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A Dharug perspective on the 

Dharug language ecology
Jasmine Seymour, Corina Norman and Denise Angelo

Introduction
This chapter explores the present-day Dharug language ecology in the 
Sydney area, the site of the first British colony in Australia in 1788, which 
affected the Dharug language community directly and profoundly. Today, 
the Dharug language is being revived by community members who are 
purposefully pushing back on this history by learning and using Dharug 
language in everyday life. The chapter aims to give a holistic picture of 
the contemporary language environment in which this is taking place. One 
part of this picture consists of academically researched information which 
authors have drawn from historic sources and current documentation in 
various linguistic sub-fields. The other part of the picture is painted by 
the insider researcher reflections from the Dharug authors, Seymour and 
Norman, who draw on lived experiences and living knowledge. We, the 
two Dharug authors, engage in a dialogue with the academic information, 
augmenting it with our perspective.

Broadly, the Dharug language ecology aligns with an all too prevalent 
language ecology type found in Australia where English has become the 
main language used for most day-to-day interactions and the traditional 
language is undergoing revival (e.g. Angelo and Poetsch 2019). Like other 
First Nations peoples in this language ecology type, the Dharug language 
community is working to undo the effects of language shift in previous 
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generations. However, all language revival contexts are not the same. This 
chapter aims to tease out some of the variables that characterise the Dharug 
language ecology through a richly contextualised description. The authors 
also hope to contribute to broader understandings of Indigenous language 
ecologies and the range of language revival contexts. Our language ecology 
focus derives from a desire to capture the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples’ experiences of languages in their lives, but in a way that 
clarifies these situations for language and education policymakers, program 
deliverers and funding bodies. We also hope that a deeper understanding 
of the Dharug language ecology and what impacts on Dharug language 
revival efforts will inform the many wonderful Sydney-gal (place-denizen) 
‘Sydneysiders’ and encourage them to be allies in this endeavour.

Background

Positioning and processes

All three authors have worked together – also with others – in various roles 
on researching Dharug language in documentary sources, investigating local 
histories, looking at Aboriginal languages and linguistics, developing Dharug 
teaching and learning materials and learning about other Indigenous revival 
programs. We introduce ourselves and our positioning here:

1.	 My name is Jasmine Seymour. I am a descendant of Yarramundi 
through the Lock, Morley, and Douglas families. I grew up not far from 
where Governor Phillip famously met Yarramundi on the Dhurabang 
(Hawkesbury River). Many of my family members still live near 
that meeting place. Since that first meeting with Yarramundi, non-
Dharug people have written about the Dharug people and the Dharug 
language. As a primary school teacher and Dharug language teacher, 
I see daily the need for Australian language education in schools.

2.	 My name is Corina Norman. As a Dharug and Dharawal wagulgu 
yiyura dhiyin (First Nations woman) with links to Aotearoa, I am a 
First Nations language activist and advocate. I collaborate with other 
Dharug Custodians, to ignite the Dharug language and culture of 
my Dharug grandmother. I contribute to this community work as an 
experienced teacher and language teacher, as a multidisciplinary artist 
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and through my deep interest in respectful memorialisation. I see 
strong identity, recognition and culture as the many areas that Dharug 
language benefits Dharug people.

3.	 I am Denise Angelo, and I grew up in the Sydney area. As a language 
teacher and linguist, I have worked with many First Nations educators 
and community members to support their language teaching and 
learning. I teach in the Master of Indigenous Languages Education 
course at the University of Sydney which is where I first met Corina 
Norman and then Jasmine Seymour. Since their graduations we have 
continued to work together, and with others, on Dharug language 
research and documentation and teaching and learning material 
development.

Ideas in this chapter have been developed interactively over several years of 
yarning and working together, but a number of collaborations between two 
or more of the authors have been key. The currently running community-
focused Dharug Dhalang1 learning project has been co-developed and 
co‑delivered by Norman with the Dharug Ngurra Aboriginal Corporation 
and Seymour with the Darug Custodian Aboriginal Corporation. It is 
funded by the Commonwealth Government’s Indigenous Languages and 
Arts (ILA) Program and Angelo and others have assisted with language 
content and teaching materials. In an initiative following the 2020 National 
Indigenous Languages Report, Norman (2021) produced a video for a 
project organised by Angelo in which individual Aboriginal educators 
describe their different personal language experiences and their respective 
language ecologies (CoEDL 2021). In an interview with NITV Radio for 
International Mothertongue Language Day, Seymour and Norman (2022b) 
together explain the nature of Dharug language revival work and talk on 
subject matter relevant to this chapter, including recognition, language 
work, community- and school-based language learning and benefits of 
Dharug language revival. Finally, Seymour and Norman discuss Dharug 
language work in a recent presentation Bayala Dharug Dhalang (Seymour 
and Norman 2022a) to a policy summit organised by the Australian Institute 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS).

1	  In current Dharug usage, the meaning of dhalang and its variant dalang ‘tongue’ has been extended 
to mean ‘language’, as in the naming of this project.
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Our chapter takes Haugen’s (1972) language ecology questionnaire 
as a useful starting point for describing the contemporary context of 
the Dharug language because it aims to elicit rich, multidisciplinary 
information (see  Figure 33.2 and ‘A language ecology perspective’ 
below). Methodologically, the chapter responds to each item on Haugen’s 
questionnaire from two perspectives. One perspective is an academic 
perspective researched by all authors from academic writings in a range 
of disciplines and primary and secondary historical sources; the other 
perspective is a lived community perspective delivered as reflections from 
the Dharug authors. The reflections are dialogic in nature, as they consider 
and respond to the academic perspective, capturing what is unsaid from the 
Dharug authors’ perspectives. The perspectives and subjectivities expressed 
in the reflections are the lynchpin of this study of the Dharug language 
ecology, they bring it to life and reveal the gaps in the ‘regular’ academic 
perspective. Nevertheless, the authors value the academically researched 
information: this assemblage of information is available nowhere else 
for Dharug.

This chapter represents collaborative efforts over three broad phases: initially 
Seymour, Norman and Angelo workshopped and discussed ideas with 
others and undertook research tasks to progress the chapter. Then, together, 
Seymour and Norman took the lead in progressing these early ideas: in 
particular we outlined responses to the language ecology questions from 
our insider researcher perspective and the reflections running throughout 
this study are exclusively our ideas. Finally, Seymour and Angelo collated 
and organised this material for a presentation by the three authors at the 
symposium in honour of Jane Simpson2 (Seymour, Norman and Angelo 
2022) and for this chapter.

Terminology and scope

This chapter concerns the contemporary context of the Dharug language. 
Describing the Dharug language ecology is supported through consultation 
with Dharug stakeholders as part of a multi-site research project 
Understanding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Language Ecologies 
(ARC grant SR200200646) and includes all the authors of this chapter.

2	  We would like to acknowledge Jane’s enormous contribution to the study of Aboriginal languages 
and their language ecologies, to Indigenous languages education and to encouraging a few generations 
of linguists, us included.



1089

33. A DHARUG PERSPECTIVE ON THE DHARUG LANGUAGE ECOLOGY

Figure 33.1: Map of locations and languages in this chapter.
Source: Cartography © Brenda Thornley, 2023.

The nomenclature of ‘Dharug language’ is discussed in the ‘Dharug 
language ecology’ section below. While the Dharug language and its ecology 
is our main focus, we acknowledge its interconnectedness with Community, 
Country and Culture. With a language perspective in mind, in this chapter 
the ‘Dharug community’ refers to the Aboriginal people who affiliate as 
Dharug and who actively engage in learning the Dharug language. Likewise, 
‘Dharug country’ means the approximate area in which the Dharug language 
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was spoken historically; that is, within an area bounded by the Hawkesbury 
to the Georges River, and the Blue Mountains to the sea. In this chapter, 
expressions like ‘Sydney area’ and/or ‘Sydney basin’ in connection with 
the Dharug language refer to that same general area. This is a descriptive, 
ballpark reference for readers to approximate where the Dharug language is 
likely to have been spoken, and is in no way intended as disrespectful to the 
surrounding Aboriginal language groups or as claiming definitive territorial 
boundaries. One of the terms applied to the Dharug language has been 
‘the Sydney Language’ (e.g. Troy 1993), but ‘Sydney’ can be construed in 
multiple and inaccurate ways, hence our approach here. The map in Figure 
33.1 is offered to assist readers unfamiliar with place and language names 
used in this chapter. It is not comprehensive and is indicative only.

In writing this chapter, the authors represent various perspectives and 
experiences. When we are referring to all three authors, we employ ‘we’. 
If unclear we clarify with an initial reference to ‘the authors’ then move 
to ‘we’ (as here). The two Dharug authors, Seymour and Norman, are 
co-writers and co-researchers of the whole chapter, but the two of us also 
provide our unique insider researcher perspectives in our reflections (cf. 
Bell 2007). Our reflections are italicised to assist readers to identify our 
particular contributions. As insider language researchers, we are also part of 
the Dharug language community. When referring to ourselves, exclusively, 
we make this clear by saying ‘the Dharug authors’, or our names, before 
proceeding to ‘we’. This is a pronoun juggle but we trust our main aim, that 
readers know whose perspectives are being expressed, has been achieved.

A language ecology perspective

Haugen is generally credited with developing the idea of a ‘language 
ecology’, a holistic approach to describing a language and its context. 
Figure 33.2 shows the questionnaire which Haugen designed to explore a 
language ecology. It aims to comprehensively address factors that impact on 
a language and its speakers by drawing on perspectives offered by a range of 
linguistic sub-fields. We take a language ecology approach because in our 
estimation it can be usefully harnessed to systematically explain important 
aspects of the Dharug language context and support the aspirations of the 
Dharug community for teaching and learning Dharug.
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1.	 What is the classification of this language in relation to other languages? 
(historical and descriptive linguistics)

2.	 Who are the users of this language? (linguistic demography)
3.	 What are its domains of use? (sociolinguistics)
4.	 What concurrent languages are employed by its users? (‘dialinguistics’ – 

multilingualism)
5.	 What internal varieties does the language show? (dialectology)
6.	 What is the nature of its written traditions? (philology, the study of written 

texts and their relation to speech)
7.	 To what degree has its written form been standardised, i.e. unified and 

codified? (prescriptive linguistics, grammarians and lexicographers)
8.	 What kind of institutional support has this language won, either in government, 

education, or private organisations, either to regulate its form or to propagate 
it? (glottopolitics)

9.	 What are the attitudes of its users towards the language, in terms of intimacy 
and status, leading to personal identification? (ethnolinguistics)

10.	 What is the overall status of this language in terms of where the language 
stands, now and into the future, in comparison with the other languages of the 
world? (language ecology classification)

Figure 33.2: Haugen’s language ecology questionnaire with relevant 
linguistic sub-fields.
Source: Adapted from Haugen (1972, 336–37).

Contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ language 
contexts are complex, comprising traditional Indigenous languages, new 
contact Indigenous languages and Englishes spoken to varying extents 
(Simpson and Wigglesworth 2019; Angelo and Poetsch 2019). Capturing 
the whole picture of how this mix differs from place to place is not an easy 
task and linguists have been grappling with it for some time.

Place-based descriptions analogous to a language ecology approach are 
commonly found in the literature about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander language communities experiencing language contact and/or shift 
in Australia. While not using this term, the areas they address overlap with 
much of Haugen’s questionnaire. Simpson (2008), for example, characterises 
different remote ‘multilingual language landscapes’ by the extent to which 
traditional languages, new languages (a creole or mixed language) or English 
varieties are used or understood by different age groups in each place. 
In a similar vein, Wigglesworth and Simpson (2008, 20) describe the roles 
played by different types of language represented in remote communities. 
More recently, the term ‘language ecology’ has been applied in research 
aiming to better recognise Indigenous contact languages. A focus on the roles 
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and relationships of different languages represented in a language ecology 
can serve to shine a light on community members’ actual language use, in 
contrast to what is assumed (Angelo 2021; Angelo and McIntosh 2014).

Haugen’s language ecology questionnaire has already been applied in an 
urban Aboriginal language revival context in Australia. Amery (2016) 
explores the situation of Kaurna, the traditional Aboriginal language of 
the Adelaide plains area in South Australia, which is undergoing revival 
through community language activists, largely via researching archival 
sources, community language learning initiatives and school language 
programs. Although Haugen had an interest in language minoritisation and 
the processes which subordinate one language in favour of another, he did 
not have in mind a context where intergenerational transmission had been 
disrupted entirely. Amery (2016, 43–45) shows how aspects of the Kaurna 
situation lie outside Haugen’s questionnaire, a matter we return to in our 
concluding discussion.

The concept of language ecology was also recently used as the basis of a 
typological framework produced for the National Indigenous Languages 
Report (2020) (Angelo et al. 2019). The Indigenous Language Ecologies 
framework in Table 33.1 captures, broadly, common configurations of 
contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s multilingualism 
by language type: the type of language spoken as the main language between 
community members and so usually acquired as a first language (L1) and 
the language types which are learned in addition (L2). Language ‘types’ – 
rather than specific languages – are helpful on a broad scale, such as state- 
or country-wide, as they provide clearer guidance for policy makers and 
service providers who are not languages specialists. Furthermore, an ecology 
model makes the ramifications of different language backgrounds more 
apparent. For example, L1 speakers of traditional and contact languages do 
not usually also learn (much) English from birth. Hence, L1-like English 
proficiency should not be assumed, especially where services are only offered 
in English. Conversely, L1 speakers of an English or a contact language do 
not automatically learn (much of ) their traditional language and so will be 
learning (more of ) it as a target language as opportunity allows.

In the following section we use Haugen’s language ecology questionnaire to 
investigate the Dharug language ecology within its area of the Sydney basin. 
This detailed analysis of this language ecology with personal reflections 
from the Dharug authors might also provide a starting point for describing 
relevant aspects of other language revival ecologies.
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Table 33.1: Configurations of L1 and L2 language types in Indigenous 
Language Ecologies.

main language type/L1
•	 medium for everyday 

family & community 
interactions

•	 typically acquired as L1

additional language type(s)/L2
•	 medium for particular interlocutors or purposes
•	 learned in addition to main/L1, to the extent 

opportunities allow
•	 may be learned in informal or formal settings

a traditional language L1 •	 Standard Australian English (like a foreign 
language)

•	 (perhaps: regional new contact Indigenous 
lingua franca)

a new contact language L1 •	 Standard Australian English (like a foreign 
language)

•	 traditional language(s) (of local area &/or 
of family) 

an English L1 •	 traditional language(s) (of local area &/or 
of family)

•	 (perhaps: Standard Australian English as 
a second dialect)

Source: Adapted from Angelo (2021, 54–55).

The Dharug language ecology

Naming the Dharug language

Tellingly, even before we begin discussing features of the Dharug language 
ecology, we need to address matters of nomenclature and recognition. 
Dharug is the name used in this study for the traditional Aboriginal 
language  historically spoken within an area between the Hawkesbury to 
the Georges River, and the Blue Mountains to the coast. In the historical 
published record, the name is documented from Aboriginal people such as 
Jimmy Lownd(e)s (Mathews and Everitt 1900, 2; cited in Goodall 2008, 
86) and Werriberrie William Russell (1991 [1914]). Dharug is the language 
name which all the authors of this chapter have grown up with, both the 
Dharug authors and the non-Indigenous author too. The Dharug name is 
also embedded in Aboriginal community organisation titles (e.g. Dharug 
Ngurra Aboriginal Corporation, Dharug Custodian Aboriginal Corporation, 
Dharug Strategic Management Group). As is the case with most Aboriginal 
language names, Dharug is written in a variety of spellings, historically and 
in the present day.
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Examination of available archival records has led linguists to conclude 
that there was a single language spoken in this part of the Sydney basin, 
with currently available evidence for two mutually comprehensible dialects 
(Wafer and Lissarague 2008, 141–43, under ‘Sydney Language’). Naming 
practices among linguists and other researchers have varied. Some linguists 
employ the name Dharug/k (e.g. Dixon 2002; Wurm 1994) as we do. 
Others have chosen a geographically descriptive term, the Sydney Language 
(e.g. Troy 1993; Wafer and Lissarague 2008) which equates to our usage of 
Dharug. For naming dialects of the overall language, some researchers have 
used geographical indicators like ‘inland’ and ‘coastal’ (Wafer and Lissarague 
2008). Some deploy the term Eora/Yura/Yiyura (‘people’ in Dharug) for the 
variety centring on data from the Sydney Cove settlement in Port Jackson 
(the source of the ‘coastal’ reference) (e.g. Wilkins and Nash 2008; Walsh 
1981). Steele (2005) employs a neologism Biyal-biyal – a reduplication of 
Dharug biyal ‘no’ – specifically for the language data in the Dawes (1791) 
notebooks from Aboriginal people living in the environs of Sydney Cove in 
1790–91 (see the section on ‘Classification’ for further information).

In public usages, Dharug is frequently encountered referring to the traditional 
language variety from the Sydney area. In the authors’ experience, however, 
there is also considerable confusion about how namings of places and/
or peoples in Sydney, such as ‘Eora Nation’ and/or ‘Gadigal land/country/
people’, relate to the ‘Dharug language’ (or any dialect of it). For example, 
some people extrapolate, erroneously, that if in some contemporary usages 
there are ‘Gadigal people’ or ‘Gadigal land’, then there would also be a 
‘Gadigal language’. (In actual fact, in Dharug, ‘Gadigal’ originally just refers 
to the people who dwell in an area known as Gadi). We also observe a trend 
among Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people and organisations employing 
historical (Dharug) language labels for localities around the Sydney region, 
such as ‘Gadigal’, ‘Camaraygal’ etc. (spelt variously), as in Acknowledgements 
of Country.3 For much of the Sydney area, the language of such namings 
is Dharug, but this is not apparent to the audience because the name of 
the language itself is not privileged or identified. Thus place and/or people 
namings, even if in Dharug, do not automatically foster recognition of the 
Dharug language name. All these namings, in Dharug but not citing Dharug, 
also muddy the picture of the historical Dharug speaking area, which can 
further obscure the place of the Dharug language in the Sydney area.

3	  Reconciliation Australia has sample wordings for an Acknowledgement of Country on its website, 
such as: ‘I’d like to begin by acknowledging the Traditional Owners of the land on which we meet today, 
the (people) of the (nation) and pay my respects to Elders past and present’. www.reconciliation.org.au/
reconciliation/acknowledgement-of-country-and-welcome-to-country/.

http://www.reconciliation.org.au/reconciliation/acknowledgement-of-country-and-welcome-to-country/
http://www.reconciliation.org.au/reconciliation/acknowledgement-of-country-and-welcome-to-country/
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Reflection
For the Dharug people, who are the traditional custodians of Country, we 
are the descendants of the people who were here when we were disrupted. It is 
difficult to convey how much it means to the people who identify as Dharug 
to see our language consistently recognised and included, because often it’s not. 
The  sentiment ‘the first to be colonised, the last to be recognised’ runs deep 
amongst people who identify as Dharug (Seymour and Norman 2022b).

The variable naming of our language is right up there for making us feel 
vulnerable. Although we understand some of the academic traditions that 
give rise to this situation, like being careful not to brush over any evidence of 
linguistic variation, we also experience the socio-political effects on the ground. 
Non-linguists wonder about the name ‘Sydney Language’ (not an Aboriginal 
name then?), the inconsistencies about Dharuk, Eora, Gadigal etc. (not the 
language of here then?), mention of dialect (not real languages then?) etc. 
We have experienced, personally, how these wonderings have the potential to 
turn insidious as the bracketed comments exemplify.

In the largest capital city in Australia, the proportion of us to everybody else is 
tiny so it’s easy to feel smothered. The confusing array of nomenclature associated 
with our language seems to us to have a similar effect. What our language is 
called depends upon who is writing. Language names get changed and new maps 
get created, relationships are revised. This can be used to displace our language, 
again. Whatever name our language is called what remains is that our language 
was spoken here by the people who were here when the first colony arrived. 
We call the language Dharug.

Classification

Like all other Aboriginal languages of New South Wales (NSW), Dharug is 
a language of the Pama-Nyungan language family. As Table 33.2 shows, the 
Dharug language has usually been assigned to a Yuin-Kuric grouping with 
other languages from an easterly strip of NSW, running south to mid-north. 
This group is further divided into narrower subgroupings of languages. 
At  earlier stages of Aboriginal languages research, Dharug was placed in 
a Yuin subgroup together with other languages to the south (O’Grady, 
Voegelin and Voegelin 1966), or in a Kuri subgroup together with other 
languages to the north (Schmidt 1972 [1919]; Wurm 1972). From the mid-
1970s, however, Dharug has been placed in a more tightly focused (sub-)
group. This subgroup either has a geographical designation encompassing 
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the Sydney area (more recently also including the area to the north of the 
Hawkesbury) or employs the Dharug word yiyura ‘people’ rendered through 
various spellings. From the 1980s, the Dharug/Sydney language has been 
recognised as most closely related to the Darkinyung language to the north, 
which is one dialect of the Hawkesbury-McDonald River Language in the 
classification of Wafer and Lissarague (2008).

Table 33.2: Classification of the Dharug language, 1919–2022.

Source Group Subgroup Language Subgroup relationships
Bowern 
(2023)

Yuin-Kuri Sydney-
Central 
Coast

Sydney 
Language

Dias: data from all one 
language: Dharug/k-Eora/Yura-
Sydney Language + Steele 
(2005)
Langs: Darkinyung

Wafer and 
Lissarague 
(2008)

– Sydney-
Hawkesbury

Sydney 
Language

Dias: Coastal Sydney (Eora/
Iyura)-Inland Sydney (Dharug)
Langs: Hawkesbury-
McDonald River language 
(i.e. Darrkinyung-Karikal)

Dixon 
(2002)

– Sydney Dharuk Dias: (possible further dialect 
names: Gamaraygal-Iora)
Langs: Darkinyung 

Wurm 
(1994) 

Yuin-Kuric Iyora Dharuk Langs: Darkinyung

Walsh (1981) Yuin-Kuric Iyora Dharuk Dias: Guringgai-Iyora*
Langs: Darkinyung

Oates 
(1975)

Yuin-Kuric Iora Dharuk Dias: Gandangara-Dharuk-Iora*

Wurm 
(1972)

Yuin-Kuric Kuri Dharuk Dias: Gandangara-Dharuk-Iora*
Langs: Darkinyung; Wanarua-
Awabakal-Kameraigal; 
Kattang-Warrimi-Birripi; 
Ngampa-Ngaku-Thangkatti; 
Yukambal*

O’Grady et 
al. (1966)

Yuin-Kuric Yuin Darruk Langs: Thaua-Walbanga-
Wandanian; Thurawal-
Wodiwodi; Ngirigo-Wolgal; 
Ngunawal; Gandangara-
Daruk-Kameraigal*

Schmidt 
(1972 [1919]) 

Yuin-Kuri Kuri > 
South Kuri

Darruk Langs: Sth Kuri: Gundangura; 
Port Jackson; Mid Kuri: 
Darkiñung; Awabakal; Nth 
Kuri: Kutthung; Birripi

Notes: Dias: varieties classified in a dialect relationship to Dharug; Langs: varieties 
classified as separate languages in the same subgroup as Dharug; - indicates 
dialect relationship; * alternative spellings in the source have been omitted from the 
foregoing list
Source: Authors.
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Table 33.2 illustrates how the terms Dharug/Dharuk/Dharruk (henceforth 
Dharug) and Eora/Iyura/Iora/Iyora (henceforth Eora) crop up in different 
levels, sometimes more than once in each classification. Dharug is generally 
the name of the language, the superordinate term at the language level, 
but Dharug and Eora are also often classified as dialects of each other. 
Other dialect names occasionally associated with Dharug are Gamaraygal 
and Guringgai. The Gamaraygal group of people is associated with the 
inner north shores of Port Jackson: Dharug terms ending in -gal ‘denizen’ 
refer to groups of people, not language varieties per se. As for Guringgai, 
as a language term, Wafer and Lissarague (2008, 160–64) give a detailed 
exposition explaining why it is not a dialect of Dharug. Rather, the 
Guringgai language variety, which they call Karigal, is the southernmost 
of the Hunter River – Lake Macquarie languages, associated with areas 
as far south as Broken Bay, the mouth of the Hawkesbury. Also, earlier 
classifications erroneously associated Gandangara with Dharug on account 
of weak data for Gandangara (Koch 2004, 20–22). The basis for classifying 
Gandangara as a Northern Inland Yuin language and not with the ‘Sydney 
language’ is explained extensively in Wafer and Lissarague (2008, 105–6). 
Note that Table 33.2 retains the spellings of language and dialect names as 
they appear in the cited source documents.

Reflection
As women who identify as Dharug, who are researchers and teachers of Dharug 
as a revival language, and who have also completed some linguistics studies and 
are in the process of undertaking more, we are aware that the technical linguistic 
information inherent in such classifications of our language can give us a deeper 
insight into our language and its ecology vis-a-vis other traditional language 
varieties. This assists us with our language revival endeavours by understanding 
how related languages work. However, as Dharug community members with 
lived experience of our language ecology in the broader socio-political context 
of Sydney, this kind of technical material fills us with deep, deep angst. 
Material from the technical linguistic sphere can so easily be misunderstood 
and misrepresented in the socio-political sphere and this leads to all manner of 
misinformation and misery. Consequently, we feel that there is always a threat 
that this kind of information will be misused against us.

For understanding the language ecology of Dharug, technical linguistic 
information about our closely related languages is of significant value. As is the 
case for all Aboriginal languages in the early stages of revival, material from 
archival records needs to be evaluated and understood and then assembled for 
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our language community to access and learn. Knowing which languages are 
considered close relations of Dharug is a boon to us as researchers, especially when 
they are already further along in their linguistic description. They give us likely 
parameters that help us to see our language through the gloom of archival records 
and their murky spellings, odd translations etc. We also enjoy looking at the 
linguistic, teaching and learning resources that are developed for these languages 
to see how they explain and teach language elements that are like ours.

To understand language relationships is also to understand that similarities 
cannot be simply ascribed to ‘theft’. Ownership of similar language elements, 
like words or suffixes, can arise in language revival contexts. By their very nature 
these ecologies involve a community of (aspiring) language learners and users, 
so speaker confidence in the language and its conventions is highly variable: 
there’s no automatic self-regulation that comes with a dominant vernacular 
along the lines of ‘this is what we always say’ – so it is easy to cast accusations. 
Some language revival ecologies are also highly charged because of longstanding 
and injurious marginalisation of a language community. To top it off, learning 
‘about languages’ is not a fixed part of school learning for everybody, so what 
language relatedness means and how it plays out as similar word forms is not a 
shared body of knowledge amongst most Australians.

We now have some understanding about the work that goes into such 
classifications and how configurations change, depending on data and method, 
but the broader community doesn’t see it that way. In recent classifications, 
the language we call Dharug is called the Sydney Language. It is generally 
acknowledged by linguists as traditionally spoken with some variation within 
an area of the Sydney basin, say, from the Hawkesbury to the Georges River and 
the Blue Mountains to the coast. It is also generally acknowledged to be most 
closely related to the Darkinyung language to the north. But people need to know 
a fair bit to glean this.

Above all, everybody wants to know where the boundaries are. Geographical 
distinctions and language designations, like ‘inland’ versus ‘coastal’, probably seem 
like a general but fair indication of the linguistic situation but, you can be assured, 
from our point of view, they can be weaponised. With one stroke of a pen they are 
a line on a map and a (new) reality. As Dharug people, we were surprised when 
our co-author, Angelo, first joined in working with us, that as a linguist she had 
never heard of the ‘Parramatta Line’. We’d thought it was a linguist thing. The 
Dharug community knows of it and how it has been said to relate to our language 
(i.e.  Dharug language/dialect one side, Eora language/dialect the other side). 
Because of our experiences we are very wary of geographic identifiers in our work.
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Users

As is characteristic of all other language revival settings, all users of the 
Dharug language are learner-speakers. This is the nature of language revival/
reawakening contexts the world over when automatic intergenerational 
language transmission has been disrupted to such an extent that descendants 
have to actively seek out their language from remembrances, archival records 
or language documentation. On the site of initial invasion and colonisation, 
the Dharug language community has the longest history of this disruption.

Official Census data are not available on how many people say they use 
Dharug at home. Any Dharug responses are not actually tallied by the 
Census because, like many Aboriginal languages, the Dharug language 
is not currently included on the Australian Standard Classification of 
Languages (ASCL) (ABS 2016). Census responses from people who state 
they are using Dharug at home appear in the ‘residual category’ of Other 
Australian Indigenous Languages, not elsewhere classified (NEC). The 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) acknowledges that its data might not 
capture Indigenous languages ‘being actively learned through revitalisation 
projects’ (ABS 2022). From the authors’ point of view, it would be more 
accurate to say the Census can only capture responses for languages if they 
are listed on the ASCL, regardless of their revival context. Of the languages 
around Dharug, Gandangara and Darkinyung are not on the ASCL, but 
Dharawal and Wiradjuri are. The resulting Census data could erroneously 
and injuriously be misinterpreted as indicating that of these languages only 
Dharawal and Wiradjuri are spoken (see the section on ‘Other languages’).

Of the people who learn and use the Dharug language, most identify as 
Dharug people with Dharug heritage. Over the past decades, many Dharug 
learners sought out Dharug language material as and when it became 
available (e.g. through the work of Kohen 1984, 1993; Steele 2005; Troy 
1993). The learning resources have mostly consisted of vocabulary items, 
but some learners like Richard Green† assembled Dharug sentences (with 
some assistance from the linguist Amanda Oppliger). Our focus is now 
firmly on interactive and productive language practices in the Dharug 
Dhalang community language lessons which Seymour and Norman developed 
and delivered at locations around Sydney and are now delivered online by a 
new Dharug team, Lani Barnes and Richard Torning. We have gone beyond 
single Dharug words, to learning Dharug sentence patterns researched 
from archival records and using them in contexts like question and answer 
routines, dialogues, giving instructions or telling stories. Fundamental to 
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this approach is that reviving a language involves a community of learner-
speakers working together, learning and communicating together. A Bayala 
Facebook group served to keep our Dharug language learning community 
connected, revising language material, and learning new material together, 
and now we have a website of the same name. For Dharug people there is 
an aspect of this language learning journey which is ours alone: learning and 
using the Dharug language is an active assertion of our identity, a statement 
that we are still here.

Other Aboriginal peoples, i.e. non-Dharug, are also choosing to learn and 
use Dharug as Sydneygal ‘Sydneysiders’ living on Dharug Country, allies of 
Dharug people. They are honouring the fundamental principle of respecting 
the on-Country language, even though this may be particularly hard for 
them because of feeling somewhat conflicted due to divided language 
loyalties. All Aboriginal people identify with one or more languages, so there 
are languages of affiliation in addition to the language of place, and every 
single Aboriginal language is fighting against the effects of colonisation 
(see  our views on ‘generous multilingualism’ in the section on ‘Other 
languages’ below). Many are actively learning the Dharug language and/
or supporting its learning because of professional and other interests, for 
example, Aboriginal schoolteachers wanting to support the teaching of the 
language of Country or people working in wildlife and conservation wanting 
to acknowledge local custodians and knowledge. These motivations also 
hold for the many non-Indigenous allies who also enthusiastically support 
the Dharug language.

In addition, there are also students of all different ethnic and language 
backgrounds, from preschool to tertiary settings, who are involved in 
Dharug language learning programs of various kinds. All these Dharug 
learners gain a language connection to the place where they live. Aboriginal 
students walk taller because of a subject that recognises them. They want to 
engage and succeed, and many work at this outside school hours.

Finally, members of the general public who are not (yet) actively engaged 
in learning the Dharug language may be experiencers of Dharug through 
Welcome to Country speeches or incorporation of Dharug language 
in signage, through the arts, at cultural events etc. In these settings, the 
Dharug language is often explicitly acknowledged. However, many people 
in Sydney use the Dharug language, for example in Sydney place names, 
but are unaware of their Dharug origin, such as Parramatta ‘eel-having’. 
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Likewise, people well beyond Sydney unknowingly use words of Dharug 
origin because Dharug speakers contributed to the contact language that 
had its earliest roots in Sydney but spread outwards with the moving 
frontier of expanding colonial occupation. For example, to this day, words of 
Dharug origin are everyday vocabulary in the Kriol spoken in the Northern 
Territory, such as gabarda < Dh. gabada ‘head’, binji < Dh. bindhi ‘stomach’, 
bogi < Dh. bugi ‘bathe, wash’, gula < Dh. gular(a) ‘(be) angry’. The Ngukurr 
Language Centre in the Northern Territory acknowledges Dharug in their 
Kriol Awareness Course (Ngukurr Language Centre 2021).

Reflection
We are deeply happy that Dharug people are embracing the Dharug language. 
There has been such a great turn out for the Dharug community language lessons 
across Sydney. Dharug people are visibly and deeply moved by the opportunity to 
learn our language. Reviving the Dharug language boosts our Dharug identity: 
we’ve already mentioned that it often feels like there isn’t much room for being 
Dharug in Sydney, in among a lot of everybody else. Learning Dharug with 
and for the Dharug community bolsters our sense of well-being and connection, 
we feel more positive.

The support from other Aboriginal peoples has been so heartening. We understand 
their desire for reviving their languages and would never want to get in their 
way. But if people don’t learn and use Dharug in Sydney, there’s nowhere else. 
So, we thank our big-hearted brothers and sisters and our non-Indigenous allies 
too for doing the right thing by us. Every Dharug word used adds to the revival 
pathway we’re on. We would like to see Aboriginal people multilingual in the 
language of place and their language(s) of affiliation.

We cannot emphasise enough that language revival means that everybody in the 
language community is a language learner. Every NSW Aboriginal language 
is being revived. Sometimes it seems like the aspirations for our languages 
(we  all  want to speak our languages fully) is mixed up with the actualities 
(we are all learning our languages as much as opportunities allow us). In any 
case, the hard but exciting work of researching, learning and teaching often 
gets obscured. We are even nervous to say we are all language learners because 
knowledge of language can be weaponised against Aboriginal people. Are people 
more or less Aboriginal, more or less worthy of recognition, depending on the 
amount of language they say they speak?
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Some Aboriginal language communities are certainly further along with 
developing adult education courses, running school programs and producing 
language resources like grammars, curriculum resources, language teachers etc, 
but even then, these language communities as a whole are learners. This is what 
language revival is because we were prevented from passing on our languages 
across the generations. Dharug speakers were probably the first to experience 
this in Australia. We are often surprised by requests to ‘translate’ material into 
Dharug. We’re sure it’s meant as a sign of acknowledgement and respect, but it’s 
not very understanding of our language revival context. We are in the process of 
building and sharing our language to revive our language community. We are 
proud of it. We are not alone. Don’t put us down.

Domains

At the present point in time, the most important domains for Dharug 
language use involve language learning, for example the Dharug Dhalang 
project with community language lessons A number of schools are also 
running Dharug language programs. It is hoped that options will expand 
to include more schools, senior school, TAFE (Technical and Further 
Education) and university in the near future. Language learner groups such 
as those supported by the Bayala Facebook group are a less formal language 
learning domain. Some participants in the Dharug Dhalang community 
lessons subsequently organised themselves into a Dharug learning 
community, the Trackers, to support their ongoing practice.

Some adult learner-speakers have resolved to make a place for some Dharug 
in their daily interactions, so interpersonal communication is a growing 
domain of Dharug language use. The Dharug Dhalang language course 
materials are designed to encourage participants to use Dharug outside the 
lessons. For example, course participants learn dialogues to use at home with 
family, such as calling a teenager for dinner. Another growing use of Dharug 
is in greetings, such as face-to-face greetings, in emails etc. In  Dharug, 
warami ‘hello’ and yanu ‘goodbye’ have become conventionalised for this 
purpose. They serve for Dharug people to assert their identity, and for allies 
to respond in like terms to show their support.

Cultural recognition in Sydney is an important domain for Dharug language 
use. Formal or ceremonial occasions are now generally expected to be 
opened with a Welcome to Country by a Dharug community member and 
might be spoken in Dharug or include Dharug. More generally, information 
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about Country might include Dharug terms, in conservation and bush 
care activities, artwork, children’s literature and songs. There is a broader 
social domain which perhaps could be described as ‘public inclusion’. This 
growing domain does not focus specifically on Dharug cultural knowledge, 
but rather includes Dharug language, for example, in dual language signage, 
such as in supermarkets, school and office foyers, local council facilities etc.

Reflection
That language learning is occurring in a number of domains is a good sign for 
Dharug language revival. The presence of the Dharug language in public domains 
fosters awareness and builds recognition. Any growth in public acknowledgement 
for the Dharug language is welcome. But real assistance to increase Dharug 
language learning opportunities is even more welcome! Language learning is 
the domain that really counts. The Dharug language has not had the systematic 
support that some other language groups have managed to procure over the years. 
We want to follow in their footsteps and put in place more research work on our 
language and support more adult learning courses, informal to formal, school 
programs and language learning and teaching resources.

Other languages

Aboriginal people with Dharug affiliations who have grown up in the 
Sydney area are English speakers, potentially of both Standard Australian 
English and of an Aboriginal English. This configuration of languages is 
expected for this ‘type’ of language ecology in the Indigenous Language 
Ecologies framework explained in the section on ‘A language ecology 
perspective’ above.

Historically, commencing from 1788, speakers of the Dharug language were 
the first Aboriginal people in Australia to experience sustained language 
contact with English speakers. While colonial records from Sydney report 
on Aboriginal people’s ready ability to take up English (or an English-
based contact language) as an additional language, the reverse was not the 
case with just a few exceptions such as Dawes (1791) and Collins (1804 
[1798]). Instead, a contact language developed quickly in less than 10 years 
after the first settlement in Port Jackson and was employed as the colony’s 
lingua franca:
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… for at the time of writing this, (September 1796,) nothing but a 
barbarous mixture of English with the Port Jackson dialect is spoken 
by either party; and it must be added, that even in this the natives 
have the advantage, comprehending, with much greater aptness 
than we can pretend to, every thing they hear us say. (Collins 1804 
[1798], 351)

A form of this contact language spread out from Sydney, carrying some 
words of Dharug origin to the north of Australia. While it provided the 
basis for the development for contact languages further north, like Kriol, 
it is no longer spoken in Sydney today.

Aboriginal Englishes in Sydney have not been much studied. The most 
extensive study was conducted back in the 1970s in two locations, 
La  Perouse and Redfern, but not in other Sydney suburbs with large 
Aboriginal populations, Blacktown, Parramatta and Liverpool (Eagleson 
1978, 1982). Eagleson (1978, 61) noted that the Aboriginal English at La 
Perouse had some distinctive features compared to that of Redfern, perhaps 
reflecting a more established community than was the case with Redfern 
where there were many new incomers at that time. Today, as with other 
urban Aboriginal populations, most Aboriginal people in Sydney would be 
able to convey their Aboriginal identity through their use of English. There 
are in all likelihood different Aboriginal Englishes in Sydney depending on 
Aboriginal peoples’ individual family backgrounds.

It is difficult to say with any certainty what other Aboriginal languages 
are used in Sydney because there are manifold issues with how users of 
Indigenous languages are represented in the Census data. The Census only 
allows one language response, yet many Aboriginal people have affiliations 
to more than one language and support the language of place too. As already 
mentioned in the Users section above, only languages listed on the Australian 
Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) have Census responses tallied 
individually. Added to this, is the potential confusion because of the word 
‘use’ in the Census question: ‘Does the person use a language other than 
English at home?’ (ABS 2022). Is it interpreted to mean ‘use a language 
fluently’ or to include the more limited use of language learner-speakers 
too? Certainly, some Census respondents think the latter, as Table 33.3 
illustrates.
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Table 33.3 shows 2021 Census responses 
from people who report using an Indigenous 
language at home in an area approximating to 
where the Dharug language was historically 
spoken.4 Specific data can only be presented for 
ASCL-listed languages with response numbers 
over five. The category with the largest number 
of responses is Australian Indigenous Languages, 
not further defined (NFD) and includes non-
specific responses like ‘Aboriginal language’, 
‘Koori’, etc. Wiradjuri and Gamilaraay, from 
further west and north-west respectively, 
have the largest number of responses for 
individually named Aboriginal languages. 
Interestingly, both these NSW languages have 
long-term language revival efforts, supported 
by long-running school, TAFE and university-
based adult language programs. The category 
Other Australian Indigenous Languages, 
NEC incorporates responses of non-ASCL-
listed languages, like Dharug itself, but also 
of reawakening languages such as nearby 
Gandangara, or Dharug’s neighbour to the 
north, Darkinyung. Apart from Aboriginal 
English, Yumplatok and Kriol which are likely 
acquired as L1s, the other individually named 
Indigenous languages in Table 33.3 are from 
language revival contexts and presumably 
languages of affiliation.

4	  To approximate the historical Dharug language speaking 
area and disaggregate Aboriginal languages we collated relevant 
2021 Indigenous Area (IARE) data from across Sydney, along 
with narrower Indigenous Location (ILOC) data in some parts. Ta
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By our reckoning,5 the population of Aboriginal people in the historically 
Dharug language speaking area would be approximately 67,984, so 
the reported numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander language 
responses are small indeed, even taking issues with the Census data into 
account. In contrast, Table 33.4 shows that the numbers of non-Indigenous 
language responses from this area are, by comparison, huge. From a total 
population of 4,616,962, about half (53 per cent) responded that they 
speak English only.

Table 33.4: 2021 Census: Non-Indigenous languages used at home in the 
Dharug language area.

Total 
population

English 
only

Mandarin Arabic Cantonese Vietnamese Hindi

4,616,962 2,464,468 254,945 216,096 141,596 112,277 75,416

Source: ABS 2021 Census QuickStats: UCL101001, incl. UCL112003, excl. UCL12802.

Reflection
Sydney has the largest population of any city of Aboriginal people living in it 
today, but the modern-day languages of Sydney are English and Mandarin. 
What of the language of place? Dharug isn’t on the ASCL list, so using Dharug 
isn’t recorded. Nevertheless, Dharug is being revitalised across the Sydney area. 
It is being taught out at the Hawkesbury and in schools in the suburbs. The policy 
documents and protocols about teaching Aboriginal languages all promote that 
the language of place be taught in its place. So it is very important that the 
Dharug language be recognised and counted.

Yet that becomes a complicated issue due to a complicated language situation. 
What happens when so many voices are asking for inclusion? What happens 
to the Dharug language that’s not so easy to see in among them? In the 
multicultural language ecology of modern-day Sydney our voice is tiny. The 
traditional Aboriginal languages (named on the ASCL) with the highest 
numbers of responses are from regional NSW, Wiradjuri from the central west 
and Gamilaraay from the north-west. These Aboriginal languages are also 
taught in Sydney, Gamilaraay at the University of Sydney, and Wiradjuri at 
some schools. The Gandangara, Dharawal, Guringgai/Karikal and Darkinyung 
all border with Dharug and seek recognition and resources from their side too.

5	  Figures in this paragraph and in Table 33.4 are derived from Urban Centres and Localities statistical 
geographies, All Persons which only display Top 5 languages used at home. To approximate the historical 
Dharug language speaking area we collated Sydney to Blue Mountains and subtracted south of the 
Georges River.
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In the personal views of the two Dharug authors, the answer lies in promoting 
multilingualism and generosity. All Aboriginal people with roots in New South 
Wales have English as their main language nowadays. Yet Aboriginal people 
would have once had a thriving culture of multilingual language speakers. The 
Dharug would have known neighbouring languages and vice versa. When the 
colonists first arrived here, they noticed Aboriginal people’s skill at picking up 
languages. The Dyarubbin project over 200 years later now shows how entwined 
language was out in the Hawkesbury (Karskens et al. 2021). Language names 
recorded by the Reverend McGarvie (1829) have been found to be not only from 
local language groups but probably also from further afield, suggesting greater 
language interconnections and superior linguistic abilities of peoples fluent in or 
familiar with many languages. Bountiful country like the Hawkesbury would 
have supported us coming together.

In our work, we take the approach of ‘generous multilingualism’. We want 
to stop the cycle of violence that disrupts people’s languages and cultures in 
Australia. We wouldn’t want to inflict what’s been done to us on other peoples. 
We are bringing our language back for our community to use and interact in, 
a journey that Ken Walker described for Gumbaynggirr revival as a ‘long road 
to hoe’ (NSW Board of Adult and Community Education 2006). And reviving 
Dharug is one of the longest journeys given our place in Australian history. 
We seek a place for teaching Dharug for our community and others wanting to 
learn. But we also see how there’s a place for growing an awareness of Dharug 
within or alongside any other language programs, so that’s one way of supporting 
multilingualism in other languages as well as Dharug. The Dharug language 
belongs nowhere else, to no other Country. So many people, Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal, have been surprised and relieved that we want to connect with them 
respectfully in the spirit of mutual support and generous multilingualism.

Varieties

Current research recognises that Dharug language had at least two dialect 
forms (see the section on ‘Classification’ above for information about their 
nomenclature). The earliest observation of dialectal varieties was in the speech 
of Bariwan, an Aboriginal man met about 10 kilometres north of Parramatta 
during a 1791 expedition heading towards the Hawkesbury (see Wilkins 
and Nash 2008). Lt Dawes noted slightly different pronunciations of words 
he had learned from Aboriginal people at the Sydney Cove settlement, 
such as Ŋyindi [ngiyindi] vs Ŋyini [ngiyini] 2sg.nom ‘you’, the topmost 
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entry in Figure 33.3.6 Figure 33.3 shows how Dawes listed these variants 
by representative speaker groups he knew of, ‘Burubirȧŋál’ like Bariwan 
and ‘Coasters’ like in/around Sydney Cove. Forms with nasal-stop clusters 
feature in the Dharug language material published by Mathews a century 
later, so for example nyindi [ngiyindi] 2sg.nom (Mathews 1901, 156).

Figure 33.3: Dawes’s comparative list of Burubirȧŋál versus Coasters 
word forms.
Source: Adapted from Dawes (1791, 43 book b). SOAS, University of London, under a 
Creative Commons Licence (CC BY-ND 4.0), digital.soas.ac.uk/AA00000137/00001/59j.

Troy (1993, 9) notes indications of ‘at least two dialects’, the well-
documented ‘coastal dialect spoken in the immediate vicinity of the first 
British settlement at Sydney Cove’ and ‘at least one other dialect spoken 
inland from Port Jackson’. In her view, little data was clearly attributable 
to one or the other dialect. While both Eora and Dharug (in their various 
spellings) have been used to refer to (regional) dialects of the language, she 
observes that Dharug has also been used to refer to the language as a whole. 
However, not wishing to preference one term over the other led to her 
dubbing the language ‘the Sydney Language’. Linguistic researchers since 
have fairly consistently acknowledged a dialect situation as portrayed by 
Troy (see the earlier sections on ‘Naming’ and ‘Classification’).

In the language research and documentation the authors are undertaking 
with others, we are still considering variation. In Dharug language lessons, 
Seymour and Norman tend to employ actual linguistic features to refer 
to dialects, as in ‘the nasal variety’ which pronounces 2sg ‘(one of ) you’ 
as ngiyini rather than ngiyindi, rather than using exclusively geographic 

6	  The systematic nasal+stop cluster versus simplified nasal pronunciations which characterise these 
dialects is dubbed ‘Dawes’ Law’ by Nash (2010). 

http://digital.soas.ac.uk/AA00000137/00001/59j
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terms. Furthermore, we surmise successive decades of British occupation 
would have impacted on Dharug speakers and prioritise earlier sources on 
these grounds.

Reflection
Mention of varieties and dialects makes us nervous, verging on unsafe, because 
we feel that in the socio-political zone ‘dialect’ is misunderstood. For example, 
the dialect differences mentioned above seem quite small, comparable to English 
dialectal differences like whether for ‘Aunty’ you say ‘Arnie’, for ‘tomahto’ – 
‘tomayto’ or for ‘tap’ – ‘faucet’. The historic evidence is that speakers of these two 
Dharug dialects conversed easily and naturally. But in the socio-political world, 
the idea of coastal/Eora and inland/Dharug dialects has had big ramifications. 
Yunkaporta (2019) speaks about how the effect of colonisation is to cause 
division in Indigenous communities, perpetuating effects of colonisation. The 
concept of dialect can also be weaponised in this area too, potentially interfering 
with teaching a language. Discussion of dialects worries us because it may lead to 
another line on a map, another tool for silencing the Dharug language perhaps.

Written tradition

Dharug culture traditionally included a rich range of visual and performance-
based representations. Spectacular rock carvings in the Sydney area stand as 
enduring testimony to one such cultural practice. Early colonial records are 
full of remarks on the gifted oral culture–based performances of singers, 
dancers and actors encountered. Like other Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander language groups, traditional Dharug practices did not include 
writing with symbols that represented Dharug language words, such as an 
alphabetic writing system (one symbol = one sound, notionally at least) or a 
logographic system (one symbol = one word).

Representing the Dharug language via alphabetic symbols commenced with 
English speakers in the early colony (e.g. Collins 1804 [1798]; Dawes 1791; 
Tench 1793), Dawes being the most extensive. These individual learners 
of Dharug applied their alphabetic literacy to represent Dharug words 
– and sometimes phrases and sentences – as a record for themselves and 
others. For language revival contexts such written renditions of Aboriginal 
languages are valuable but far from perfect as they reflect the variable 
skills and knowledge of the writers (see ‘Spelling’ section). The point here, 
however, is that these writings do not represent a Dharug ‘written tradition’, 
writing by Dharug speakers for Dharug speakers.
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Fast forward to the present day, as an award-winning writer of children’s 
literature who incorporates Dharug language into her work, Seymour 
explains:

[…] my books were made from sheer desperation […] because prior 
to their release there were no Dharug language books or Stories 
available for students who live on Dharug country (Seymour in 
Angelo, Seymour and Dixon 2021, 6)

Her work also bears witness to the Dharug language revival journey. Earlier 
books incorporate Dharug vocabulary into a storyline in English (Seymour 
and Watson 2019; Seymour 2019), a common starting point into using 
a traditional language in storytelling in language revival settings (Poetsch, 
Jarrett and Angelo 2019). In contrast, the latest work, Open Your Heart to 
Country, has full Dharug sentences using decolonised Dharug spellings (see 
‘Spelling’ section). One telling of the story is in English (‘Move through 
the smoke, let it cover you.’) while a parallel story is told in Dharug with 
its English translation (Garrimalyi gadyala ‘Cleanse yourself with smoke’) 
(Seymour 2022).

In addition to this published literature, there is a growing Dharug 
community of practice where Dharug people and their allies are creating 
ways of using their language in written forms, such as greetings in emails, 
SMS and social media.

Reflection
First up, this question shows a real cultural bias against languages with oral 
cultures. It needs to be broadened to ‘written and oral traditions’. Like in all 
Aboriginal cultures, the Dharug language was the medium for Story and Song. 
Owing to the time depth of language contact and shift in the Sydney basin, there 
aren’t audio recordings of Dharug language Story Tellers or Singers, but some 
Dharug Song texts and music were documented (Skinner and Wafer 2017).

Although the transmission of the Dharug language has been disrupted, 
community practices around Story and Song continue. For the revival of Dharug 
language in contemporary society, in addition to reinvigorating oral traditions 
in Dharug we also envisage a rich body of written Dharug, but eventually, as 
an aspiration. Everybody engaged actively with Dharug language learning has 
automatically applied technologies and technical skills, from literacy, to phone, 
computer, video etc., to support their own and the community’s learning.
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Spelling

There have been many more or less idiosyncratic spellings of Dharug words 
from different people over time to represent the words they heard. Through 
the Dharug Dhalang community language learning project, Dharug spelling 
is being ‘de-colonised’ with a contemporary practical spelling system. 
The present system is phonemic, with symbols selected to represent all the 
sounds which distinguish words in Dharug (phonemes): one Dharug sound, 
one Dharug spelling symbol. This spelling system is ‘made to measure’ for 
Dharug. We refer to it as a de-colonised spelling system because it is pushing 
back on around 230 years of variable spellings of Dharug language by non-
Dharug, non-Indigenous people whose individual spelling choices were 
generally influenced by English, the language of settler-colonial society (but 
sometimes other European languages too). Interpreting pronunciations 
from such records is a problem experienced by all Aboriginal groups looking 
at archival records of this kind (see for instance Austin and Crowley 1995).

This de-colonised Dharug spelling system is shared throughout the Dharug 
language community via the lessons and resources delivered through the 
Dharug Dhalang project, in recent publications of children’s literature 
drawing on this work (Seymour 2022), through the Bayala Facebook 
group and website and through working on a forthcoming app. Seymour 
and Norman have seen evidence of community members’ uptake of the 
‘new’ spelling system in social media, school program materials, and in 
public works, including art, signage etc. For many community participants 
in the Dharug Dhalang lessons, it is their first experience of learning an 
Aboriginal sound and spelling system. One strategy we implement is 
learning about phonological features of other Aboriginal languages and 
some of their spellings. This ‘spelling tour’ normalises different sounds and 
spellings, explains how phonemic spelling systems work and why they differ 
from English.

Research and analysis of archival Dharug language records is ongoing so 
there will be clarifications. One area is to do with the form and hence 
spelling of individual words, another is gathering more evidence for the set 
of phonemes outlined below. The Dharug Dhalang lessons and the Bayala 
Facebook group and website are avenues for sharing these processes and 
any updates. The development and uptake of a practical orthography by 
community is a real boon for Dharug language learning and language 
learning materials.
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Table 33.5: Dharug consonant inventory.

Labial Dental Alveolar Palatal Velar

Stops b /b/ dh /d̪/ d /d/ dy /ɟ/ g /g/

Nasals m /m/ nh /n̪/ n /n/ ny /ɲ/ ng /ŋ/

Tap/Trill – – rr /r/ – –

Laterals – – l /l/ – –

Glides w /w/ – r /ɹ/ y /j/ –

Key: bold symbols represent the Dharug practical orthography; / / brackets represent 
Dharug phonemes
Source: Authors.

Table 33.6: Dharug vowel and diphthong inventory.

Short 

a i u

Long 

aa ii uu

Sliding (diphthongs)

awu ayi –

Source: Authors.

Reflection
First and foremost: Dharug spelling for Dharug language. What an 
accomplishment! Second comment: In language revival contexts, it’s just as much 
about pronouncing as spelling.

Nevertheless, the many issues of archival language records are paid forward to 
present-day Dharug. It can be confusing and even confronting for people that 
the newer ‘de-colonised’ Dharug spellings are different from the older ‘Englished’ 
spellings of Dharug. Many people have experienced Dharug words reproduced 
from historical documents in word lists, in books or on websites. This can create 
eddies of uncertainty about which is the real and/or right spelling. Some are even 
worried whether new de-colonised Dharug spellings interfere with the language, 
whereas the truth is the other way round: the old Englished spellings may obscure 
the Dharug word because of being difficult to interpret.

But there is a very real question here about how to deal respectfully with older 
materials. In the Dharug Dhalang community lessons we discuss the long road 
of language revival and our gratitude for the work of all the Dharug language 
activists and allies whose efforts we inherit. In the language work we do, we are 
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careful to be transparent. We keep a record of our research and our working 
out. Going forward we envisage at least one language resource like a language 
encyclopaedia where this would be available for every Dharug word.

It is very important that our community feels comfortable with our language, 
including how it’s written. As teachers and language teachers we can see 
participants visibly relax when language learning is doable. Becoming familiar 
with Dharug pronunciation and spelling needs to be easy and relaxed, like 
chanting of syllables in chorus. Then we emphasise that we are a community 
of learners, and will make ‘mistakes’. Language learning takes time, and that 
includes saying and spelling the language we’re learning.

A final point on spelling which we shouldn’t have to spell out (lol) relates to 
the language ecology type. Like every other language revival context, potential 
users are all fluent speakers of something else, so English in the case of Dharug. 
The  community of people learning Dharug have no opportunity to hear 
historical recordings of fluent Dharug speakers owing to the time depth of 
historical language contact and shift, whereas some language revival groups have 
this resource. Because of this, the Dharug language revival community can really 
benefit from the consistent Dharug spelling system, once they are confident with 
it, because it’s a reliable guide to pronunciation.

Institutional support

Institutional support for the Dharug language is patchy and not extensive. 
This is, unfortunately, unsurprising. In the first instance, there are so many 
other language interests in Sydney, overseas and Indigenous, competing 
for acknowledgement and slender resources. Coupled with that is the 
non-optimal recognition of the Dharug language which is the language of 
place within much of the Sydney region. The lack of reliable institutional 
support for the Dharug language is counterintuitive because Aboriginal 
language policies and cultural protocols prioritise the language of place. 
On those grounds, on historically Dharug speaking country, there should 
be a commitment from universities to support Dharug language research 
and teaching, for schools and TAFE to teach Dharug, for the media to use 
a Dharug sign in and sign out and acknowledge the language, likewise for 
state and local governments. Very little of this occurs, and certainly not 
reliably and systematically.
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Schools are the institution often looked to for supporting traditional 
languages. Notionally, Aboriginal language programs are supported in NSW 
but this is neither simple nor straightforward. In schools, the curriculum is 
crowded. Gaining traction for something ‘extra’, like a Dharug language 
program, can be difficult. The process is not easy to navigate for time-poor 
school administration, and can stall very quickly. Currently, there is no 
clear, systemic and guaranteed line of support to assist schools in Sydney 
who would like to put a Dharug language program in place. With support 
from her school, Centre of Excellence in Agriculture Richmond, Seymour 
has been able to organise an informal Dharug language teaching mentoring 
program for other interested schools. However, the point is that such 
support is not automatically or consistently provided.

For schools, however, a very real issue is also funding. From a practical 
financial point of view, there is little assistance to support teaching a weekly 
language class to primary-aged schoolchildren. To illustrate just one facet of 
this, where is the support for the language teachers who would deliver the 
program, such as a training commitment, or an adult education pathway for 
building up language and teaching confidence? The Dharug language, like 
many other Aboriginal languages in NSW, does not yet have a ‘Language 
Nest’, a form of support allocated by the NSW Education Department to 
some Aboriginal languages.7 So, this support is currently not available either. 
For qualified Aboriginal classroom teachers, there is a Master of Indigenous 
Languages Education (MILE) program at the University of Sydney which 
helps develop linguistic and language teaching knowledge and skills, 
a course all the authors have been involved in and support.

Much language revival work is funded through short-term grants and 
projects with little certainty of continuity. The Dharug Dhalang project 
mentioned often throughout this chapter is funded through the Australian 
Government’s Indigenous Languages and Arts (ILA) program. This support 
is very welcome. However, ongoing long-term support for Dharug language 
work is not a given at this stage. The financial short-termism gives rise to 
stop/start and insecure work, which is not helpful for planning for the long 
haul of language revival work.

7	  At the time of writing there are five Language Nests, with another two Satellite Nests: NSW 
Government – Education, ‘Aboriginal Languages and Cultures’, last updated 6 May 2024, education.
nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/aec/language-culture-and-communities.

http://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/aec/language-culture-and-communities
http://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/aec/language-culture-and-communities
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Reflection
The potential support that could be given to Dharug language revival from 
institutions in Australia’s biggest city and the millions of good-willed Sydneygal 
‘Sydneysiders’ is in stark contrast to what’s actually done. To be honest, in many 
ways it feels like Dharug affiliated people and their language are punished for 
being the longest survivors of the invasion, occupation and assimilation policies 
of White Australia. The fact that we experienced this first means something. 
It goes to the patchiness of language records (although our language group is far 
from alone in this) and to the fact that we have hosted the most incomers for the 
longest time. It apparently also goes to why the Dharug language is not given 
institutional support, despite being the language of place in much of Sydney. 
We say it’s time for redress.

Speaker attitudes

Reflection
The Dharug authors are answering this item from our observations and 
experiences. At this point in time, all Dharug language speakers are language 
learners and we are eager. Dharug language learning is burgeoning. At the 
time of writing, over 900 community participants have taken part in the 
suite of language lessons we have delivered at different sites around Sydney in 
the Dharug Dhalang project, and their ongoing online delivery. The project 
aims for participants to be positive language learners and to move into being 
language users.

We have observed that adult language learners can feel nervous about language 
learning at first. This has many possible causes. One is that our community 
members do not all come with particularly positive prior educational experiences. 
There is also an aspect of cultural safety at play. Urban Aboriginal people can 
experience challenges about their Aboriginality. Such attitudes can weaponise 
language revival: How Aboriginal are you if you/your community don’t speak 
your language? Understandably then, language learners can be on high alert. 
But participants relax once actually engaged in Dharug language learning. 
There is a joy and gratitude amongst Dharug learners for the opportunity 
of hearing and learning their language and, excitingly, Dharug learners are 
ready for more. The Bayala Facebook group was set up as a first response to this 
demand, followed by the Bayala website, with so much more to come.
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Seymour first taught Dharug in a primary school setting. Primary-aged students 
love learning the Dharug language. For a start, good language teaching is highly 
interactive, with a solid oral language component, integrated with music, art, 
dance and games. So it is different and fun, with lots of laughter and ‘mistakes’ 
which we take in our stride. The students, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, 
love the novel thinking and learning that is involved in language learning 
and in talking about languages, ‘language awareness’. They don’t experience 
this elsewhere at school. The students love using Dharug with me in the 
playground and in the classroom. I also know that Dharug language learning 
lifts the Aboriginal students. It makes them visible: something in the classroom 
curriculum is theirs. Many want and achieve success in Dharug language classes, 
success they may not have experienced before; some students clearly practise their 
Dharug outside of school, for example by teaching their family or by doing their 
own research and learning Dharug songs on YouTube. When Dharug language 
programs start up, I see just how much every student wants to feel connected to 
their Dharug language teacher and to use the Dharug language.

Now as a Dharug language teacher in a high school, Seymour notices that 
Dharug is instantly and enthusiastically welcomed as a valid subject by the 
school. In part this is because New South Wales high schools are required to teach 
100 hours of a Language Other Than English (LOTE) subject, so the path for 
teaching this Dharug language is entirely clear, funded and timetabled, as a 
matter of course – unlike in primary schools where a Dharug language champion 
is required to ensure active and ongoing support from school leadership. Also, 
the high school staff are serious supporters of reconciliation and see the Dharug 
language program as a key driver. For high school students, experiencing the 
Dharug language revival program provides them with real insights into why 
reconciliation is needed. Learning Dharug language and engaging with me and 
my perspectives as a Dharug woman and teacher are tangible, meaningful ways 
to be a part of reconciliation. For Aboriginal students and their parents, the 
Dharug language subject comes with high cultural status. Aboriginal parents 
love that their children are learning to actually say things in language, with 
confidence and good pronunciation, something they never had in their own 
schooling. They are really proud of their children who are bringing Dharug 
home and teaching family. Aboriginal students often lead in the Dharug subject 
where they are encouraged to shine, an experience they have otherwise not always 
had at school. High schools service a larger and more diverse community than 
local primary schools, but I have been delighted at how immigrant background 
students and their families embrace the opportunity to learn Dharug. As speakers 
of other languages, I feel they are really open to the value of language learning 
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of itself, as well as seeing Dharug language as a connection to this place and 
to Dharug people. There are other social groups who hold languages in less 
esteem, for example, thinking only in terms of potential economic benefits and 
so prefer larger international languages, if any. But even here I can report light 
bulb moments which I think might often boil down to family involvement in 
Dharug language assessment tasks. Students are required to teach others and 
record themselves, and they often involve their entire family in learning words, 
phrases and scripts, often intentionally staging their recording session in a special 
location on Country. Parents have been blown away by this experience. From 
the language revival perspective of growing our community of learner-speakers, 
the pool of people who can engage with us in such exchanges is growing.

Another group of Dharug learner-speakers that Seymour has been working with 
are teams of primary and secondary school staff, including Aboriginal teachers, 
aides and/or community officers, from schools that want to deliver a Dharug 
language program. I deliver professional learning through regular networking 
meetings, modelling Dharug language lessons and providing Dharug language 
teaching resources, including audiovisual material of spoken Dharug. Many 
of these Dharug language teacher ‘initiates’ also (voluntarily) do the Dharug 
Dhalang lessons. The Dharug language teachers have very varied teaching 
experiences, but they engage wholeheartedly. The Dharug language teaching 
training has lifted the profile of many of these Aboriginal educators in their 
schools. Staff and students recognise their impressive commitment through their 
teaching, supporting and advocating for the Dharug language program. As a 
result, students in more schools are seeing Aboriginal educators working as key 
team members who are effectively changing their school curriculum offerings. 
Lots of students are now experiencing learning Dharug – whereas until recently 
it was unlikely Dharug language was ever mentioned in their schools, let alone 
taught. It is becoming possible for students to even envisage Dharug language 
teaching as a potential career choice.

Overall status – now, future, with other languages

In general, traditional Indigenous languages have an increasing presence and 
prestige. On the international stage, the International Year of Indigenous 
Languages celebrated the significance of Indigenous languages for 
Indigenous peoples worldwide in 2019. The more extensive International 
Decade of Indigenous Languages 2022–2032 (UNESCO 2021) is currently 
in train. The OECD has acknowledged the role of Indigenous languages in 
education for Indigenous students in the settler-colonial societies of Aotearoa 
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New Zealand, Australia and Canada (Angelo et al. 2022). In Australia, the 
National Indigenous Languages Report (2020) focuses attention on First 
Nations languages and the Closing the Gap policy now includes Indigenous 
languages (Target 16) (Australian Government n.d.). At a state level, the 
NSW Aboriginal Languages Act 2017 recognises Aboriginal languages and 
the right of Aboriginal people to nurture them.8

In terms of other languages, the hegemony of English in Australia and the 
once dominant paradigm of the monolingual mindset might be shifting a 
little, with the 2021 Census showing that almost a quarter of the Australian 
population now report using a language other than English at home, and 
around half the population in Sydney.

All this momentum should translate into support for Dharug language 
research and documentation and Dharug language learning opportunities 
in school, at TAFE and in university. From the Dharug authors’ point 
of view, the biggest present-day challenge to Dharug language revival is 
establishing a firm knowledge base in the wider community, that Dharug 
is the language of Country in much of the Sydney area and deserves to 
be supported as such. Sydney has millions of Sydneygal ‘Sydneysiders’ who 
are all potential Dharug language allies. Sincere efforts need to be made to 
shore up Australia’s treasure trove of languages, including supporting the 
revival of the local Aboriginal language.

Reflection
The Dharug language community has a heartfelt optimism that Dharug 
language revival in Sydney has the potential to be a real success story, an 
optimism shared by the Dharug authors. However, as researchers, teachers and 
learners of the Dharug language, we also recognise the truth of Gumbaynggirr 
man Ken Walker’s (2006) observation that language revival ‘is a long road 
to hoe’. While we feel supported and energised by working with and for our 
community of adult learner-speakers, and school-aged learners too, we also feel 
a big responsibility and want to share this load. We are always encouraging 
and supportive for community members to step up for Dharug language work. 
Engaging in reviving the Dharug language is an important act for people 
who affiliate as Dharug. Learning the Dharug language enhances our sense of 
identity and builds a connected Dharug language community. School Dharug 
language programs give status to Aboriginal students, including those with 

8	  See NSW Government, ‘NSW Legislation: Aboriginal Languages Act 2017 No 51’, legislation.
nsw.gov.au/~/view/act/2017/51.

http://legislation.nsw.gov.au/~/view/act/2017/51
http://legislation.nsw.gov.au/~/view/act/2017/51
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Dharug heritage, and inform all the young minds who participate. The allies 
who support our language are doing a true act of reconciliation. Reviving the 
Dharug language redresses the injustice of being silenced and written out of our 
own place: We survive and thrive on our Country.

Discussion and conclusion
For the purposes of understanding the Dharug language ecology, the larger 
contemporary situation of Indigenous languages in Australia first needs 
to be taken into account. The Indigenous Language Ecology framework 
is useful in this regard because it validates that there are different types of 
present day language contexts and describes the main types. The language 
ecology type where Aboriginal people speak (a variety of ) English for their 
main everyday communication and in addition seek opportunity to learn 
their traditional language is where the Dharug language ecology is situated, 
along with all the others in NSW and many other parts of the country. 
In this language ecology type, language communities are reclaiming their 
traditional language through the documentary and community language 
resources available to them. From the Dharug researchers’ point of view, 
recognising this kind of language ecology as a type with a considerable 
membership especially in the south-east of the continent enables truth-
telling without fear of being (wrongfully) singled out as the only language 
group reviving their language. It provides a form of cultural safety. Haugen’s 
(1972) language ecology questionnaire is also most meaningful if framed by 
this broad language ecology type.

This chapter describes the Dharug language ecology and the factors that 
shape it by responding to Haugen’s language ecology questions in two ways, 
one from a ‘regular’ academic approach by all authors and one exclusively 
from the Dharug authors on their views. This approach chimes with 
Haugen’s holistic approach to language situations and his orientation to 
language recognition and activism. Our study shows that language revival 
in a capital city involves particular and additional concerns, as did Amery 
(2016) with Kaurna. Even so, the themes of the ‘particular and additional’ 
concerns for the Dharug language differ somewhat from Kaurna, or have 
different emphases.
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Extra Dharug language ecology considerations

The status of the Dharug language and its language ecology is the critical 
consideration from the Dharug authors’ point of view. In its most basic 
form, status requires recognition. For the Dharug language, this requires 
recognising that it is a language, in its own right, with a justified name, 
historically attested and of present-day community choice, and that Dharug 
is the language of place for a good portion of the Sydney area and should be 
known and supported as such. Status is addressed in Haugen’s questionnaire, 
as the last question, almost as a summing up: ‘What is the overall status 
of this language in terms of where the language stands, now and into the 
future, in comparison with the other languages of the world?’ In contrast, in 
the Dharug authors’ reflections, the issue of language status and recognition 
is prominent from the get-go, to the extent of requiring the extra initial 
section on nomenclature. The theme of recognition is a constant: the need 
for it, the threat of not having it, factors that might impede it, receiving it, 
the joy and relief of it. The Dharug authors are constantly worried by how 
information will be interpreted and used, and those worries derive from our 
experiences of inconsistent and contested recognition of the language and/
or its language ecology. Recognition is layered and multifaceted, and its 
lack is felt on many fronts. On the flip side, Dharug language recognition 
is boosted by the Dharug community’s language learning gusto and allies’ 
support. The embodied Dharug experiences together with academic research 
perspectives in this chapter address recognition by illustrating the particulars 
of the Dharug language context. Increased community confidence and well-
being will further enhance Dharug language recognition.

In Australia, the Dharug language is far from alone in requiring and 
undergoing revival, but the time depth of invasion and the extent of early 
occupation is longest in the Sydney area. Intergenerational transmission of the 
Dharug language was disrupted early so we are all learners. It is confronting 
that English has been the language spoken by Dharug-affiliated people for 
so long, but our frontline history explains why. Over two centuries later, 
the Dharug language is on a revival pathway, building on previous archival 
research and language reconstruction to grow a community of learner-
speakers. Some of this can be pieced together via Haugen’s questions, but 
these are dynamics of singular and pivotal importance in language revival 
contexts. While there is some archival documentation of Dharug, it is 
subject to ongoing research and analysis to translate it into usable material 
for language learning, teaching and reference materials. This aspect of 
revitalisation is not captured in Haugen’s questionnaire.
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The demographics of Sydney also play a significant role in the Dharug 
language ecology. Although a number of Haugen’s questions help us think 
about the complex linguistic make-up of Sydney, they do not by a long 
shot capture the minoritised position of Dharug, the Aboriginal language 
in the largest city in Australia and in the capital of the most populous 
state. English is the everyday language of NSW Aboriginal people and the 
dominant language of institutions, government, media etc. Speaker numbers 
of other overseas languages in Sydney are high, some outnumbering the 
whole Aboriginal population of Sydney. Then, there are layers of Aboriginal 
migration from other parts of the state into Sydney. Some of these 
Aboriginal families have long histories in Sydney, some are more recent. 
And there are the Aboriginal language groups encircling and in long-term 
contact with the Dharug language group. All these Aboriginal people are 
affiliated with one or more Aboriginal language groups and many aspire to 
build up their knowledge of their language(s). All this linguistic and identity 
diversity of Sydney is a treasure, but it often obscures the language of place. 
An irksome example is that only some languages from NSW revival contexts 
are listed for Census data collection purposes. Dharug is not, so Dharug 
responses are not counted separately (but some other revival languages are). 
This ‘invisibilises’ the Dharug language even more, when it could be right 
up there.

Haugen’s questionnaire does not explicitly flag language learning and what 
supports it, yet this defines language revival contexts. Language research, 
language learning and language resources are key aspects of the Dharug 
language ecology. Growing back a language community requires a lot 
of language learning which in revival contexts such as that of Dharug is 
crucially underpinned by language research and documentation. Language 
learning provides important opportunities for Dharug language use, such as 
community language lessons delivered by learner-teachers; or the learner-
speaker groups the community lessons have generated; or delivering school 
language programs which drives language learning both on the part of 
students and their learner-teachers. The revival of a language community 
depends on learner-speakers stepping up and encouraging ongoing 
language learning. This is shaped and supported by language learning 
materials. The more extensive the body of mutually reinforcing language 
materials – language course materials, audiovisual resources, lovely books, 
learner guides, dictionaries, learner and reference grammars, linguistic and 
historical documentation – the better.
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The above considerations constitute significant aspects of the Dharug 
language ecology and so we would propose the following questions be 
added to Haugen’s questionnaire for this language ecology type:

•	 To what extent is the focus language recognised in the public domain by 
name? If there is contestation, what is the reason?

•	 Has intergenerational transmission of the focus language been disrupted? 
When and how? What records do we have of the focus language? What 
language did the language community shift to?

•	 What languages are represented in the same geographical area? How do 
their speakers relate to the focus language?

•	 How is the focus language being rebuilt and learned? What personnel 
and resources are available to support this?

Our suggestions are largely compatible with the additional language ecology 
questions proposed for the Kaurna language revival context (Amery 2016, 
43–45). However, there are some differences, perhaps in part stemming 
from how long each language revival program has been running. The 
Dharug language community concern for recognition is not so obvious 
a preoccupation for Kaurna, perhaps because of an extensive historical 
presence and language revival ongoing over several decades now. Whereas 
one of our additional questions focuses generically on learning the focus 
language, a number of Kaurna questions zero in on particular aspects of 
learning and using the language, such as the purposes the target language 
(TL) will be used for and by whom, ensuring access for all the TL community 
and making connections between TL and environmental, geographical, 
historical knowledge and with cultural practices. These specific questions 
have presumably arisen as Kaurna revival work has proceeded. Another 
source of difference revolves around the demographics of the two cities. 
With the size of Sydney’s population and other language interests, overseas 
and other Aboriginal languages, the Dharug language is easily minoritised 
hence our proposed additional question about speakers of other languages. 
Adelaide is also a multicultural capital city, albeit much smaller. Perhaps, 
again, the visibility gained by the duration and success of the Kaurna revival 
program mitigates some of the minoritisation that concerns Dharug.

Conclusion

The broad ecology type of the Dharug language is one of language revival 
and learning by community members who speak English as their L1. This 
language ecology perspective informed by Haugen’s language ecology 
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questionnaire and coupled with reflections from the lived experiences 
of the Dharug authors aims to paint a rich picture of the contemporary 
Dharug language context. We make a number of suggestions for extending 
Haugen’s questions to better capture the complexities of the Dharug 
language ecology, namely language recognition, other language groups in 
the same space, language contact and shift history and language learning 
support. Furthermore, including oral language traditions alongside written 
is a clear amendment. The chapter will hopefully contribute to the language 
work and language aspirations of the Dharug language community. The 
description and findings here may also be useful for other Indigenous 
language groups in the process of reviving their traditional language, 
especially those minoritised in populous city settings and in relatively early 
stages of language revival work.
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