Endangered Languages Academic Programme – Aboriginal Languages Workshop

Friday May 19th 10am to 2pm Room: B104
This workshop discusses issues in the study of Australian Aboriginal languages with a focus on languages of eastern Australia. It will cover linguistic topics as well as the development of multimedia for a language revival project.

The workshop is free and open to all.

Programme

	10am
	Peter K. Austin, ELAP
	‘Opening remarks’

	10:05am – 11:05am
	Jean-Christophe Verstraete, University of Leuven
	‘Case marking and information structure in Umpithamu (Cape York, Australia)’

	11:05am-11:30am
	Break
	

	11:30am-12:30pm
	Peter K. Austin, ELAP
	‘Language loss and linguistic loss: the Aboriginal languages of south-eastern Australia’

	12:30pm-1:00pm
	Break
	

	1:00pm-2pm
	David Nathan, ELAR
	‘The Singing Dictionary: Interactive Multimedia for Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay, New South Wales’


Abstracts

‘Case marking and information structure in Umpithamu (Cape York, Australia)’

Jean-Christophe Verstraete, University of Leuven

In this paper, I will describe a system of ‘optional’ ergative marking in Umpithamu, a  language of Cape York Peninsula (see Rigsby 1997), showing that use of the ergative marker is obligatory for inanimate agents and optional for animate agents, governed by a principle of agent focus. I will argue that the distinction between structures with animate and in animate agents has reflections in other parts of the grammar, and I will show that optional marking of animate agents is based on a discursive mechanism that is different from those observed for other ‘optional ergative‚ languages (McGregor 1992, 2006, Gaby 2004).

The ergative marker in Umpithamu is a phrasal clitic -mpal, attached to the last element of the NP. When used with animate agents, -mpal is variable, depending on whether the agent is in focus or not. Thus, in (1), presence of -mpal puts the agent in focus (the agent‚s identity is crucial here in an argument about food sharing), whereas in (2), taken from the same narrative, absence of -mpal signals that the identity of the agent is not discursively relevant. When used with inanimate agent nominals, on the other hand, as in (3), -mpal is obligatory, irrespective of information status.

	(1)
	 mantha
	eentinti-mpal
	 watyu-n
	iluwa

	
	child
	 little-ERG
	spear-PST
	 3SG.NOM



‘It’s the child who speared it.’

	(2)
	 mantha 
	 eentinti
	kali-n
	iluwa

	
	child
	 little
	carry-PST 
	3SG.NOM


            ‘The child carried it.’

	(3)
	 ngoki-mpal
	ungka-n
	antya-ngana

	
	water-ERG
	 wet-PST 
	1PL.EXC-GEN


            ‘The water (splashing up) made us wet.’

The distinction between (1)-(2) and (3) in terms of ergative marking has further reflections in two other domains of the grammar. The first domain is the marking of (human) direct objects, for which Umpithamu has a choice between accusative and genitive pronouns, with genitive marking an unexpected lack of control of the object over the event. Structures with animate agents can choose genitive pronouns with semantic effect, for instance to emphasize the dehumanizing effect of an action, while structures with inanimate agents are again special in that they always take genitive pronouns, as in (3) above. The second domain is the position of pronouns, which can be in post-verbal or clause-initial position, governed by the same principle of agent focus that determines use of ergative marking for animate agents. Unlike in other optional ergative languages, this principle is not a matter of unexpectedness on the level of narrative episodes (see McGregor 1992, Gaby 2004), but instead operates on a more local level, associated with contrast relations, question-answer pairs or local explanatory relations between clauses (as in (1)).
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‘Language loss and linguistic loss: the Aboriginal languages of south-eastern Australia’

Peter K. Austin, ELAP

The literature on endangered languages frequently suggests that the endangerment and loss of languages should cause for concern because it involves a loss of knowledge about language and linguistics in general. Thus, we find quotations such as the following:

“the loss of a language is like the loss of the Louvre. It represents an entire culture. Each

language has something beautiful to bring to the story of human language.” (Ken Hale, quoted

in MIT Spectrum, Spring 2001)
and

“not a few linguists believe that an overall understanding of language will become extremely

warped if only one or two languages are made the objects of research. They maintain that

gaining a grasp of overall patterns, including the delineation of universal principles, requires a

body of accumulated research and analysis of as diverse a sampling of languages as possible.

Minor languages that are headed toward extinction without ever having been sufficiently

studied or recorded-especially those spoken in remote areas that are relatively undiluted by

neighboring predominant languages-sometimes display features that defy generally accepted

notions in linguistics. Such languages demonstrate how misguided the rush toward

generalization can be and even compel us to fundamentally reexamine our assumptions”

(Miyaoka 2001)
In this talk I take as a case study the situation of indigenous languages of south-eastern Australia (roughly the present day states of New South Wales and Victoria) and survey what we know about these languages to explore the issue of what is lost linguistically with the loss of these languages (all of which are now moribund or extinct). Do they show unique characteristics that “defy generally accepted notions in linguistics”, and what do we mean by linguistic uniqueness anyway?

‘The singing dictionary: interactive multimedia for Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay, New South Wales’

 David Nathan, ELAR

Together with John Giacon of Walgett, north-western New South Wales, I am producing a new language resource for Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay. It is an example of mobilisation: using language data materials to produce usable products that can support language maintenance and revitalisation. However, in this case, as well as data materials we also have access to well-developed, already-published resources that are available for repurposing. As a result, there is a greater challenge to develop a flexible, high quality product. In addition, young people's exposure to screen paradigms on the web, games etc offers both opportunities and challenges. This talk will show how we are responding, and give an inside view to the development of a multimedia CDROM. 

