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NOTE: 

SOME REMARKS ON THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE IN 

THE ASSIMILATION OF AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINES 

This paper is intended primarily for the benefit 
of missionaries, teachers and other persons directly 
concerned with the assimilation of aborigines. Most 
of these persons lack formal linguistic training. 
The use of technical linguistic and anthropological 
terminology has, therefore, been avoided as far as 
possible in the presentation of the subject. 

The writer has often had the opportunity to take 
part in discussions relating to the question of the 
assimilation of Australian aborigines to the white 
man's ways. On such occasions the argument is not 
infrequently put forward that to encourage aborigines 
whose culture has not yet disintegrated to adhere to 
their old ways as far as this is practicable, may be 
retarding and hindering their adjustment to the white 
man's ways and civilization. However, it is suggested 
here that the opposite may be true, and that attempts 
on the part of persons and authorities to give abo­
rigines in their care encouragement on these lines may 
be of beneficial value in the process of assimila­
tion rather than a retarding and hindering factor. 
To justify this suggestion , it may be pointed out that 
aborigines have, as a rule, gone through a period of 
mental confusion and have suffered great difficulties 
in orientation and adjustment when their cultures 
crumbled rapidly under the impact of that of the white 
man. One important factor in this has been their pro­
nounced feeling of shame at being '�nly aborigines" 
which has been instilled into them by the white man's 
attitude towards them and their cultural background. 
It is disquieting to see some white people frowning 

1 

Wurm, S.A. Some remarks on the role of language in the assimilation of Australian aborigines. 
A-1, ii + 12 pages. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1963.   DOI:10.15144/PL-A1.1 
©1963 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.



at the aborigines' pride in their old wa ys, and to 
watch them trying to suppress such feelings in the 
aborigines in the mistaken belief that this may en­
able the latter to get "assimilated" more rapidly. 
It appears that, in most instances in which aborigines 
are actively encouraged to forget about their own 
ways as soon as possible and to adopt the white man's 
ways instead, the result is a very rapid breakdown of 
native society, culture, life and values, and insuffi­
cient and unsatisfactory replacement of these by white 
man's waysftnd values. The outcome is'a highly accel­
erated loss of native background with only rudimen­
tary elements of a totally alien background taking its 
place. The deplorable consequences are so well known 
and can so easily be observed in any aborigine commu­
nity whose culture has disintegrated that they need 
not be elaborated on. 

It seems that, in cases where aborigines who are 
1n a stage of transition between the old ways and the 
new, are given encouragement to continue adhering to 
some features of their old culture as far as this is 
feasible under the circumstances in which they may 
live, their transiti on from the old ways to the new 
takes a much smoother course with very much more sa­
tisfactory results in the end. The reason for this is 
obviously that, as a result of not being told to re­
gard their own ways as something to be despised, the 
aborigines have som� hold to fall back upon when slow­
ly adapting themselves to the new ideas and new ways 
which they are - gently or otherwise, either by cir­
cumstances or directly - induced to adopt. 

It is obvi ous that the aborigines experience 
great difficulty in understanding and adapting them­
selves to the white man's' ways which, in many respects, 
are radically different from theirs. They may, in 
most instances, learn to superficially imitate white 
men's customs and habits in a fairly short time, but 
without understanding the real nature and the complex­
ities of the behavioural structure underlying such 
customs and habits. As a result, they only succeed in 
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imitating some customs and habits in certain situa­
tions,but are unable to adopt the white man's full 
behavioural patterns because they are ignorant of the 
cultural principles on which those particular mani­
festations of custom and habit are based. In con­
sequence, the imitated manifestations of the white· 
man's customs and habits may be practised by the abo­
rigines in situations where, according to the cultur­
al principles determining the white man's behaviour, 
they are completely out of place. 

What has been outlined in the last paragraph is 
a normal feature of any situation of contact between 
widely different cultures, and in itself does not 
represent a serious problem. It does, however, become 
a very serious problem if, during the period of the 
transition from the old ways to the new, and of the 
gradual adaptation to the white man's ways) the old 
culture of the aborigines is allowed, or even active­
ly caused, to disintegrate in a very short time. The 
result of this is the fact that the aborigines affect­
ed do not have sufficient time to adapt themselves 
to the white man's ways in the short period in which 
they are able to hold on to their own vanishing cul­
ture. In consequence, they land in what may be called 
a cultural vacuum which inevitably leads them to lose 
their self-respect and interest in most things above 
day to day existence. It is very much harder to guide 
aborigines from this state into absorbing the white 
man's culture than may be the case with an aborigine 
community which has been encouraged to continue in 
its old ways while sl owly adopting the white man's 
ways in a controlled manner. The latter could well 
take place at Mission or Government stations, for 
instance. With such communities, the transition from 
old to new will be much smoother than with a commun­
ity whose old culture disintegrates rapi dly in an 
uncontrolled or almost violent manner, and the new 
community resulting from such a controlled transition 
could be regarded as very much more valuable from the 
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point of view of the white man. When the adaptation 
to the white man's ways has reached a high degree in 
such a community, the old ways will gradually fall 
into disuse as a matter of course without much harm 
resulting from this to the community. This is in 
marked contrast to the situation described above for 
a community which has been encouraged to drop its old 
ways too soon, i.e. before having adapted itself to 
the white man's ways. 

The aborigine language plays a most important 
part in what has been described above. Language is 
one of the highly persistent parts of culture and the 
native languages may be found to live on in aborigine 
communities for a veri considerable time after the 
disintegration of most other aspects of their culture. 
It may be argued that, as long as a native language 
survives, the aborigines speaking it still have some 
hold on their own ways, because language is a system 
of symbols with references to elements and items in 
the framewurk of an individual culture. In other 
words, if the system of symbols r eferring to an indi­
vidual culture is still in active use in a community� 
that particular culture may be said to be at least 
lingering on. It appears, therefore, to serve no 
constructi ve .Qurpose to encourage the loss of an abo­
rigine language in situations in which English has not 
been adopted in its pr oper form by the majority of 
the members of a community on a footing at least equal 
to that of the aborigine language, and in which the 
remaining minority of the community is progressing 
towards the adoption of English as well. Failure to 
observe this leads, as a rule, to the community for­
getting the aborigine language and speaking a broken 
jargon of corrupt English instead. It is very much 
more difficult to teach such a community proper Eng­
lish than is the case with a community in which the 
aborigine language is still flourishing and English 
is only spoken by a few members of the community. 
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In this connection, it may be pointed out that 
it is a very much simpler and quicker task to make. 
aborigines literate in their own languages than to 
achieve this end in English which they very often do 
not know well at all. In other words, making them 
literate in a language they know and for which a 
simple alphabet and a consistent spelling can be de­
vised by a competent linguist, is very much easier 
and, as will be shown, of greater benefit to the abo­
rigines in the long r un, than trying to make them 
literate in a lang�age which they know only improper­
ly, or not at all, and whose spellin� is amongst the 
most difficult, complex, and inconsistent in the whole 
world. Making the .aborigines literate in their own 
language will, at the .same time, teach them the prin­
ciples of the sub-division of utterances into smaller 
units and the sub-division of these smaller units, 
i. e. words, into smaller grammatical units and even­
tually sound units. Thus equipped, they will find it 
much easier to learn proper English than is otherwise 
the case. To elaborate on this, it may be noted that, 
once literate in their own language,! they would 
approach the task of learning English and of becoming 
literate in it with a full knowledge of writing and 
reading the letters which make up the English alpha­
bet, and of the principle of automatically analysing 
utterances into words, and words into syllables and 
sounds; at the same time they will, if proper gui­
dance has been given, be dimly aware of the principles 
of language structure or what might be called grammar. 
Th at is to say, when the pupils are being taught 
English, their attention could be drawn to features 
of their own language when points of English grammar 
are being explained to them. 

An argument often levelled against making abo­
rigines literate in their own languages is the sugges­
tion that literacy is only of value to people who 
have a literature of their own. This argument rests 
on two unfortunate misconceptions: 
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( 1 )  It is assumed that literacy serves the pri­
mary purpose of enabling people to read their 
literature. However, with natives who have had 
no written language, and who become literate, 
literacy is primarily of value for their daily 
life - it enables them to communicate with each 
other much more easily than is otherwise the 
case. Anyone who has been in close contact with 
aborigine communities whose culture has disinte­
grated, or is in the process of disintegrating, 
will remember the frequent requests put to him 
by members of the community that he should write 
letters on their behalf to their relatives or 
other persons, or to read out letters received 
by them from their relatives or others. It 
would quit� obviously be of great use to them 
if they could write such letters themselves and 
thereby be able to increase the frequency rate 
of their inter-communication and step up the 
exchange of thoughts with each other. The im­
portance of this for the community as a whole 
need not be stressed. It must be borne in mind 
that, with most aborigine communities which are 
in the process of transition from the old ways 
to the new, a considerable number of the members 
of the commun ity live scattered over a w ide 
area most of the time, fathers, sons and broth­
ers working at diff erent pastoral station s. 
etc. If these peopie'w�re able to write to 
each other, this would materially contribute to 
preserving the community as a functioning whole. 
In this, it should be borne in mind that, for 

an aborigine in cultural transition being a mem-
ber of his community is comparable to the white 
man's concept of having a .. home ". 

Apart from enabling aborigines to write 
to each other, their being literate is an essen­
tial prerequisite 'to their being in a position 
to lead ,a community life comparable to our own. 
In a literate community all members can easily 
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obtain lasting records of matters of interest 
to all - for liter reference if necessary - the 
results of meetings between a few community mem­
bers can readily be made accessible to all other 
members. etc. 

( 2 )  It is presumed that the aborigines have 
no literature of their own. In fact. however. 
they have a very extensive. though oral. litera­
ture. It goes without saying that once abo­
rigines have been made literate in their own 
language. they could. and should. be encouraged 
to write" doWA the numerous myths. stories and 
other items of their oral literature. These 
could then be printed or at least duplicated to 
provide the aborigines with reading material 
based on their own background which would con­
stitute an important step in preserving their 
old ways for as long as they themselves may 
think this to be necessary. 

Experience has shown that. on statio ns where 
children tend to use English in preference to the abo­
rigine language and may not even have a fair active 
command of the latter, their English could still not 
be described as good standard English. The reason 
for this is the fact that these children have continu­
ous contact with broken English as spoken by adults, 
and comparatively little opportunity to hear proper 
English. In such situations it may be advisable to 
encourage the children to speak to the adults,especi­
ally their parents, in the aborigine language rather 
than in broken English. This would reduce the fre­
quency of instances in which they are actively par­
ticipating in conversations in which broken English 
is used. At the same time it would increase the 
chances of their correct English which they learn at 
school - and which they should be encouraged to use 
when speaking to each other - remaining more or less 
unadulterated. 

7 



What has been said makes it obvious that it would 
be of great advantage if those in charge of mission 
stations and of teaching aborigines could familiarize' 

themselves with the languages used by the aborigines 
under their care. This would enable such white people 
to make the aborigines literate in their own language 
in preparation to their learning, and becoming lite­
rate in, the English language in its proper form. In 
addition, two important social consequences would re­
sult from the ability of the white men concerned to 
converse freely with the aborigines, especially with 
old people, in their own language: 

(1) The fact that the white man speaks their 
language would contribute to counteracting the 
aborigines' feeling of inferiority and their 
shame of their cultural background: Their lan­
guage is very often referred to by ignorant 
whi te people as " senseless babble ", "gibbe­
rish .. and so on, which makes the aborigines 
feel ashamed of their language which is one of 
the most important elements in their culture. 
If, however, a white man goes to the trouble of 
learning that " senseless babble IJ and talks to 
them in their own language, this gives the abo­
rigines the feeling that their language is, 
after all, not regarded by all white people as 
something to be despised. This in turn will 
materially contribute to raising their self­
esteem. 

( 2 )  A white person who has mastered the langu­
age of the aborigines in his charge is able to 
serve as a competent guide in directing them in 
their efforts to get adapt�d to, and to adopt, 
the white man's ways. He can explain the new 
concepts and ways in the aborigines' own terms 
of reference, and thereby achieve a much higher 
degree of understanding than is the case II 
Englis.h is used. It must be stressed in this 
connection that, in an aborigine community in 
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cultural transition, a white person unfamiliar 
with aborigines and ignorant of the aborigine 
language has little hope of getting much mean­
ing across to them in English however hard he 
may try, even if the aborigines concerned have 
some knowledge of English. His efforts can 
only be described as attempts to explain an 
alien cultural complex to people in terms of 
reference alien to them in content, and partly 
eve n in for m . Th e 0 f ten 1 am en ted p u z z 1 in g 
failures of attempts to teach aborigines even 
the basic elements of our culture have one of 
their roots in this inability of the aborigines, 
and of the white people who try to teach them, 
to communicate with each other on common 
grounds. It may be pointed out in this that 
assimilation is a two- way process: 

(a) A conscious adaptation of the abo­
rigines to the w h i t e  w o r l d  u n d e r  t h e  
guidance of competent white people, not 
merely the dropping o f  t h e  a b o r i g i n e  
world, and the aping o f  f a c e t s  o f  t h e 
white man's. It may b e  m e n t i o n e d  i n  
passing that in most areas i n  whi ch the 
assimilation of the a b o r i g  i n e s i s a 
topical problem, the examples put by the 
majority of the white p e o p l e  k n o w n  t o  
the aborigines are not e x a m p l e s  w h o s e  
imitation by the latter may be regarded 
as desirable anyway. 
(b) The willingness and competence of the 
white people in charge of the aborigines 
to direct and guide the latter in their 
adaptation to the white world. Goodwill 
and a thorough knowledge of the white 
man's ways are not enough on the part of 
these white people, they must have some 
knowledge of the aborigine world, have 
a tolerant outlook on it, and, above all, 
must be able to commuriicate with the abo-
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r1g1nes with the help of the latter's own 
system of reference, i. e. be able to speak 
the language of the aborigines in their 
charge. 

The question emerges at this point how such white 
people can go about the task of familiarizing them­
selves with aborigine languages. It is essential that 
anyone intending to study aborigine languages have at 
least some familiarity with'linguistics, especially 
those facets of it that have a direct bearing on field 
methods. Of these, phonetics is of the greatest im­
portance; its study will enable such white people to 
produce correctly, and to recognize, the sounds of 
aborigine languages. Phonemics is also important: 
this will give them the capability of determining 
which of the sounds uttered in the speaking of an abo­
rigine language are significant, i. e. which sound dis­
tinctions must be scrupulously observed by the speak­
er if intelligibility is not to be impaired. The 
study of morphology and syntax will give such white 
people insight into the structure of aborigine langu­
ages above the sound level, i. e. into what may be 
termed their grammar. Finally, field methodology will 
teach them how to study an aborigine language in di­
rect contact with aborigines, i. e. how to collect 
language materials from native informants, and how to 
assess and analyze such materials in applying their 
knowledge of the facets of linguistics mentioned abov� 

Both short and long courses in linguistics are 
now being offered by several Australian universities 
such as the Australian National University, the Uni­
versity of Sydney, and the University of Western Aus� 
tralia, and will shortly be available at other Aus­
tralian universities as well. In addition, the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics at Belgrave Heights, Vic­
toria, gives a condensed three 'months' course in field 
linguistics every year, especially for missionaries. 
There are, at the same time, several technical hand 
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books for the use of home students and field workers 
on which information can be obtained by application to 
any of the institutions referred to. 

As regards the special field of the Australian 
aborigine languages themselves, it may be pointed out 
that a very considerable number of them have been stu­
died in recent years by professional linguists such a� 

A. Capell (University of Sydney) , S.A. Wurm (Austra­
lian National University) , K. Hale (University of 
Illinois) ,  G. O'Grady (Indiana University) ,  �. G.H.  
Strehlow (University of Adelaide), and several others 
such as W. H. Douglas and members of the Australian 
branch of the Summer Institute of Linguistics. Re­
sults of thejr work are gradually being published. 
largely in the Oceania Linguistic Monograph Series 
issued by the University of Sydney, but information 
on languages on which there are no publ ica tions as yet 
can be obtained on application to the linguists men­
tioned. 

A problem arises at government and mission sta­
tions where a multiplicity of languages is spoken. In 
such cases it may not be practicable to use every in­
dividual language spoken at a station in the manner 
outlined above. It may, however, be possible in the 
majority �f cases to adopt one of the languages for 
this purpose, that is, the one which is numerically, 
or for other reasons, most important. The argument 
often levelled against this by non- linguists that this 
procedure would constitute the learning of another 
language by a considerable number of the aborigines 
involved and would,in pr1nciple, not differ from their 
learning English, and that teaching them English in­
stead would be much wiser, is based on a complete mis­
understanding of the situation and the incompetence on 
the part of the critics to judge the factors involved 
in their proper light. In the first instance, it may 
be pointed out that the majority of the aborigines at 
such stations wi 11 have at least a passi ve knowledge 
ot the lan�uage chosen so that it would not be a ques-
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tion Qf their learning a totally new language. In 
addition, in view of th� similarity between aborigine 
languages in sound structure, grammatical structure 
and otherwise, aborigines experience little difficulty 
in acquiring a full mastery of another aborigine lan­
guage in a very short time, whereas it means several 
years of hard struggle for them to learn English prop­
erly. What has been said above about making abo­
rigines literate in English through making them liter­
ate in an aborigine language first, remains fully val­
id irrespective·of whether the aborigine language IS 
.the native tongue of all the aborigines involved or is 
only a second aborigine language for some of them. 
Once they have become literate in an aborigine lan­
guage which is not their own, they will, almost at the 
outset, be able to write and read their own language 
as well, because the sound system, and consequently 
the system of writing and spelling, is very much the 
same in most aborigine languages. In other words, 
only very minor changes, if any at all, have to b� 
made in a system of writing devised for one aborig1ne 
language to make it suitable for writing other abo­
rigine languages. 
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