://site.uit.no/linguisticsdatacitation/austinprinciples/ (accessed 
2025-05-05)
Dobrin, Lise and Saul Schwartz. 2021. The social lives of linguistic 
legacy materials. Language Documentation and Description 21, 1-
36.



References 

Kukutai, Tahu and John Taylor. (eds.) 2016. Indigenous Data 
Sovereignty: Towards an Agenda. Canberra: ANU Press. 
Leavy, Cheryl and Christopher Bassi. 2024. Yanga: Mother. Brisbane: 
Queensland University Press.
Reuther. J. G. 1901. A Diari dictionary. Manuscript translated by 
Phillip A. Scherer, held at the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies.
Reuther, Johann G. 1981. The Diari vols 1-13. Translated by Philipp 
A. Scherer. Vol. 5 translated by T. Schwarzschild and L.A. Hercus. 
AlAS Microfiche No.2, Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
Studies. 
Sim, Ian McH. 1955. Comparative vocabulary of three native 
languages of North Western New South Wales and Southern 
Queensland. Ms. 113pp.
Skinner, Kelly. 1985. Guwamu phonology and morphology. MPrelim 
dissertation. La Trobe University.



References 

Smith, Diane. 2016. Governing data and data for governance: the 
everyday practice of Indigenous sovereignty. In Tahu Kukutai and 
John Taylor (eds.) Indigenous Data Sovereignty: Towards an Agenda, 
117-136. Canberra: ANU Press. 
Wilkins, David P. 1992. Linguistic research under Aboriginal control: 
a personal account of fieldwork in central Australia. Australian 
Journal of Linguistics 12/1, 171–200.
Woods, Lesley. 2023. Something's Gotta Change Redefining 
Collaborative Linguistic Research. Canberra: AIATSIS.



A map of australia with different languages

AI-generated content may be incorrect.


	Slide 1: Potentials and politics in language endangerment and linguistic diversity: some case studies from Australia
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Australia Indigenous languages
	Slide 5: Legacy materials
	Slide 6: Models for representation of structured text
	Slide 7: Case study 1: Reuther-Scherer Diyari-English dictionary
	Slide 8: J.G. and Pauline Reuther (1888-1906)
	Slide 9: Reuther Diari-German dictionary
	Slide 10: Scherer Diari-English translation
	Slide 11: Diyari-English dictionary: some statistics
	Slide 12: XML sample
	Slide 13: Strengths
	Slide 14: User interfaces
	Slide 15: Interface1
	Slide 16: Interface 2
	Slide 17: Letter group display
	Slide 18: Expanded entry
	Slide 19: For users
	Slide 20: Search “do”
	Slide 21: Search “dok”
	Slide 22: Search “dog”
	Slide 23: Notes list
	Slide 24: Case study 2: Wurm fieldnotes on Guwamu
	Slide 25: The materials
	Slide 26
	Slide 27: Guwamu data model
	Slide 28
	Slide 29
	Slide 30
	Slide 31: Outputs to date
	Slide 32
	Slide 33
	Slide 34
	Slide 35: Social lives and real world politics 
	Slide 36: Social lives and real world politics 
	Slide 37: Social lives and real world politics 
	Slide 38: Conclusions
	Slide 39: References 
	Slide 40: References 
	Slide 41: References 
	Slide 42: References 
	Slide 43:  

