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FOREWORD

Effective communication must be an essential feature of any teaching/

learning situation and it follows that considerable difficulties arise when

teacher and learner speak different and mutually unintelligible languages or
dialects. This, unfortunately, is the situation in which many, if not most,
Aboriginal children and their teachers throughout Australia find themselves.
This classroom situation reflects, of course, the difficulties and frustrations
experienced on a wider scale by many Aboriginal parents and Aboriginal
communities, and those outsiders who work with them. The problem is
compoundid further by the fact that few teachers or others who work in
Aboriginal areas are given any training in linguistics and the few resources
available to them are written in linguistic jargon which in itself represents
yet another language. :

The Aboriginal Teacher Education Program was established at Mount Lawley
College of Advanced Education with funds from the Department of
Aboriginal Affairs in order to provide specialist training in the teaching of
Aboriginal children. One of the many projects initiated by the Program has
been the provision of materials for teachers and others interested in gaining a
greater appreciation and understanding of Abariginal languages and dialects
of English and the implications of language difference for the classroom. This
volume is the result of one of these projeots.

| recommend this book to all teachers of Aboriginal children and to anyone
interested in working with or coming to know Aboriginal people — not only
because it provides information about Aboriginal languages and dialects of
English, but also because it deals with several important and highly relevant
issues such as bilingual education, the teaching of English as a second
language and the relationship between culture, language and the classroom.

fan Viner,
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs,
March, 1977.
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INTRODUCTION

This book is meant to be a gap filler.

Vefen- the Aboriginal Teacher Education Program was established
at Mount Lawley College of Advanced Education in 1974, teach-
ing staff were confronted by a number of knotty problems.
Perhaps the most formidable of these was the shortage, and in
some cases, the sheer lack of instructional materials suitable for
teacher education with a heavy Aboriginal emphasis. This was only
too evident in the area of linguistics studies.

Australian Aboriginal finguistics and related issues have been
rather uncommon in teacher training institutions, and for this
reason alone, the initiators of the program had to start from
scratch. If you want to teach/learn French, German, ltalian or
other modern languages, there is no shortage of textbooks,
dictionaries, phrase books, grammars, recordings and the like. We
had to start with virtually nothing.

Admittedly, a lot of ink has been spilt on various issues in Abori-
ginal linguistics but, more often than not, in a highly academic
manner which makes it esoteric, nay incomprehensible to the
linguistically untrained — and our trainee teachers just cannot
scrutinize the subject in such a depth as to find their way easily in
the maze of present-day linguistics.

To change this situation we had to commence producing some
relevant instructional materials for and by ourselves. Concurrently
we endeavoured to collect selected writings on language issues by
linguists and educationists. There have been quite a few good (and
sometimes excellent) papers hiding humbly in various professional
and non-professional journals or still awaiting publication; talks
given at seminars or conferences and then remaining unrecorded;

Xi

manuscripts lying in drawers filled with valuable information
inaccessible to the public. Some of these materials have been
available to undergraduates who have ready access to good
libraries in the metropolitan areas. However, correspondence
students in the country and particularly those living off the beaten
track, had to make extra efforts to obtain such materials and for all
that the outcome was often disappointing and frustrating.

This is how the idea of this volume was born.

The contributors, all of whom were most generous with the fruits
of their labours, represent a wide range of experience and involve-
ment in various aspects of linguistics and Aboriginal education,
and each contribution represents an individual approach and
response to a particular issue. While, at the outset, there was no
‘master plan’ as it were, we are delighted that the collection covers
such a broad range of the many and various problems facing
educationists, linguists and language planners.

In accordance with accepted educational practice, the sequence
runs from the general to the specific — from a general overview to
the nature and aspects of particular Aboriginal languages and
dialects of English and the problems faced by teachers and
children; the issues confronting language planners; problems and
issues in bilingual education; and, finally, some specific hints,
approaches and ideas for teachers.

There is, as always in a volume of this kind, some overlap in the
‘information and ideas presented. This, of course, reflects and
emphasizes the underlying similarity of the problems confronting
teachers and Aboriginal children in widely scattered parts of
Australia.

Many people have contributed to or assisted in the preparation of
this volume and to all go our heartfelt thanks. Particular mention
should be made of the efforts of Maureen Gooder who typeset all
of the text, Wilma Peters, designer and paste-up artist, and the
many people in the Printing and Publications Department at
Mount Lawley College who helped in the final production. Our -
special thanks too, to Mount Lawiey College and the Department
of Aboriginal Affairs whose co-operation and assistance made
it all possible.

Ed Brumby
Eric Vaszolyi
March, 1877.
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LINGUISTIC GENOCIDE
A.J.Grassby

| have been listening to requiems for language training in Australia
for some years and it is true that teaching of second languages in
Australia in recent years has declined dramatically. In fact an
authority on modern language teaching in Australia stated recently

‘that language learning in Australia at best faced a bleak future as

the prospect of Australia as the last monolingual society in the

world becomes a reality.

The facts of the situation are certainly dismal. We have reached a
new low in language training perhaps dramatically instanced by
the fact that in 1952 51% of Leaving Certificate students in New
South Wales studied French. Twenty years later this was reduced
to 11% while Latin had almost disappeared, German also dropped
while our neighbourhood languages, Indonesian and Japanese, are
being taken by no more than 3% of students.

On a national basis although student numbers have increased by
3C% in the past 8 years, the number of language students dropped

by nearly half.

Perhaps even more dismal is the way in which we have been able
to practise language genocide when we look at the Aboriginal
nations.

The sands of time have been running out for the whole of this
century in relation to Aboriginal languages. Of the origina! 600
only 202 have survived. Those which have become extinct since
1788 span a great part of the continent. In fact, Aboriginal
language genocide is complete in the area bounded by Adelaide,
Broken Hill, Mount Isa, Townsville, Brisbane, Sydney and
Melbourne, as well as the whole of Tasmania and the South West
of Western Australia, although about one-third only have survived



some of them are now spoken only by a few people and could
well become extinct within the next decade or two.

An examination of the great wealth of European languages which
has been dissipated over the past 188 years shows that the heavy
hand of colonial conformity not only destroyed 400 Aboriginal
languages but nearly every other community language also.

[t is interesting to note that in the first decades of the 19th
century the colonial government had great difficulty in commu-
nicating adequately with the great bulk of the European popula-
tion.

A head count in the early 1840's indicated that 70% of them
came from one country and had one tradition and mostly one
language although not all had one religious background.

They happened to be Irish who were first to succumb to colonial
conformity and who a century later have almost entirely lost
their original language and have not replaced it with another
second language but have joined the ranks of the monolinguals.

The next major group who lost their native tongue were the
G.ermans who began some of the earliest ethnic schools in the
history of Australia. The first recorded German ethnic school
was in the 1830’s.

After the hysteria generated by two world wars and the even
more powerful influence of Australian isolationism again there
was achieved almost complete linguistic genocide by the time
World War [l had ended.

Another major’ group in the community which lost a great deal of
its language tradition comprised the Australians of [talian birth or
origin who number more than 1 million people in Australia.

These major groups have been followed by a host of others who
have withered before the march of colonial conformity.

You can test this by asking Mr Pat O’Donohue if he knows any
word of Irish or many a man named Schultz or Frauenfelder who
know not one word of German and | sadly recall several Salvestros
and Catanzaritis who know not one word of Italian.

It is not necessary to be part of big ethnic groups to maintain the
Iangua.ge. [ attended the St.' David’s Day Dinner in Sydney this
year, it was the first | had ever attended and in an audience of
several hundred only 2 people did not speak Welsh. These 2
women felt inadequate and truncated because the cut and thrust
of many a conversation eluded them. They did not know enough
to understand. To understand a culture it is necessary to know
something of the language. The flavour of life comes out in
language.

It is often said that to make love you don’t need to know the
language but | would submit that the best language workshop of
all is bed. This of course has restricted application but there is no
doubt in my mind that a second language gives a second dimension
to life, love and the pursuit of happiness.

It always seemed to me to be paradoxical that the administrations
of the last century set their faces so sternly against any second
language yet the ruling classes in Britain were almost all trilingual.
Without exception the aristocracy would have both French and
Latin and many also had German.

But this was of course a mark of the ruling class to which the
monolingual lower orders were not admitted. It has always
provoked in me a great sense of amusement that some of the most
challenging and spicy descriptions and dialogue in literature were
reserved exclusively for the multilingual ruling class who insisted
they appear in French or Latin in case they corrupted the lower
orders.

As it was in England so it was practised in Australia and while the
tradition has been disposed of in England it persists here. It has
been recognised by the British Government and people that
monolingualism is a hindrance and an inhibitor of development
and so the British child begins his second language at 8 years in
contrast we begin at 12 if we begin at all. This is a sad reality so
far. The United States has adopted a Bilingualism Act of 1968
which recognised for the first time in American history that the
use of a child’s mother tongue can have a beneficial effect on
his education.

We have lost languages, we have lost language skills, we have
dissipated the treasure of culture of generations in a few short
years and it all sounds as if | support the view that Australia will
soon be the only monolingual society on earth.

Paradoxically however, just as we have hit the lowest level of
language performance | believe.the prospects have never been
brighter to give Australian children a second language in an
effective way for the first time in our history.

| believe we have the prospect of catching up with the rest of the
world and giving our children an equal opportunity.

One of the best initiatives in this sphere has been the bilingual
education program in schools in the Northern Territory. The
objective enunciated in December 1972 to have Aboriginal Austra-
lian children living in distinctly Aboriginal communities given their
early education in their first language is already bearing fruit. The
bilingual programs in the Northern Territory have extended to 17
schools and today 13 Aboriginal languages are in use.



[ also want te warmly commend the schools in the Darwin area
carrying out experimental programs in the teaching of ethnic
languages in the past 2 years. The languages taught are Greek,
Italian, German and French and since the arrival of refugees from
East Timor, they have added Portuguese, Mandarin Chinese,
Indonesian and Haka, the Chinese dialect of Timor.

Recently in Sydney more than 200 teachers, educationists, repre-
sentatives of Parents & Friends and Parents & Teachers came
together for a conference workshop on ethnic languages in the
primary and infant schools. It was the most effective attack on
language problems | have yet seen organised.

The enthusiasm leads me to believe that the objective of having‘ a
second language training available to all Australian children on
enrolment in primary school can be achieved before long.

There are other initiatives in other States and the very fact that
the Queensland Modern Languages Teachers Association has
brought us all together in the First National Conference is a
tribute to the forward looking teachers concerned and their
association and | warmly commend them for it.

It is not too late by any means to rescue Australia from the drift
to monolingualism. We have not yet squandered our language
resources. There is a new awakening among people themselves
indicated by the fact that 100,000 children in Australia attend
ethnic schools particularly to develop their language skills and
these cater for 25 languages.

| don’t believe Australians will put up with a situation in which
they are the last in the worid.

We now have a new urgency in recognising the need for bilingual
education.

Following the mass migration program of the last quarter century
700,000 children are enrolled in Australian schools whose first
language is not English. They are not to be disadvantaged and if
we are to take advantage of their initial language learning then we
must adapt our education to recognise this major facet of a multi-
cultural Australia.

Multi-cultural Australia is with us now. It gives us opportunities
to become what an Australian poet described as the ‘‘newest
encampment of hope’ or return to what he called “’sunburnt
neurosis”.

2

ABORIGINAL LANGUAGES:
TRUTHS AND FALLACIES
Eric Vaszolyi

Camping in the Kimberleys a few years ago, | happened to. meet
a group of tourists from the eastern states. Mostly middle-age or
elderly people, they looked awfully respectable and awfully
middle-class, lavishly equipped with binoculars and expensive
cameras and seemed very keen on discovering the legendary
Kimberleys from an air-conditioned bus in a few hours. We had a
brief chat and they asked me what | was doing up there. Learning
that my job was recording Aboriginal languages, they did not seem
to rate me very highly and eventually a rather Victorian-looking
lady concluded the conversation somewhat disparagingly. She
said that | could not have very much to do, after all, because
the Aborigines’ speech is but a sequence of inarticulate babbling
sounds which does not make much sense, anyway. They talk
like monkeys, her ladyship declared with self-assurance.

It is, of course, pointless to make much noise about a stupid
statement like this and jump to conclusions. However, it makes
me wonder how many more white Australians share the same,
or similar, views on the Aborigines’ native tongue. To be more
specific, | wonder how much the average Australian with an
average amount of education would know about the Aborigines
in general and their languages, in particular. Surely it is common
knowledge that Aborigines speak, or spoke, a language profoundly
different from English and, just like non-British migrants from
overseas, they have to learn English which they pick up with
various degrees of proficiency. Their white-skinned fellow-Austra-
lians generally make no effort to acquaint themselves with any
language other than English, so why should they bother about
the Aborigines’ “lingo”’? Particularly as the “lingo’ is generally
believed to be “primitive’’, therefore inferior. (The logic of such a



reasoning is very simple. A two-hundred-year old tradition of
racial discrimination branded Aborigines as primitive, hence
every constituent of their life and culture is primitive, be it their
tools, weapons, religion, customs or, for that matter, language.
It seems grossly overlooked that the white man’s reason for hold-
ing such an absurb view is sheer ignorance.)

However, even people with no racial prejudice are generally
uninformed about the Aborigines’ vernacular. Firstly, there is
no such thing as the Aboriginal language. Aborigines represent
an astonishing variety of languages, some of which seem to be
groups of related dialects while others are as distinct idioms as,
say, English is from Chinese. Further revealing our ignorance,
we still do not know the actual number of these languages with a
reasonable degree of certainty. It is assumed (but not evidence)
that in Captain Cook’s days there were as many as up to 500
separate languages in Australia. It is certainly a fact that in the
past 200 years their number has been drastically reduced and
scores, if not hundreds, of them died out irreplaceably. Yet even
in 1975 we do not know exactly how many have survived. Surveys
and assessments of Aboriginal languages are very often controver-
sial. However, it seems justifiable to say that there are well over
100 viable native languages and a lot more dialects in this country.
In Western Australia we have up to 50 distinct Aboriginal idioms.

It is common knowledge that Aboriginal society differs funda-
mentally from our western-type industrial civilization. The diver-
sity in social organization, in turn, bears upon the language
situation as well. European languages are what | would call
national languages, spoken by large communities {indeed often
many millions of people) and standardized by literacy and the
media. In contrast, Aboriginal society has what | call tribal
languages, spoken and transmitted by small speech communities:
a tribe which represents a distinct language may consist of only
50-60 individuals; a few hundred people (200-500) seems to have
been a probable average; and the largest tribes may have had as
many as 1,000-2,000 members at the most. Aboriginal tribal
groups never developed literacy, therefore their languages have
been handed down from one generation to another through oral
tradition. It seems plausible that even in the olden days, prior
to British colonization, most or all Aborigines spoke several
native languages as a result of regular meetings and inter-marriages
amongst 'neighbouring tribes. The phenomenon of speaking
several languages (technically termed multi-lingualism) facilitated
a vivid cultural interaction and prevented rigid segregation of
different tribes.

Let me emphasize again that Aboriginal languages are not, and

have not been, primitive in any sense of the word. They have been
perfectly adequate means of communication to facilitate the
continuity of Aboriginal society in this country for over 25,000
years. - Professional linguists, experts in their job, have now abun-
dant evidence to prove this. Compared with other, and more
prestigious, languages (such as English), the grammatical structure
of Aboriginal languages reveals no inadequacy or primitiveness
whatsoever. Indeed, we are faced with an impressively large
number of intricate grammatical devices which can, in their own
way, express the same thoughts and channel the same messages as
the languages of so-called civilized nations. In addition, it has to
be emphasized that the grammatical structure of these languages is
perfectly satisfactory to function on in our days or in the future;
they need no alteration or improvement to serve present-day
communication.

The vocabulary, or lexicon, of native languages is another story.
Again, there is a general fallacy that Aboriginal languages, believed
to be primitive, have a rather limited stock of words, a few
hundred or so altogether. This is totally ridiculous. Aboriginal
languages have sizeable vocabularies which are as extensive and
elaborate as those of European and other languages. The nature
of Aboriginal lexicon is, however, different; | should perhaps
say, inevitably so, and for a very simple reason. Technically
speaking: a lexicon is culturally determined. In plain terms it
means that, for instance, a tropical population would have no
words for ‘snow’ or ‘ice’ whereas Eskimos living in the Arctic
have no terms referring to tropical plants or beasts of the jungle.
The vocabulary reflects what is relevant to a people speaking a
given language in a particular environment and age. For instance,
English has a very elaborate set of terms connected with sea and
sailing since Britain has for ages been connected with the sea and
sailing. Bedouins in the desert may not even have a word for ship;
but they have an extensive stock of words referring to camel and
activities associated with that animal. Such a terminology is
naturally missing from English. Aboriginal lexicon reflects a very
refined and detailed description of a hunting-gathering society,
its natural environment, economic activities, religious beliefs,
social organization and institutions and lots of references and
concepts relevant to Aboriginal people.

Naturally, they did not develop terms for, say, sewing machine or
television for they did not have them. In this sense, but only in
this sense, Aboriginal vocabularies are not prepared to cope with
a western-type technological civilization which has been brought
in from outside and forced upon the nomadic hunters of
yesterday. There is a discrepancy between our concepts and the



Aborigines’ life in the bush but it is not a deficiency inherent in
Aboriginal conceptualization or verbal communication. And,
unless Aboriginal languages are doomed to extinction, they can
make up for what they have not developed before. In other
words, these languages, given a chance, can expand and moder-
nize their vocabularies by either borrowing from English or enlarg-
ing the native lexicon to match present-day requirements. This
process has indeed begun without any purposeful language
planning or language engineering on our part. For example,
Wunambal people in the Kimberieys had not seen aeroplanes
before Japanese bombers paid a few memorable visits to Darwin
and the Kimberleys in 1942, Since then the aeroplane has become
an everyday feature which the Wunambals call kandjal. It is an
old native word which in the first place means ‘eaglehawk’. As the
need arose, the people simply transferred this term to the aero-
plane. Another example: in the same language the policeman is
called vyirgalngari. It is also an indigenous word: yirgal means
‘rope’ or ‘chain’ and yirgalngari ‘the man with the chain’, recalling
the grim memories of the not-too-far past with arrested Aborigines
chained up by policemen. The word banman used to refer to
tribal medicine-men; nowadays medical doctors (in, say, the
Derby hospital) are simply and logically called banman. Moduga
‘motorcar’ is clearly borrowed from English and so is midjin
‘mission’ and scores of other words (likewise, in English we
talk about spaghetti which is [talian or kindergarten which is
German or anorak and kayak which come from Eskimo).

To sum it up, Aboriginal languages are, or would be, able to
function and facilitate communication in a changed and changing
Aboriginal society. The crucial question is, however, whether or
not these languages have a fair chance of survival under the present
circumstances, when traditional Aboriginal society is disintegrat-
ing, or has disintegrated, under the pressure of a technology-
oriented civilization. In some areas where Aboriginal groups are
not outnumbered by white Australians and where they represent
more or {ess compact communities, it seems practicable to main-
tain Aboriginal languages. The Western Desert language and its
dialects (Pitjantjatjara, Ngaanyatjara etc.) can be mentioned as an
example. It is still spoken by a large Aboriginal population over a
vast area {stretching from Kalgoorlie via Leonora, Laverton and
Warburton Ranges over. to Ernabella in South Australia and up to
Docker River in the Northern Territory). In two centres
(Warburton and Ernabella) the language has been introduced in a
bilingual education programme which appears to be reasonably
successful. Primers and other, secular and religious, broks have
been printed in Pitjantjatjara and Ngaanyatjara, thereby raising
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them to the rank of literate languages. Similar projects under
similar conditions are under way in the Northern Territory. In
Western Australia, yet another literacy programme has b_een
implemented for Walmatjari spoken in the Fitzroy Crossing-
Quanbun-Camballin-Looma area; qualified linguists are qurrently
working on literacy projects at Mowanjum Community near
Derby and also in Roebourne, Port Hedland and La. Grarige
Mission. The Njigina and Kitja languages are now an Integrate
part of the curriculum in the Roman Catholic schools in Derby
and Wyndham, respectively. More often than noft, however, the
situation is much more complicated than to simply facilitate
the maintenance and development of native Ianguages._This holds
good for most of the Kimberleys and the Piloara in Western
Australia.

With the onslaught of colonization, most Aborigiqal groups
throughout this country have been displaced and disintegrated,
forced to abandon the land of their fathers and settle down in
missions or town reserves or on pastoral stations as a cheap focal
labour force. In any presént-day type of Aboriginal settlement,
there is a considerable fluctuation of residents: people.are coming
and going, take up a job at one cattle station and_ then leave f_or
another; visitors turn up to a town reserve or mission fO( a while
and then go back to another station or reserve or mission. The
mobility of Aboriginal populations has gradually and fo_rmb]y
increased during the last decades and, sweeping away terrltongal
and linguistic boundaries, resulted in an intensive demographic
diffusion. Let us take Derby (W.A.) for an example. The townsite
used to belong to the Njigina tribe now dispersed on cattle stations
or missions and reserves in the Broome-Derby-Camballin area.
In turn, the Derby town reserve accommodates displaced Abori-
gines from a number of places, such as:

1. Walmatjari of the Fitzroy Crossing area an(;J originally from
the Great Sandy Desert, a good 200-500 miles in the south-

east;

2. Bunaba, from the upper Fitzroy River area, some 250-300
miles away;

3. Djerag, from the East Kimberleys, some 400 miles from
Derby;

4. Mangala, from the north of the Great Sandy Desert, over 200
miles in the south;

5. Bardi of the Cape Leveque and Sunday Island area;
6. Ngarinjin of the Central Kimberleys, over 200 miles away.
This variety of people and Ia‘nguages is further increased by the
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population of Mowanjum Community {until 1974 Mowanjum
Mission) near Derby. The Presbyterian Mission was founded in
1911 in Worora country, viz. Kunmunja, in the Western
Kimberleys, a good 200 miles north of Derby. Later several
Wunambal and Ngarinjin families {of the Central and Northern
Kimberleys) were also admitted to the Worora camp before the
whole community shifted down to Derby. The population of
Mowanjum represents three languages not indigenous in the
Derby area and very different from those mentioned above.

All put together, in Derby we have at least eight indigenous
languages spoken by minor in-groups within the Aboriginal
society. Suppose there is a suggestion to create literacy or intro-
duce a bilingual education programme for Aboriginal children in
Derby. Any such proposal will have to face a number of knotty
problems. Firstly, it is just impracticable to develop all the eight
languages represented in Derby. If so, which one should be
selected and given priority? Should a choice rest only with the
Aboriginal community or should it also involve educationalists
and other interested outsiders? In either case, however, would
any one Aboriginal language receive popular support, that is
would it be accepted and spoken by the majority of local Abori-
gines?

Would they be prepared to appreciate a decision which favours
one (or a few) of several languages, thereby dooming others to an
unfavourable position and eventually, let’s spell it out, to
extinction? Would any such interference benefit the advancement
of the Aboriginal community in the long run? How would it affect
various age groups within the Aboriginal community, with parti-
cuiar regard to the younger generation and especially school-
children? Now, leaving all these rhetorical questions unanswered,
we might as well take a different approach, irrespective of whether
or not it resolves the problem. The importance of English for
Aborigines is undisputable, whether a first or a second language.
Once it is agreed that English is a must for every citizen of this
country, regardless of race, nationality or descent, the questions
arise whether or not it is justifiable to salvage, nay develop,
languages spoken only by a tiny minority of individuals? Should
we, or should we not, take a perhaps cruel but certainly pragmatic
approach which might seem to be an unappealable verdict of
history, anyway? In other words: if quite a few Aboriginal tribal
languages are bound to disappear from the scene of 20th century,
why should any attempt be made to save them? True enough,
one might say. But again, what about the damage, possibly and
likely done to the people concerned, mainly on a psychological
plane? Aboriginal citizens of this country have been deprived of
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their land, their traditional way of life, their culture, _thelr]c vz;lu_er
system, their identity — and we should frankly admit, oht elld
native tongues as well. Now, do we or do we not accep]’s the o}
truth that to have one’s own language is the root o urdn?[r;
dignity? Or put it differently: are we or are we not p_)reglaz}re||O _
offer human dignity of a higher degree to our Aboriginal te wd
citizens, to make up for all the humiliating deprivations impose
upon them in past and present?

In conclusion, a few points to sum up what has been said so far.

Firstly, let us emphasize it again that Aborlg_nal Ian_gttj]agesFare bl'?/
no means inferior to any other Ianggage, be_lt En‘glls. or drer!c s
Chinese or classical Latin. They are md_eed hlghly intricate ' evnced
which facilitate human communication quite adequately an !
convey a wide range of thouﬁg_hts, sentiments and message
between individuals and communities.

Secondly, Aboriginal languages have bet_en spoken bandE hanigg
down by small communities, indeed amazingly small by Europ an
standards. It is partly for this reason that j(hey cou_|d not) ri\s; :
the onslaught of a majority language (English in thlsdcas$  As
consequence of the linguistic confrontation, hund_re sl?‘ na'stic
languages have died out in the past two centuries. mg_mn ic
disintegration has been part of a general cultural disintegration |
Aboriginal society.

None the less, quite a few indigenous }anguages have_receg}tl\;
received special attention and been studied fpr acadgemll_c adn r?d
practical purposes. Several of them are being revita lzhe_ 'ha d
introduced in literacy and bilingual.educatlon projects whic aas
reportedly quite successful. There is hope that at lefast 12 Eareo_
with compact Aboriginal population and without profoun uras
pean-Australian influence, they can be developed to serv? :
carriers of literacy and printed publications, too. If ss, at etfe
some Aboriginal languages will be saved .fc_>r posterity an A?Win the
same status as the only recognized ofﬂmal language lnh uZ ra né
English. At the same time it seems quite predictable that (r)zaes s
of yet surviving Aboriginal_languageg are b_ound to d(ljsappt;ea| ¢
consequence of the continuous disruption of old tribal a

linguistic bonds.
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LANGUAGE AND WORLD VIEW
IN ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIA
Eric Vaszolyi

Driven by the instincts of self-preservation and race preservation
man has alwayg been forced to come to grips with his surrou ndingsf
In an ever-lasting search for food and shelter, safety and security
and also in a hope of abundance and happiness, Homo Sapiens has
had to assess his own potentials and limitations. Man has had to
relate himself to other people and come to terms with them
thereby finding his place in human society; and over and above'
he has had to find his own place in the immense universe of which
he is but a tiny part. Life has always required a continuous physi-
cal as well as mental effort of people to survive. In this process
man s faced with a multitude of questions and has to answerl
them in one way or other. Who am | and what is my destiny on
the earth between the cradle and the grave? What'is life all about?
How can | live as a social animal with other human beings in
accepting, supporting or confronting them? How can | under-
stanq the stars and the winds, the tide and the ebb, growth and
decline and, ultimately, death? From childhood to old age, we
always have to face a non-stop flow of questions and to answer
them either by ourselves or by accepting other people’s explana-
tions. In other words, we all develop certain concepts and beliefs
concerning the individual, the society and the universe; that is,

we all have a philosophy or world view to explain life and make
It meaningful.

It is common knowledge that different individuals may hold
d!fferent views on the same issue, in other words they represent
dlfferen'g philosophies of life. Throughout history, individuals
aqd societies have propounded quite a variety of ideas, main-
tained or abandoned by posterity. Some philosophies may seem
to be better than others: it appears to us that they explain life
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more profoundly or plausibly than others. Most of them, | believe,
are neither better nor worse — just different, depending on place
and time, cultural background and vested interests of individuals
or social groups. | also believe that we frequently incline to view
our own philosophy as preferable and indeed superior to others.
This holds good for individuals as well ‘as for societies. Further,
a difference of philosophies may, and often does, bring about
friction and conflicts between persons and groups. Is the genera-
tion gap, a disagreement of young and not-so-young, anything
else but a conflict of different world views? Is racial or religious
discrimination not a clash of divergent philosophies and the under-
lying motives and interests? Do we not tend to look at our own
concepts and judgements as the best or at least better than most
others? Do we not feel resentment when we have to accept the
validity, and perhaps superiority, of a reasoning which differs
from ours?

Aborigines and non-Aborigines in this country have evidently
represented two widely different civilizations, therefore two
absolutely different philosophies, so diverse indeed that the
confrontation between them puzzled and bewildered both parties.
The white man came here with his firm and arrogant belief in his
own absolute superiority, with a belief in his undisputable right
to intrude, conquer and force other races to appreciate all that.
His intrusion was nicely concealed under self-deceit and hypocrisy
which made him believe .in his historical mission of spreading
civilization. In this process the white man’s philosophy, his
religion, his value judgements, his concepts and expectations have
been forcibly imposed upon the Aborigines who, in turn, have
been pressed to accept all that unhesitatingly, nay gratefully.

Because of his own misconceptions, it has hardly ever occurred to
the white man that the Aborigines might also have their own
philosophy which, in its own way, proves to be coherent and
understandable. Nor did it occur to the white man that no policy
of assimilation or integration can be successful without a
sympathetic understanding of the black man’s sentiments and
philosophy.

‘Before touching upon certain features of Aboriginal world view,
we must understand that it had, -through millenia, developed
against a specific economic and social background: the existence
of a semi-nomadic hunting and food-collecting society. Such a
sociecty must have a very intimate knowledge of nature, indeed
much more intimate than the average man in our society has.
The nomadic, wandering way of life calls for an extensive mobility
which, in turn, does not facilitate an accumulation of material
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goods; on the contrary, it only necessitates a minimum of personal
possession which can easily be carried from one camp to another.
The bushman’s conceptions of valuable or useless, good or bad,
time and distance are all determined by his specific way of life
and they may, and do, differ from what we believe important in
the world of computers and supersonic jets.

One striking feature of traditional Aboriginal world view is, or
was, the unimportance of numbers and numbering. We find it
hard or just impossible to comprehend. We count, measure and
weigh everything. Our principal idols, such as money and
machines, all rest on a pedestal made of figures and calculations.
For an Aboriginal hunter, however, figures and counting are
irrelevant. When he is hungry and gets a kangaroo, his problem
is resolved. If he is lucky and kills two, that makes a pair. When a
hunting party sets fire to the bush and kills a number of kangaroos
so that the whole camp have a feast with plenty of meat, that is a
‘big mob’. There is no point in counting them; the actual number
would not make any difference since there is an abundance and
that is what counts. Likewise, the hunter must have a perfect skill
to be successful and must also have a few simple but effective
weapons (spear with a spearthrower, boomerang, a wooden club
or just a handy stone) — but neither the first nor the second
necessitate any mathematical device or calculation (unlike fire-
arms). To my knowledge, most Aboriginal languages have a word
for ‘one” and “two’, also for ‘some’ or ‘a few’ as well as for ‘much’
or ‘many’ — and that was perfectly sufficient before the white
man entered the scene and counted everything up. It may be a
point of interest to mention that Australian Aborigines do not
stand alone with their reluctance to worship figures as we do.
Quite a few hunting-gathering tribes in America, Africa, or Asia
are, or were, similarly unconcerned with arithmetic. Some have
words for ‘one’, “two’ and ‘three’; others can count up to five
and others again up to seven. One of the Samoyed tribes in
Northern Siberia also has a term to denote ‘ten’ and ‘twenty’.
The former comes out of a form which originally meant ‘hands-
two’ (i.e. ten fingers) whereas the second is derived from the
word ‘man’ (i.e. ten fingers plus ten toes = twenty).

All this makes me think that Aborigines have no inborn inability
to count. In the olden days they simply did not have to, because
it was irrelevant to them. In recent times, | think, the lack or
inadequacy of education has, to a great extent, been responsible
for their incompetence in mathematics. However, not too long
ago | had a twenty-five old Aboriginal assistant who was as good
at maths as any educated young man of his age. At the same time

| endeavoured to teach elementary arithmetic to a few men aged

35-50 and they did make a reasonable progress.
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One final word on this issue. The fact that Aborigines did not
count does not mean that they did not account for things when
needed. Pastoralists have long had the experience that a native
stockman may well hesitate when he has to give the actual number
of bullocks in a paddock. “Maybe 10. .. maybe 20..-." he might
say. A few vyears ago | foolishly asked an old man on the Derby
town reserve how many people lived there at that time. The
guestion took the old chap by surprise and he hesitated. “Maybe
20...” he mumbled “maybe a hundred. ..” he tried again; and
then suddenly he straightened up and said conclusively: ““No, it's
a million.” But the other side of the coin is that the same people
can describe each beast in a herd by a characteristic feature and
thereby account for them. A turtle farm manager told me some
time ago that one of his native labourers named several hundred
turtles individually although he had no idea about the numerical
total of the stock. This reminds me of an old experience when
a great many years ago | met-an aged-Samoyed reindeer herdsman
who could count up to five or so and naturally could not tell
exactly how many beasts he had in a herd of several hundred. But
he did know, and did account for, each beast in the mob by the
age, size, sex, colour, a funny marking on the ear, the shape of
the horn, the way of hopping or grazing about and other indivi-
dual characteristics. When some of the animals strayed away,
he set out to find them. He did not know how many were missing;
but he did know exactly which ones were missing.

The traditional Aboriginal view on time is also different from our
concept. We measure time by seconds, minutes, hours, days and
so on. We have developed a special industry to manufacture
gadgets called clocks and watches and without these gadgets we
would be absolutely confused. For us ‘time is money’ : a very
revealing adage by itself. We are more or less in a perpetual state
of rushing to and from {particularly in cities) depending on our
timetables and schedules. Time — our time — is our own invention
to serve our own benefit — but by now we have indeed become
enslaved by this formidable brainchild of our civilisation.

It is untrue that Aborigines have no sense or concept of time.
They do. In the Kimberleys (W.A.) for instance, Aboriginal
languages do have words for ‘time’ as such. But again, they do
not measure and divide time the way we do. Minutes, hours, days,
weeks or years are irrelevant to a hunter or fisherman. He has to
go out for game or fish when the appropriate time comes: at dawn
or before sundown, and it just does not matter to him whether it
is 4.15 a.m. or 6.32 p.m. It is likewise irrelevant to him how long
he has to stay out waiting for his prey: whether it is half an hour
or four hours, does not matter; what does matter is that he has got
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to kill a kangaroo, a turtle, a goanna or fish in order to fill up his
guts and to do so he has to take his time. Some time ago | ran a
crocodile farming venture with an Aboriginal crew in the Northern
Kimberleys. Frankly, my wristwatch was more often than not
redundant. We had to adjust our movements to the moon phases,
to the time when the tide came in or went out, to the crocodiles’
mating and nesting periods, to the conditions of the dry and the
wet season and other relevant factors. Minutes and hours or even
days just did not matter in our business.

Aboriginal languages clearly distinguish present, past and future.
Further, distinction is made of today versus yesterday and the
day before yesterday as well as tomorrow and the day after
tomorrow. If an event took place more than a couplie of days
ago, it was simply before or long ago; if something is going to
happen in the future, it is later on or afterwards. Apparently,
what really matters is the present: there are Aboriginal words
referring to time early 'in the morning or later in the morning,
at midday, in the afternoon, evening, early at night,. or later at
night. Very often the same word means today as well as now :
these two concepts coincide for lots of Aborigines. The coinci-
dence is reflected in Aboriginal English and we may find it confus-
ing. For instance, when an Aboriginal person has agreed to do
something now, we expect the action instantly and if it does not
come off, we blame the person for breaching his/her promise.
However, it might be the case that the poor fellow meant some
time today, in other words not right now, instantly, but some
time later during the day. ’

Time is relative, even in our society, and so is distance. What is
near enough for an adult, may be terribly distant for the very
young or the very old. Naturally, we measure distance, just like
anything else, by accepting certain units of length which are
arbitrary and a matter of convention or agreement. Until quite
recently, for instance, we had inches, feet, yards and miles; now
we have millimetres, centimetres, metres and kilometres (and all
my admiration to anyone who can tell me off-hand how many
millimetres is 5'6”). Different nations in different ages developed
different systems. Nomadic peoples and tribal societies normally
recognize the notion and significance of distance as much as we
do but may not measure it the way we do. Naturally, the Abori-
gines have not developed any such system based on figures and
mathematical calculations. Nor have American {ndians, Zulu
tribes in Africa or islanders in the Pacific. Nevertheless they have
a fairly good idea of how far you can get by walking from rniorn-
ing till midday or if you keep wandering from new moon to full

moon. Kilometres or miles mean nothing to them but the distance
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between one waterhole and another, between a creek and the next
one or the way from such-and-such a rock to the billabong — well,
that is relevant and meaningful to them.

Let’s have a glimpse again at the evidence of Aboriginal languages:
in terms of references to relative distance they outdo English or
French or German. Briefly, in English we refer to this or that.
Aborigines have a variety of words corresponding to these two
demonstratives. Reference is made to the following distance
relations: 1. this one tangible, within reach; 2. this one, not
tangible but within talking distance; 3. that one, within the
range of a stone or spear or throwing stick; 4. that one outside
such a range but still visible; 5. that one beyond sight but within
the boundaries of someone’s tribal country; 6. that one, beyond
such boundaries: very far away. Now, these distinctions are no
doubt more refined than a plain this or that. We often smile when
an Aboriginal person, after some hesitation, makes a tentative
statement like ‘little bit far away’ or “little bit long way’ but the
poor fellow cannot express a notion for which he has several
distinct terms in his mother tongue — without English equivalents.

The Aboriginal society of yesterday did not share our view on the
importance of material possessions and accumulation of goods.
Without refrigeration, it was impossible to store, for instance,
meat. It had to be obtained every day again and again. On hunting
or fishing, digging yams or collecting edible plants one must be
mobile and only needs the most essential equipment; anything
else is a nuisance. Thus property has quite a different significance
for white and black Australians. As a result of the Aboriginal
society structure and kinship system, the procurement and distri-
bution of goods also followed elaborate patterns quite different
from ours. Before the disintegration of his traditional society,
befcre the destructive effects of deprivation, alcohol, poverty,
prostitution and crime, the Aborigine did look after his extensive
family which comprised several generations and quite a number of
people. In turn, when he became feeble, the others looked after
him equally well. The law of reciprocity and a fair go for all was
an integrate part of the Aboriginal philosophy of life.

Last but not least it should also be mentioned that Aborigines
have had a coherent and sophisticated set of concepts to explain
and interpret the natural as well as the supernatural. They believed
in a spiritual existence prior to physical birth and following
biological death. Through the ages, successive generations cf
Aborigines reflected upon the evolution of natural species, the
globe and the universe and in their mythological stories they
‘elaborated their views on all that. Aboriginal world view postu-
lated an essential unity and harmony of nature in which manis a
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part but not a pinnacle or not a ruler. Man is one of the natural
species, an animal — and other animals may act like man, they
may fulfil human functions; indeed some of them played a very
important part in creation. For Aborigines our planet had always
existed; they did not recognize a chaos prior to creation. But the
earth had been barren and unpopulated until Koya, the freshwater
crocodile and Banar, the bush turkey emerged from the mist of
times and set out for a walkabout (I am referring specifically to
mythology in the Kimberleys). As they wandered along the earth,
in a sometimes co-operative, sometimes competitive fashion, they
invented and created creeks and rocks, trees and animals, heaveniy
bodies and human creatures, all that can be found on the surface
of the earth. That was lalay kala : in the Dreamtime, very long
ago, which is, however, part of the present as the universe has
always been an integrate unity. Koya, the freshwater crocodile
and Banar, the bustard also created the Wondjinas, the ever-
present spirits who regulate life and nature. The mythology of
the Wondjinas with the associated rock paintings and ritual per-
formances as well as oral tradition is unique to the Kimberleys.
I think it represents a magnificent and most valuable constituent
of what we are so proud of: the Australian heritage.

To conciude, Aborigines and non-Aborigines in this country
have represented two rather different philosophies of life which
developed for specific reasons and against different backgrounds.
[t is a matter of opinion whether one is necessarily superior and
the other is necessarily inferior: | have expressed my own doubts
about the validity of any such ranking or ordering.

The fact remains that Aborigines are, and will continue to be,
pressed to accept an entirely different lifestyle with an entirely
different philosophy and value system. They have no choice.
The minimum that non-Aborigines should do, as a gesture of
sympathetic understanding, is to acquaint themselves with Abori-
ginal views and attitudes. Without such an understanding the
contest of white and black society is an unfair game. With such
an understanding we will be able to avoid lots of frictions and
conflicts and, by a common effort, pull down the walls separating
white man from the black one.
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THE KIMBERLEYS:
A LINGUISTIC VIEW
Eric Vaszolyi

The Kimberleys division in north-western Austr_alia is bordered by
the Fitzroy River in the south, the Ord River in the east anq by
the Indian Ocean and Timor Sea in the west and north. It is an
area of some 140,000 square miles with a population of at_)out
15,000. At least half of this total are aboriginal Australians.
Geographically, the highlands of the Kimberleys differ greatly
from the adjacent barren lowlands of the Great Sandy Desert.
[t is a rocky country with high ranges and extended plateaus
intersected with-hundreds of creeks and rivers. The_abundance
of water bears a great deal on the fauna and ﬂ_ora in the area
which is a paradise to a hunting-gathering native population.
Only after having seen the arid wilderness of the desert in the
south can one really appreciate the plentiful supplies of fresh
water and natural food resources in the Kimberleys.

Such a land of plenty could in the past support a comparatively
large population. Just how large it was before the onslaught of
colonisation is not known. Some authorities assume that it
amounted to thirty thousand and possibly more. The white man
entered the scene in the 1800’s and drove in sheep and catt_le.
There was a shortlived goldrush at Halls Creek in 1886. Frontier
towns and outposts rose and the indigenous population, decimated
by disease and punitive expeditions, decreased. ““The number of
aborigines shot by the settlers, miners and the police can be only
guessed. Hundreds of men, women and even phlldren were shot
down. ..”" (Biskup p.20). Soon the first missions were founded
(Beagle Bay 1890, Kalumburu 1908, Kunmunya 1911). The last
reported massacre of Aborigines took place in 1926 at Forrest
River (“Actually, two hordes of the Andedja tribe had been
virtually annihilated by the settlers and the police’” comments
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Biskup p.85). In the late 1930’s a. few indigenous groups still
kept nomadizing in the bush. By the end of the 1940's they were
all pressed into town reserves, mission settlements or pastoral
stations.

Through the ages, the indigenous people developed a culture
representative of and unique to the Kimberleys. While sharing
basically the same lifestyle as the Aboriginal population over
most of Australia, they differ considerably from their neighbours,
the desert-dwellers in the south and the coastal tribes or islanders
of Arnhem Land in the east in many ways. Perhaps the best
known feature of this regional culture is the magnificent galleries
of cave paintings centring around the cult of Wandjina, the spirits
in the cloud, appearing in a helmet-like round headdress, with
their eyes wide open but without a mouth. Much less is generally
known about another integral constituent of the indigenous
culture: language. Even now, after a century of cultural disruption
and the onslaught of English, there are up to about twenty distinct
languages spoken in the area. Some of these are akin as much as,
say, Spanish to Portuguese and ltalian or English to Dutch and
German. Others (even adjacent idioms) can be as diverse as English
and Chinese. However, most of them differ profoundly from the
overwhelming majority of aboriginal Australian languages outside
the Kimberleys. For all that, each vernacular is as intricate and
highly sophisticated as any ‘major’ language such as English or
French or classical Latin. A randomly selected example, taken
from Wunambal, may well illustrate thus:

KU — NGA — R - MINTA — NGI — YANGA — MIYA — TIYA
thee i Plural take Past Direction Dual Emphatic
Marker Marker Marker Marker Marker

A brief analysis may be illuminative. Firstly note that the
example, segmented for the reader’s sake, is one single coherent
word made up of eight constituents (to which six more might be
added). Secondly, the base of the construction is the fourth bit.
[t is a verb root {meaning take) preceded by several particles
(technically called prefixes) and also followed by scoveral more
(linguistically called suffixes). The very first particle refers to ‘you’
or rather ‘thee’ (i.e. second person singular object). The following
one means ‘I’ (i.e. first person singular subject). The next is a
so-called plural marker referring to the preceding particle and the
two together mean ‘we’. Then comes a verb root meaning ‘take’,
followed by a so-called past tense marker and the two combined
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should be read as ‘took’ {i.e. the past tense of ‘take’). If it ended
here, the whole sequence would mean ‘we took thee’. There are,
however, three more attachments. The particle -yanga- indicates
the direction of an action and can best be translated as ‘from
there’ or ‘from that side’. The penultimate constituent is a
so-called dual marker. {In English there are singular and plural
numbers; Aboriginal languages also distinguish a dual number and
some have a trial number as well). It relates to the subject ‘we’
which is thereby qualified as ‘the two of us’. The last particle can
be best described as an emphatic modifier (consider the emphasis
in English sentences like ‘He did write a letter’ or ‘It was a jolly
good idea’) and refers to the verb which can now be interpreted as
‘did take’ instead of a plain ‘took’. All put together the whole
word, kungarmintangiyangamiyatiya means ‘the two of us did take
thee away from there’. It will also be noted that a single Abori-
ginal word, incorporating a number of particles, corresponds to a
full English sentence. :

The map gives the reader some idea of the main language units and
their approximate location prior to and at the beginning of
colonial rule. Some of them had been in contact with one or
another neighbouring group but had been isolated from others.
Thus we know about ancient social and cultural bonds between
Wurora and Ngarinjin, on the one hand, and these two vis-a-vis
Wunambal, on the other, whereas none of these established any
close contact with, say, Njigina or Bunaba which, in turn, had
traditionally interacted. As a result of colonisation, the patterns of
traditional Aboriginal habitation have dramatically changed in the
Kimberleys. Large groups of indigenous people have been
csplaced and forced to move often hundreds of miles away from
their ancestors’ country. The Wurora and Wunambal people, for
instance, have been dispersed and had to take refuge either at
Mowanjum Mission near Derby or at Kalumburu Mission in the
northernmost Kimberleys. After their removal the whole north-
western coast and adjacent islands became virtually deserted.
Several indigenous groups have physically disappeared. Others
have escaped extinction but lost their identity, including the
heritage of a native language, and merged with survivors from
other clans or tribes in town ghettos or missions or in the ‘native
quarters’ of pastoral stations. To illustrate the resuitant situation,

it will suffice to mention Derby as an example. The townsite and

its environs used to belong to the Warwa and Njigina people (the
latter dispersed in the area whereas the former are virtually extinct
by now). In their stead, Derby accommodates Aborigines of the
following tribal affiliations:



22

ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIAN LANGUAGES: KIMBERLEYS, W.A.
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1. Bunaba from the Fitzroy highlands, some 150-200 miles
away.

2. Mangala from the north of the Great Sandy Desert, over
200 miles in the south.

3.  Walmatjari, also from the desert.

4. Djerag from the Eastern Kimberleys, some 400 miles away.

5. Bardi of Sunday Island and One Arm Point.

6. Ngarinjin from the Central Kimberleys, over 200 miles away.

7. Wurora of the Western Kimberleys, south of the Prince

Regent River, some 200 miles north of Derby.
8. Wunambal of the Northern Kimberleys, over 400 miles away.

The direct result of this forcible migration, along with general
human pauperization, has been a partial or total loss of cultural
heritage including ‘the vernacular. Many Aboriginal children fail
to acquire any indigenous language (wrongly believed to be
inferior) whereas often they pick up only a minimum of English
which does not enable them to fully and meaningfully communi-
cate with people outside the camp. Thus they are stuck in the
vicious circle of a spiritual and intellectual breakdown from which
they would like to escape. But there is no alternative.

However, recent developments hold out hopes for a better future.
The policy of self-determination opens up a new prospect for
Aboriginal Australians and a physical, spiritual and intellectual
revival seems to be-on hand. In the Kimberleys, too, new
independent communities have developed at One Arm Ponnt
Looma, Oombulgurri and elsewhere and Aboriginal identity is no
longer a thing to be ridiculed or be ashamed of. Linguistic rehabili-
tation is part of this process of revitalization. It is a welcome
change to see that children are made aware of the values of their
Aboriginal vernacular and encouraged to use it both at home and
in school (in particular, some Roman Catholic schools and
missions in the region should be credited for this initiative).

A breakthrough has recently taken place at Fitzroy Crossing where
a literacy program in the Walmatjari language has been
implemented. Walmatjari has thus become the second literate
Aboriginal vernacular in Western Australia (after Ngaanyatjarra at
Warburton Ranges). People can now read and write Walmatjari and
a number of pamphlets and books, both secular and spiritual, have
been printed. The idea has fast caught on. The people at Looma
have also initiated an adult literacy class in Walmatjari which too is
now part of the curriculum in the community school at Qanbun.
Other vernaculars can also be developed along the same lines.
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Indeed, the communities at Oombulgurri {near Wyndham) and
Mowanjum are, with the aid of trained linguists, currently working
on alphabets for Wunambal, Wurora and Ngarinjin, respectively.
At La Grange Mission (south of Broome) Karadjari, Mangala and
Njangumada are studied and taught. Children chatting in Njigina
can be heard in the Holy Rosary school at Derby whereas Kitja
conversation classes have been introduced in the Wyndham
convent school.

So far so good. After a century of deprivation and discrimination,
it appears in the Kimberleys (and elsewhere) that Aboriginal
Australians are no ‘dying race’. Given a chance, their culture and
languages are viable realities and indeed constituent parts of what
we proudly call the Australian heritage. Hopefully, it is not
unjustifiable optimism to believe that the truth of Aristotle’s
old adage comes true in this part of the world: ““To have one’s
own language is the root of human dignity.”

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Biskup, Peter. Not Slaves Not Citizens. The Aboriginal Problem in Western
Australia, 1898 - 1954 University of Queenstand Press, 1973.

25

S

THE NOTION OF BALANCE
IN MANTJILTJARA GRAMMAR
James Marsh

During the checking of some portions of the Bible which had
been translated into Mantjiltiara2, my language helper and | were
discussing the words of Jesus in John 14:13: 1 will do whatever
you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the
Son.”” The phrase ““ask in my name” was familiar to the language
helper as an English expression of dubious meaning, but unknown
in his own language. He was uncertain of the accuracy of the way
the phrase has been translated, and suggested a literal translation
of ““to ask” plus a locative suffix on “my name”. | asked him
what this expression would then mean to the “old people” in
camp. “Oh, they wouldn’t have a clue what it meant!”’ he replied.
When [ explained that we wanted to make the expression meaning-
ful to the people who had never heard it before, he exclaimed in
English, “You mean it has to rhyme!”’

By this reply, this Aboriginal man was expressing two ideas
important, not only to the linguist, but also to any other person
wishing to sympathetically understand Aboriginal views and
attitudes. The first idea is relevant to anyone who learns a foreign
language, especially a non-European language. That is, he can
construct an utterance using the correct sounds, and the utterance
can appear to be grammatically acceptable, but it fails to commu-
nicate meaningfully to a native-speaker of the language because
it was not expressed -in terms of experiences within the culture.
The key to success in this area is for the learner to continually
remind himself that he is a learner and that the proper concepts
will be eventually grasped if he perseveres. He should also be aware
that the people with whom he wishes to communicate are usually
eager enough to share their language with him to continue
patiently teaching him, even if he does appear to be remarkably
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slow at times!

The second idea reflects the view of Stanner (1970:314) when
he states that ““the more one sees of aboriginal life the stronger
the impression that its mode, its ethos and its principle are varia-
tions on a single theme — continuity, constancy, balance,
symmetry, regularity, system, or some such quality as these
words convey.” To the Aboriginal mind, balance, regularity,
and system — “‘rhyme” — are synonymous with meaningful
communication. These patterns of balance are observed, not only
in the daily experiences of the Aborigines, but in the grammar
of the languages that verbalize those experiences. The purpose
of this paper is to briefly present some observations on the
patterns of balance and system in the grammar of Mantjiltjara.

From the smallest meaningful parts of the grammar, Mantjiltjara
exhibits balance, chiefly by means of repetition or amplification
of a basic part.

The verb stem ka-3 ‘take’ is probably related to the nominal
kaka ‘mother’'s brother (i.e. uncle)’; while the verb stem ma-
‘get’ appears to be related to mama ‘father’, as well as the verb
stem mama- ‘grab something from someone’. The verb stem pu-
‘hit’ is seen in the word for ‘older brother’, pupu. Each of these
relationship terms suggests a characteristic behaviour of these
relatives in relation to a particular individual, particularly during
an older boy’s initiation into manhood.

The vocabularly, or lexicon, reveals many examples of redupli-
cation with the subsequent result of new or extended meanings.
The word miji ‘blood’ is reduplicated to produce mijimiji ‘red’
with a descriptive meaning. The word warrinyji ‘young initiated
man’ becomes pluralized, warrinyjiwarrinyji ‘many young initiated
men’, through reduplication. Reduplication produces a meaning
of intensification in wujuwujulpa ‘very narrow’ (from wuju
‘narrow’). The verb stem paka- ‘get up’ has the meaning ‘quickly
get up’ when it is reduplicated: pakapaka-. Among the many
concepts expressed by reduplication are the onomatopoeic repre-
sentations of a sound, as in ngilarnngilarn ‘a noise’; areas related
to sight, smell and the other senses, as in palypaly ‘blurred’ and
manymany ‘a doggy smell’; temporal ideas such as kuwarrikuwarri
‘now’ and rukaruka ‘late afternoon’; and many plant and animal
names, such as kurtakurakurtakura ‘a plant species’ and pinypiny
‘a bird species’. There are many words in the lexicon that appear
to be reduplications, but their non-reduplicated base cannot be
isolated. For example, parnparn ‘a warm place’ appears to have
parn as a base that has been reduplicated, but the form parn is in
fact meaningless in isolation.
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A noun in a noun phrase may have one or more modifiers. Noun
modifiers include determiners (e.g., kuju ‘singular, one’), demon-
stratives (e.g., ngaa ‘this, close’), adjective-like nominals {e.g.,
walyku ‘bad’ and yaita ‘cold’), nominals with one {or mor_e) o,f the
many relativizing suffixes (e.g., maju-warta ‘big-characterizer .and
puri-ngka ‘shade-locative’), and a verbal stem wh_u;h is suffixed by
a relativizing particle (e.g., yanku-nyjan ’go-re!qt[wzer' and punka-
ljaku ‘fall down-predictive’). All of these modifiers are v_|evx_/ed as
either relative clauses or reduced relative clauses. That is, in the

sentence,
1. jarntulu @ — 0 marumaru-lu pajarnu martu-
dog-case  he-him black-case bit man-case4
‘The black dog bit the man.”

the modifier ‘black’ is interpreted as a relative clause, ‘which is
black’ and the sentence means

2. ‘The dog, which is black, bit the man.’
Similarly, in the sentence,

3. martulu @ — @ nyarra-lu yanku-nyjan-ju
man-case  he-it there-case go-relativizer-case
wakarnu yapuwija-
speared kangaroo-case

“The man going there killed a kangaroo.’

the relativized verb yanku-nyjan is interpreted as ‘who is going’
and the demonstrative nyarra ‘there’ is interpreted as a reduced
relative clause ‘who is there’. The sentence would then mean

4. ‘The man, who is going (and) who is over there, killed a
kangaroo.’

The amplification of the head noun in a noun phrase by relative

clauses or reduced relative clauses has the effect of paraphrasing

the original topic of the noun phrase and producing an internal

balance within the phrase. This interpretation appears to most
accurately reflect the speakers’ reaction to their own language.

Within the sentence, balance is achieved through an obligatory
grouping of bound person markers following the first word of a
sentence.

5. pungu -laju-jananya
killed we-them
‘We killed them.’
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in (5), -laju-jananya serves as a ““bookkeeping device”’ to indicate
the participants in the sentence. Although (5) is a complete
sentence, it could only be fully understood if the context were
known to the hearer, e.g., the context of hunting for a type of
large lizard, maruntu. Sentence (5) can be expanded to (6) to
indicate more specifically who the participants in the action
are.

6. pungu -faju-jananya ngayutin-ju maruntukaja-O
killed we-them we-case lizards-case
‘We killed the lizards.’

Thus, the bound pronoun -laju is equivalent to the free pronoun
ngayutin and the bound pronoun -jananya is equivalent to the
noun maruntukaja. In fact, the nouns of the expanded sentence
may be interpreted as another instance of amplification or repeti-
tion.

The remaining two areas of the grammar to be discussed are by
far the most interesting in regard to balance and system. These
are the paragraph and discourse. Nine distinct paragraph types
have been identified in Mantjiltjara and three classes of discourses.
The paragraphs are fitted together in systematic ways to produce
the different discourses. Although the grammatical connectives
such as ka- ‘and then’ and palunyajanu ‘after that’ are somewhat
limited in number, they do provide one of the clues for deter-
mining new paragraphs in certain discourse classes. Change of
speaker or topic can also provide clues for paragraph breaks
when there are no overt grammatical connectives in the discourse.
Among the sub-types of the Narrative Paragraph is the Narrative
Cyclic Paragraph which clearly illustrates the sense of balance and
fondness of repetition in Mantjiltjara.b

#
7 A. After that, we were sitting down.
B. Wewent for food.
B*. We got food for ourselves.
A*. We were sitting down to eat.

Both the first and the last sentences of this paragraph refer to the
same event, sitting down. Sentence B* is a paraphrase of sentence
B.

Other representative paragraph types also illustrate this balance.
Amplification Paragraph (Paraphrase Sub-type):

8. A. His father was put face-downwards.
A*. He died.

Sentence A is a euphemistic way of stating that a person has died.
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Amplification Paragraph (Factoring Sub-type):

9. A. The man was standing/watching.
B. He was standing.
C. He was watching them.

The verb in A ‘stand/watch’ is a single verb expressing a dual
activity, whereas the verbs in B and C are different verbs
expressing the singular activities of ‘standing” and ‘watching’
respectively.

Amplification Paragraph (Negated Antonym Sub-type):

10. A. Heisnotan old man.
A*. He remains a young man forever.

‘Not an old man’ in sentence A is equivalent to ‘a young man’
in sentence A*.

The final grammatical unit to be examined is the discourse. Three
discourse types are posited for Mantjiltjara: Narrative, Dramatic
and Expository. Discourses vary in length from single paragraph
stories to lengthy accounts. But whatever the length, or subject,
the features of event, repetition, balance and unity are reflected
in the flow of the discourse.

The Aboriginal world view® appears to analyse reality largely in
terms of events. Theirs is a harmonious world in which the events
of the ancient creation period (the Dreamtime) and the present
period in which these events are regularly re-enacted are welded
into a balanced whole. These events appear to be spatially related
rather than temporally related. Movement from one event to
another characterizes the stories of daily activity told about the
campfire, as well as the most basic of the myths of creation:
they usually begin with some form of the verb ya- ‘go’. Along with
this feature of mobility, the concept of reciprocity is a recurrent
theme. Stanner (1970:315) notes that “nearly every social affair
involving goods . . .is heavily influenced by egalitarian notions;
a notion of reciprocity as a moral obligation; a notion of
generously equivalent return; and a surprisingly clear notion of
fair dealing, or making things ‘level’...” These notions of reci-
procal action and motion from one event to another are apparent
through the analysis of the discourse.

The following brief Narrative Discourse illustrates the cooperation
necessary for survival in a harsh environment. The grammatical
pattern of balanced statements lends itself to expressing perfectly
this reciprocity.

11. A. When the old people lived in the desert in the east, they

would bujld fires by friction.
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Then they would leave them.
Then they would go for kangaroos.
Some of the people would stay down on the flat plain.
The rest of the people would go some distance away.
This group would climb a hill.
They would cause the game to start running.
The kangaroos would run straight toward the people
waiting on the plain.
C*. Then the ones waiting would send their spears flying
at the kangaroos.
B*. They would take the game back to camp.
A*. There at camp, other people would start a fire.
Those Aborigines would make a fire.

The balance and cyclic nature of the various paragraphs in this
discourse is obvious. It begins and ends with references to fire
building. In sentence B the participants leave the camp to begin
hunting and in sentence B* they return to the camp with the
desired game. The cooperative activities of the two groups of
hunters is illustrated in the balance of C, D and C*.

The exchange between speakers in a simple dialogue might be
considered the ideal example of reciprocal activity. Such dialogue
is a feature of the Dramatic Discourse which presents an event by
recalling the conversation of the participants, or the conversation
that the narrator imagines he would hear during such an event.

12  A. We are going to get a kangaroo.
Let’s go to the hills to hunt it.
B. Keep on looking at those kangaroos there!

oo

C. Did you spear t?

C*. Yes.

D. Where did you hit it? In the stomach?
D*. Yes.

E. Now, put it on your shoulders.

In these beginning episodes of a Dramatic Discourse, there is
obviously a great deal of non-verbal activity taking place which is
not reported in the speeches. After the order to watch the
kangaroos in sentence B, is the immediate question of C, ‘Did you
spear it?’. In the real situation, this would have been the extent of
the conversation, since once the game is within sight, there would
be no verbal conversation until the animal had been speared or had
escaped. Although the replies of the second participant in this
discourse are minimal, the sense of balance and reciprocity is
nonetheless maintained. ‘

The Expository Discourse is exemplified by the following
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discourse which explains the symmetrical patterns of the kinship
system at Jigalong.

13. A. This is the way we Aborigines are grouped:
Purungu, Milangka, Karimarra, and Panaka.

B. A Purungu man will take a Milangka wife.
Their children will be Karimarra.
A Milangka man will take a Purungu wife.
Their children will be Panaka.
A Karimarra man will take a Panaka wife.
Their children will be Purungu.
A Panaka man will take a Karimarra wife.
Their children will be Milangka.
Avoidance relations for Panaka people are in the
Milangka group.
Avoidance relations for Karimarra people are in the
Purungu group.
Avoidance relations for Milangka people are in the
Panaka group.
I For Panaka people it is the Milangka group.

The balance and cyclic nature of this discourse pattern is an ideal
vehicle for displaying the social structure of the Aborigines, that
“network of enduring relations recognized between people”
(Stanner 1970:310).

Vaszolyi (1975a:6) has emphasized that “Aboriginal languages are
not, and have not been, primitive in any sense of the word.” He
also states that there is an “Impressively large number of intricate
grammatical devices’ in Aboriginal languages operating within a
patterned structure. In this overview of Mantjiltjara, | have
illustrated some of the devices used for expressing the notions of
balance and system, and the occurrence of these notions on all
levels of the grammar. | trust that in the process | have helped to
broaden the reader’s understanding and increase his appreciation
of Aboriginal languages.

In conclusion, | would like to suggest that the repeated
occurrences of the notions of balance and system in an Aboriginal
language should not appear at all strange among a people who
exist in a ‘“’system whose first principle is the preservation of
balance’ (Stanner 1970:315) —a system in which things “rhyme”.

NOTES

T o mmooO

1. The material in this paper is abstracted from Marsh (forthcoming). |
would like to thank Joyce Hudson and Marjorie Marsh for valuable
comments on an earlier draft of this paper.

2. Mantjiltjara is one of the two main dialects spoken at Jigalong, Western
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Australia (lat. 2302 24’ S and long. 1200 46’ W) and is given the
reference number 56.2c¢ in Oates and Oates (1970). Katutjara (reference
number 56.2a in Oates and Oates) is the other main dialect. Both
dialects are classified by O’Grady, Voegelin and Voegelin (1966:38) as
belonging to the Wati subgroup of the southwest group of the Pama-
Nyungan family of Australian languages. (See Wurm (1972:127) for
significant linguistic features of this sub-group.) Since the 1940s, when
a mission station was established at a former supply depot and camel
breeding yard along the “No. 1 Rabbit Proof Fence”, there has been
an ever-increasing degree of interaction between these two groups. For
the purposes of this paper, | have referred to the language spoken at
Jigalong as Mantjiltjara. As a matter of fact, Mantjiltjara, spoken by
people mainly from the region of the Canning Stock Route north of
Lake Disappointment, and Katutjara, spoken by people from the areas
south of Lake Disappointment toward Lake Carnegie, are going through
a period of linguistic homogenization. Although no formal comparative
study of the dialects has as yet been undertaken, there appears to be an
emerging ‘communalect”, referred to by the Aborigines at Jigalong as
martu wangka ‘Aborigine talk’. For further details on the history of
Jigalong and the interaction of the groups there, see Tonkinson (1974).

The material for this paper is from data collected under the auspices
of the Summer Institute of Linguistics between 1967 and'the present.
The findings on discourse and paragraph are from Marsh (1970a, 1970b)
and those on other grammatical levels are from Marsh (forthcoming).

| wish to thank the people of Jigalong for sharing their language with
me, thus allowing me to discover the beauty and order that exists in
the patterns of that language.

The transcription of Mantjiltjara words in this paper follows the practi-
cal (literacy) orthography which is based on the phonology of
Mantjiltjara described in Marsh {1969). There are seventeen consonant
phonemes: p, t, j, rt, k, m, n, ny, rn, ng, |, ly, rl, r, rr, w, y. There are
three short vowels a, i, u, and three long vowels, aa, ii, uu. It is to be
noted that digraphs indicate a single sound.

-lu {or -ju following a word ending in a consonant) is the case marker
which marks the subject of a transitive verb. (representing a zero
morpheme) signifies that the object of a transitive verb lacks an overt
case marker, i.e., it is phonologically null. The modifier of a noun is
marked with the same case as the noun it modifies, e.g. ‘dog’ and
‘black’ are both marked with -lu in (1).

Neither the bound subject pronoun ‘he’ nor the bound object pronoun
'him” have an overt manifestation in the sentence, i.e., they are both
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phonologically null and are therefore symbolized in the sentence by .
(See (5) and (6) below for the discussion on bound person markers.)

5.  "Although the use of repetition is not considered stylistically inappro-

priate as it is in English composition, there is a penchant for the use of
synonyms in Mantjiltjara. {f a speaker of Mantjiltjara has used the word
yapu ‘rock’ in a sentence in a discourse, the next occurrence of that
concept in the discourse will most likely be expressed by purli or yalyi
— terms for ‘rock’ gleaned from neighbouring dialects.

6. For additional information on Aboriginal world view see Elkin {1969,

1970), Stanner (1970), and Vaszolyi (1975b).
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6

LOOKING AT ENGLISH THROUGH
NYANGUMARDA-COLOURED
SPECTACLES

Brian B. Geytenbeek

1. introduction

The following notes were prepared originally as a basis for
discussion with school-teachers of South Hedland Primary School,
who were keen to help local Aboriginal children do better in their
school-wark. Many of these children came from the “Twelve
Mile”" Aboriginal Community, where the Nyangumarda language
forms a major part of their linguistic background. (Nyangumarda
is spoken by about 700 people in the areas around Port Hedland
and Marble Bar, and along the coast towards Broome.) The rules
and patterns of this language interfere considerably with the
children’s hearing, understanding, and use of English.

Although Nyangumarda differs from the other Aboriginal
languages in the Pilbara Region, its rules and patterns, and the
culture it is closely allied with, are much more like those of these
other languages than they are like those of English. The notes
may therefore be helpful to teachers in a far wider area. If they
enable anyone to understand their Aboriginal pupils a bit better,
build better relationships with them, and help them to make a
better job of their schooling with less wear and tear on the nerves
of everyone concerned, these notes will have served their purpose.

For convenience we have lumped these few thoughts under the
broad headings of Pronounciation and Grammar. Much could
also be said about the influence of the Aboriginal culture on the
children’s schooling, but we have restricted these notes to linguis-
tic matters.

2. Pronounciation

Children with an Aboriginal language in their background can
be expected to have trouble hearing and saying some English
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sounds, because those sounds are not in their Aboriginal language.
The following chart (somewhat oversimplified) highlights the
main trouble spots. It shows the 24 consonants of English, with
boxes around four ““families”. Members within the families are
loosely related either by the position in which they are made in
the mouth, or by the shape of the tongue when making them.
The underlined letters in the lists of words beneath the chart
give the key to the linguistic symbols used.

p t tf k
b d d3 g
f 8 i
v 3 3

]

z
m n n
w y | r h -
pat pat catch kettle
bat pad cadge get
fat path fresher
vat that pleasure

bus

buzz

In Nyangumarda the ““t * family does not exist. The children
may have learned to say some of them more or less correctly, or
they may mix them up, or substitute the ones they can say for the
ones they can't,

To complicate matters further, in Nyangumarda there is really
only one member in each of the other three families, and that one
may dress up as one or more of the others within its family from
time to time. That is, a child may be able to say a “b”, but in

rrrr

his mind he thinks he is saying a "’p”".

The “f” and “v" are not found in Nyangumarda, though two
sounds very like them, made by blowing between the lips, are.
These two, however, are merely disguises for “‘p”” in Nyangumarda,
and so the children will often substitute a ‘“p”’ for an “‘f’ in
English, not realising that a change like this in English is not
just the optional disguise that is in Nyangumarda, but actually
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changes the meaning of the word. For example, it changes “‘fat”
into “‘pat”’. -
In fact, when “p”, b”, and the two that sound like “f"" and

’

“yv" are all acceptable substitutes for “p’" in Nyangumarda, and
when “t" and ““d” both stand for t’ one can see that to an
untrained Aboriginal ear the following English words can all

sound the same:
pat pad bat bad

fat fad vat
At the end of a spelling test the child might be forgiven for saying,

“vad enough”!

Of course, this principle works the other way, too. English
speakers trying to learn Nyangumarda will f_|r_1d ,:that, like many
Aboriginal languages, it has two more “f;amnhes of consonants
that do not occur in English. One family is proncl)lugced vylth the
tongue further forward in the mouth than the ““t”” family, and
the other with the tongue further back. Nyangumarda thus has
three “I's, three “n*s, and three “t"'s, but the untrained English
ear cannot hear the difference:

ngalYi (neck), ngali (we two), and ngali (diarrhoea)

will all sound like the one word. Likewise:

mitYi (gold), miti (tick), and miti (run)

will all sound like the one word. Merely shilft,i,ng“thg tongue a
few millimetres when making one of these I”s, “n”s, or "ts
can produce hilarity or horror in the hegrers_. So please be patient
with your pupils if they mangle your English — there is a good
reason for the strong probability that they will!

One other English letter that does not occur in _Nyangu:_narda
is “h”. It is made in such a way that often the children will say
one without knowing that they have done so. Thus they may
put ““h"’s in or leave them out quite at random.

There are other sounds in English which may give the children
trouble because although they do occur in Nyangumarda they do
not occur in the same places in words as they do in English.

Probably in most (if not actually all) languages in the world‘there
are rules to the effect that some of their letters may occur in the
middle of words but not at the beginning, or maybe not at the
end. English is no exception. Consider the distribution of the “ng”’
sound in English. It occurs in the middle and at the ends of_ words,
such as ‘‘singing’” and ‘‘thingk’ (spelled “think_”), but it never
begins a word in English. Children given the-Maori name of Ngaire
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just have to put up with being called Naire or G-Naire. Of course,
it doesn‘t really bother them, because whether a person
pronounced their name with an “n’”’ or an ‘‘ng” they would not
notice any difference. They would hear an “n”" in both cases,
because their brain has programmed out the possibility of an “ng”
occurring at the beginning of a word in English.

The same principle applies to Nyangumarda children, for whom
““ng” at the beginning of a word is quite a common thing, but “p”’,
1, and “k’’ never occur at the end of a word. Nor do b, “d”,
and “g”, which are, you remember, permissible disguises of “p”’,
“t'’, and k" respectively. Thus we find a tendency to either omit
these letters when they occur at the end of English words, or to
add a vowel after them. So ‘““‘mud’’ becomes “mud-a”, and “pig”’
becomes “pigipig-i”.!

There are yet further restrictions on where letters may occur
within words in their languages. Some letters may not occur
alongside certain other letters, or perhaps they may occur on one
side, but not on the other side, of them. In English we look at a
word like “thingk” (think), and see ““ng”” and “’k” side by side in
that order, but in no English word will you ever find them side by
side in the opposite order, “k-ng’”’. In Nyangumarda we can have
“I1-k", as in “punulku’’, meaning “little boy'’’, but we never find
the sequence ““k-I", which happens to be fairly common in
English. Any word ending in k" which can take the suffixes
“-ly” or “-less”, for instance, will produce it. Perhaps some Austra-
lians have a grudge against the sequence ““I-m” in “film”’, because
folk from some areas of the eastern states normally pronounce
it ““fillum”. ‘At any rate, it helps us to see that our-Nyangumarda
friends can be forgiven if they have trouble pronouncing some
consonant sequences in English.

There is further cause for potential trouble with consonant
sequences, partially dnderlying what has just been said above. In
Nyangumarda there are only two types of syllables:— those made
up of a consonant plus a vowel, and those made up of consonant
plus vowel plus consonant. Let's code these as CV and CVC.
Words can be made up of either of these syllable-types, or any
combination of them. Notice, however, that no matter how you
put these two types together, you never get more than one conso-
nant at the beginning or end of a word. The only places where
you can get two consonants side by side are in the middle of
words. Three consonants side by side is impossible. And no
words can start with a vowel.

This means that English words like “straw’’ (CCCV), “‘ants’’
(VCCC), and “'strands” (CCCVCCC) are potential trouble-spots.
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The common reaction to this sort of things is to .insert vowels
between the consonants, and/or to leave one or more of the
consonants out — particularly the ones that are hard for a
Nyangumarda person to say. So we get:

“tore’” for ‘store”
“eean’’’ for ‘stand’’ or “stands”’
“correckly’” for “correctly”

Add stress to the first syllable of the word, which is normal for
Nyangumarda, and we get:

“pulisiman’’ for ““policeman”
“*turan’” for “strands”’
“buloke’” for “‘bloke”
“axpulain’ for “explain”

Do you see the purobulem?

So far we have dealt mainly with consonants. Vowel sounds
can be full of surprises too. Let's look at the Nyangumarda letter
3", |t actually covers a wide area of vowel sounds, from some-
thing like ““e’" as in “egg” through “a” as in “cat”, and “u” asin
“cut”’, to “o0” as in “cot’’. Its particular sound at any given time
depends upon the consonants that happen to be alongside it at
the time. You might therefore say that the Nyangumarda letter
“3” has several sets of clothes, which it wears on different
occasions. Following “y” and the three members of one of those
“families” of consonants that we mentioned as not being in
English, it sounds like ““a” as in “cat”. Following “w", especially
if it isthen followed by an “1”, ““ng”’, or k", it is likely to sound
like “0’" as in “‘cot”’. Much of the time it will sound like the “u”
as in “‘cut’”’. Same letter, several different sounds. Same person,
but in working clothes on Friday, sports clothes on Saturday,
best suit on Sunday. To find “‘a” as in “cat’”” in between “w"’
and “1” (where it ought to sound like “0”) is like meeting your
friend playing tennis in his Sunday suit.” It seems a bit out of
place.

Nyangumarda has only three vowels, “a”, “i”’, and ““u”. Each
of them has its various sets of clothes, or disguises, as we called
them for the consonants. Each of those three vowels has several
sounds inside its own box. Now English has about 17 ‘““vowels”
(depending on what dialect you speak, and how you analyse
them). Most of them show up easily if you put them between the
letters “‘p’’ and “'t”" or “b” and ‘‘d”’: peat, pit, pet, pat, putt, put,
pot, port, part, bayed, bide, bowed, etc. It is obvious therefore
that English can pose real problems for a Nyangumarda person.

rr
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What are merely changes of clothing for “a”, “i"" or “u” in
Nyangumarda nearly all turn out to be different vowels, different
people, in English. If an Aboriginal pupil confuses “pin’’ and
"pen”, ““got” and ‘“‘cut”, or “letter” and “ladder”, it is not
because he is singularly dense, but just that his brain has been
trained .to ignore the slight variations in sounds that distinguish
those words in English, because in his own language they do not
change the meaning. They are therefore irrelevant, though they
may sound a little odd when used out of their usual
Nyangumardian place, as if the speaker has a strong whitefeller
accent. From the other side of the picture, a teacher is likely to
feel a little annoyed with (if not rather superior to) an Aboriginal
child who ““talks English with such a strong Aboriginal accent”.
To correct his pronounciation, and his understanding of English,
the child needs to learn that in English these slight variations of
sound are not irrelevant. They are important, because they do
change the meaning in English. He needs some well-informed and
sympathetic help so that he can re-programme his brain to pay
attention to these sounds when he is speaking or listening to
English.

Whatever methods a teacher may choose to use in helping a
Ngangumarda -child towards good English pronounciation, he
should try to avoid giving the child an inferiority complex about
his Nyangumarda system of pronunciation, since that system is
perfectly correct — for Nyangumarda. It is not the system that is
wrong, but his application of it to a different ianguage. A French-
man learning not to nasalise his vowels in English must nonetheless
continue to nasalise them in French.

3. Grammar

We all know that language-patterns learned in childhood die hard
— especially if they are being promulgated by the child’s parents
or peer-group. Our eldest child learned to say /I are not' and
“I were not” from the Aboriginal children amongst whom she
spent the first four years of her life, on an Aboriginal station
in New South Wales. For the next few years we were living in
well-educated white societies, where no-one used these ungramma-
tical expressions. Nonetheless, she succeeded in infecting our
second child with them, and he in turn infected our third, who
was still using it until he started primary school, even though the
other two had been broken of the habit well before then.

This would seem to indicate that the bad English grammar that
our young Nyangumarda friends often use will be well ingrained,
and hard to replace. However, it may be helpful to know that
much of it is actually perfectly good Nyangumarda grammar.
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it is not their grammar system that is at fault, but their appli-
cation of Nyangumarda grammar rules to the English language.
To train them to instinctively use English grammar rules when
speaking English will probably need sets of drills specifically
designed to overcome each troublespot where the Nyangumarda
grammar interferes with the English.

Not all the children will have the same amount of J‘crouble at the
same spots, but here are some likely ones — all being promulgated
by their parents and grandparents, many of whom are not them-
selves likely to change their ways of speaking English at this late
stage, so will continue to be a virile source of “infection’’.

3.1 Word-for-word substitution

A common way of learning another language (though not
recommended) is to learn a lot of vocabulary, think of what you
want to say in your own language, and then substitute the words
of the other language for the words of your own. You might call
it ““goods-train talk’”’, where you line up your own sentence like a
goods-train, with a truck for each word, and-then empty out your
own word and put in the other language’s word as you come to
each truck along the line.

There are several things wrong with this sort of approach to
speaking another language. One is that the order of the words is
likely to be different. Another is that the other language may
need more words than your own for that sentence. When your
own sentence runs out of trucks to put words in you are likely
to assume that you have said all that you wanted to, without
realising that you really need to add some more trucks for the
extra words needed in the other language. Thus you will hear:

3.2 Omission of words

“Where John?"" for “Where is John?”’

“What you doin’?"”’ for “What are you doing?’’
The verb “to be’ in Nyangumarda functions quite differently
from the way it functions in English. The words “is’”” and “are”
are not needed in the above two senténces in Nyangumarda, so
speakers who try translating them word-for-word into Engiish,
not having “goods-trucks” in which to put “is” and “are”, are
likely to leave them out.

3.3 Wrong words

The question, “Who ‘is name?” shows this lack of the verb ‘‘to
be” (as well as the lack of “h""), and another trap: in English we
say ““What”, not “Who", in this context (though “Who is he?”
would be correct). Similarly “What for you doin’ that?”, which

0
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is good Nyangumarda, overlooks the fact that though when told
to do something we- might say “What for?”, in this particular
case the correct English word to use is “Why?"’

3.4 Prepositions versus suffixes

English is famous (or infamous) for its prepositions, with their
often numerous and even contradictory idiomatic meanings.
Nyangumarda has no prepositions. It uses suffixes instead, adding
these onto the end of words. Thus we have:

mungka-lu stick-with “with {a) stick”
maya-nga house-at “at (the) house”
pulowa-pa kuyi-pa flour-and, meat-and “flour and meat"”

Notice that Nyangumarda does not need the words ““a’* (or ““an”’),
and “the”. Also that the suffix “-pa’’, roughly translatable as
“and”’ in the above phrase, occurs twice where in English it would
only occur once.

3.5 Word-order

pifferences in word-order (or suffix-order as it more commonly
is in Nyangumarda) show up clearly in Nyangumarda verbs:.

"I used to ride horses”

“horse ride do-past-habitually-I-they-object”

“He and | would have made you two do it long ago”’
“do-past-unrealised event-long ago-he and l-you two-object”

(The words between hyphens represent the suffixes). This all
sounds very confusing to an English speaker, but perfectly normal
to a Nyangumarda speaker. We need to remember that the
converse is also true. English sentences look perfectly normal to
us, but may sound very confusing to a Nyangumarda person. It is
therefore not to be wondered at if he misses some parts of the
meaning of a sentence, with or without realising it. If he does
suspect that he has not fully understood, he may well be tempted
to take a flying guess at what was intended, rather than ask for
the sentence to be repeated. Many Government offices, employers,
doctors, nurses, etc. etc. have been frustrated by assuming that
because an Aborigine talks English he must also understand it.

3.6 Pronouns

Widespread in this area is the use of “he” to stand for “he”,
“she", and “it"”. This is because the Aboriginal languages have
only one word which covers all three. It is somewhat disconcerting
to a white person to have a girl pointed out with the statement,
“He’s my sister””! This point will probably need a lot of attention,
because while a child uses “he” for “she’ in the school play-
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ground, class-room, or anywhere else, he will draw. ridicule from
white children. The resultant shame is likely to make the child
draw back into himself and his Aboriginal group more than ever.

3.7 Politeness

There are no separate words in Nyangumarda for ‘“please’ or
“thank you'’. These concepts are conveyed by adding a suffix
“ kurra’”’, which indicates that the speaker is being respectful.
Many languages around the world function in this way, and
many a European, ignorant of the fact, has jeered at the rude-
ness of the people “who have no words for ‘please’ or ‘thank
you' ",

3.8 Either/or

The alternative possibilities expressed in English by ‘or’ are not
expressed that way in Nyangumarda. To ask a person ‘Do you
want a pen or a pencil?’” may have them expecting to receive
both. !f a child shows confusion over an “either/or” choice,
you could mention the two things, then ask “Would you like
the pen? Would you like the pencil?”” Or you could hold the
two items out in separate hands and tell him to take one of them.

39 ...

“1§ is a small word with a big effect on overall meaning. “If the
engine oil is dirty, change it”, has resulted in a brand-new lot of
oil being drained from an engine, not long after someone else
had already changed the engine’s oil. There is no word for “if"”" in
‘many Aboriginal languages. Maybe the Aborigine in this instance
did not hear the word “if”, or did not know its meaning and
decided to ignore it. In that case, he would have registered the
sentence as an instruction: ““The engine oil is dirty. Change it!”

3.10 Time relationships,
Words which relate two events together in time may also be

misunderstood — “while””, “during”, “before”, “after’”, “"when”.
For instance, there is no word for “before” that we know of in
Nyangumarda. This is no great loss, since one can achieve the
same result using ‘‘after’” by merely changing the order of the
events in the sentence. “’| will do it before | go to town’’, becomes

“After | do it | will go to town".
3.11 You gotta . . .

In some way we have not yet traced {unless “-kurra” has been
confused with “‘gotta”), at least one Nyangumarda way of saying,
“Please may | have ...” comes out in English as ““You gotta give
me . .."" Many a white person, hearing, *"You gotta give me . . s

likely to reply promptly and heatedly that, ‘| don’t gotta do.any
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such thing!” A child sternly reprimanded by his teacher for asking
for a pencil in this polite (but to us offensive) way is likely to
wonder just what went wrong.

Wga heard of an Aboriginal Council, discussing problems with the
missionary administrators, using the expression, “You gotta do
such-and-such”, when what they were translating from their own
Ianguage was really the equivalent of a tentative suggestion, “Do
you think it would be a good idea to do such-and-such?’”

3.12 Teaching style:

This is not strictly a matter of grammar, but is none-the-less a

very important part of communication. We notice a considerable

amount of repetition in Nyangumarda, and it is found in many

other Ab_origlnal languages also. We are not qualified at this stage

to describe it in detail, but will merely quote a couple of

axz;mples, one from a Western Desert dialect, the other.from
ebrew.

“An_d thi_s bus went qlong and became in need of water. And
we in vain were pushing it. We left it and were sitting there.
Sitting there we were eating food. We ate and saw that the boss

lr11addc,9me. And the boss came and said, ““That bus has a cracked
ead.

“Happy is the man who refuses the advice of evil men,
Whp does not follow the advice of sinners,

Or join those who make fun of God.

Instead, he enjoys reading the law of the Lord,

And studying it day and night.

He is like a tree that grows beside a stream;

It gives fruit at the right time,

And its leaves do not dry up.

He succeeds in everything he does.

But evil men are not like this at all;

They are like straw that the wind blows away.
E_vi| men will be condemned by God;

Sinners will be kept apart from the righteous.
The Lord cares for the righteous man,

But the evil man will be lost forever.”

(Psalm 1, Today's English Version)

We are not suggesting that all teaching should be done in poetic
§ty|e. However, you will readily recognise the re-statement styles
in the two passages just quoted. In the first, the last part of one
statement is picked up and used as the first part of the next
sentence. In the Hebrew Psalm each main thought is re-stated once
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‘or twice, with either a positive or a negative thought that
re-inforces the main one.

The ancient Hebrew psalmists were masters of teaching style.
There is evidence that the modemn Aborigines are also masters of
the art. One thing that the two races observed is that new informa-
tion must not be proffered too rapidly to be grasped. Often we
have noticed white people giving instructions or information to
Aboriginal people in rapid progression, as if they were operating
a teletype machine. We strongly suspect that using a normal
English style in a class-room may catch Aboriginal children
unawares. They may not be used to new information being
supplied one piece after another, They expect the second state-
ment to be in some way a re-statement of the first, and by the
time they have realised that it wasn‘t, the third, fourth or fifth
statement may already be in their ears.

No doubt there are many other angles of interference between
English and Nyangumarda grammar, because the two languages are
so extremely different from one another. Different individuals
may have mastered different facets of the overall problem. Many
of the children from ““Twelve Mile” Community are not fluent
speakers of Nyangumarda (or of English), and it may well be that
their bad grammar is not the result of their translating from
Nyangumarda into English, but” merely the result of them using
English the way they have always heard it used. In either case
the result is the same — they need well-designed help, and a
sympathetic teacher may be the deciding factor that helps the
child overcome the cumulative effect of the numerous linguistic
obstacles in his path, and find acceptance and a useful life in
an English-speaking society.
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ALICE SPRINGS
ABORIGINAL ENGLISH
Margaret C.Sharpe

1. Introduction

In 1975 a request came from Traeger Park Primary School staff
and parents of Aboriginal pupils in Alice Springs for study of the
Eng_llsh used by Aboriginal and part-Aboriginal children in Alice
S_prlngs. The El_'lglish used by the children would be classified as a
d!alect of English, not a separate language, and on the whole the
d!fferences are of the order which could be found in English
dialects in the U.K. or America.

_Engllsh used by whites in Alice Springs differs a littie from English
in some parts of Australia, but is most similar to Queensland
E.ngllsh: statements are often said with rising rather than falling
pitch at the end, and the tag question eh is quite common. A
common word or phrase borrowed from the local Aboriginal
English is ‘mobs’ or ‘bigges’ mobs’ (the secretary may hand you
three letters and tell you she has mobs of letters for you today!).

2. Phonology

Aboriginal children fluctuate in their English use between a
st_andard close to broad Australian and a form slightly different.
Firstly, there is fluctuation in sounds between standard English
sounds and others more like those in the Aboriginal languages of
the area. The fricative h is often dropped. It does not occur in
Abor!g!nal languages and it is‘'wrongly inserted only rarely. Most
Abo_rlglnal languages lack fricatives f, v, th, s, z, sh, and affricates
ch, j, so these are often replaced by stops in Aboriginal English:
f and v are replaced by p and b: th is replaced by an interdental
stop (like our th, but with the airstream stopped) and s, z, sh, ch
j are replaced by t or ch (or a ch-like sound). Sometimes ;)ar{icu—'
larly with the sibilants s, z, etc., there is substitutior; of one
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sibilant for another, or use of s for English th, so we sometimes
hear nasing (nothing), shiraffe (giraffe), shuck it away, checrets
(secrets), etc. Voiceless stops (p, t, k) may replace voiced stops
(b, d, g) word finally. This is reflected in written work — children
may spell ‘bed’ bet, and ‘had’ at, etc. w is often pronounced in a
way such that it sounds like r. :

Secondly, consonant clusters are reduced in many words. A final
consonant is often dropped, and a vowel might be inserted
between two word-medial consonants. Hence ‘emu’ becomes
imiyu, ‘Piggly Wiggly’ (a supermarket) becomes piggaly wiggaly
(where’a’ indicates the unstressed neutral vowel in, for example
the in the cat), and final d's and t's after n are often dropped.
So we have can’, don’, han’, didn’, foun’, aroun’, etc. Interest-
ingly, a final d, though often omitted phrase finally, may reappear
in a phrase if the next word begins with a vowel, and it sounds as
though it is part of the following word. So we have phrases such as
roun dan roun dan roun, and hans dup (hands up)!

Thirdly, the vowels in Aboriginal English differ a little from
standard English vowels. Where standard English has three short
front vowels as in pit, pet and pat, Aboriginal English only has
two as in pit and pat. Hence, one writes with a pin {or biro) or
pinsil, and hangs out the clothes with clothes pigs. (To add to the
confusion of the uninitiated, you can go and pick wil’ pigs from
the wild fig tree.) The short e before a voiced consonant in
standard English is actually longer than the short e before a voice-
less consonant, and Aboriginal English uses a different vowel
sound here, hence eygs for brikfis, and fly a fleyg. As in broad
Australian English, the first part of the vowel glide in such words
as down and out is like a in cat (but longer), but also the w off-
glide i$ often omitted, so ‘out’ in Aboriginal English often sounds
rather like ‘at’ in standard English (and ‘at’ is pronounced more
like at, with the neutral vowei). These differences sometimes
cause the type of communication problems Australians and
Americans have with each other.

3. Simplifications of English Grammar and Phonology

Unfortunately in some ways, certain forms in Aboriginal English
are the same as forms in the immature speech of children from a
standard-English speaking environment. This fact, combined with
communication problems across a cultural barrier, can lead some
people to speak of a ‘language deficit’ or ‘language retardation’
in these children. Differences there certainly are, and some deficits
there may be {and from the Aboriginal angle there may be some
deficits in standard English also}, but the deficits do not lie in this
area. If a child says | going (or 1 goin’) for ‘I'm going’, we was
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‘gtc\aﬂllgg f_or wefwere g'oing’,' a applle for ‘an apple’, two woods for
hied pleces of wood’, or e for ‘he, she, it’, there is no concept
imitation involved, only a simpler or regularised grammar.

One SImphfgcation of English is that the articles the and a are
unchanged in pronunciation before vowels, hence a apple and
the orange. Another simplification is the existence of two front
short vowels |n§tead of three, as mentioned above. In only a few
words does this produce homonyms (‘pin’, ‘pen’ in one case)
and even then the context usually makes the meaning clear, and
does so well enough that we can often not notice that the A,bori-
glnal_ speaker is using short i in many words where standard
English has short e. These differences mainly become noticeable
only when a person is listening for sounds not sense.

4. Contraction Rules

Abpriginal English has certain rules for elision i
which differ from those in standard English, or avr\:ﬁicc}:)r;trr;c&gg
more commonly than by standard English speakers (who will
use some of them in casual speech, but may well deny they do)
A frequent example is the optional assimilation of the th of
the to the preceding consonant of a preposition, so we often have:
onna table (where the geminate consonant indicates consonant
length)

alla people

inna book

atta shop etc.

Usually the vowel of the retains the neutral i

forms can be distinguished from on a table, a'lcllu:IgZoslr:ed et