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Steady as she goes:  

Jane Simpson and  
Indigenous languages

Francesca Merlan

Introduction: What to do?
In her Horwood lecture of 2019, Jane said:

So, here we are, in the International Year of Indigenous Languages. 
In  1788, the whole continent was covered with hundreds and 
hundreds of different speech communities, all speaking different 
languages. In  2019, the number of people who are speaking an 
Indigenous language as a first language has massively dropped. In the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2016 census, it was down to 
fewer than 40,000 people and of those 40,000 people there were only 
13 languages still spoken by children, all in remote areas – northern 
South Australia, central Western Australia, Central Australia and Cape 
York. And the numbers for each of those languages is really small. 
Djambarrpuyngu, which is the biggest traditional language, spoken in 
Arnhem Land, has about 4,000 speakers; Pitjantjatjara, in the north 
of South Australia, has about 3,000 speakers and Warlpiri in Central 
Australia has just over 2,000 speakers (Simpson, McConvell and 
Thieberger, 2019). These are tiny numbers. (Simpson 2019, 8)

This kind of scenario has been depicted in numerous articles and works. 
It can be seen as gloomy enough so that one could join with many others 
in seeing the future of minority languages in very dark terms. Throughout 
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her career, Jane has combined kinds of work that transcend the gloom of 
dire outcomes and has been continually engaged in defining and galvanising 
workable, people-oriented outcomes.

That is the touchstone of my title: ‘Steady as she goes’. For Jane knows 
all the arguments, reasons and different ways of viewing the issues of 
language endangerment, death, documentation, revitalisation, and so forth, 
and has occupied herself with finding positive ways forward in particular 
circumstances.

In the recent Horwood lecture, Jane set out what she thinks that supporters 
and involved persons can do:

[c]elebrate the languages, as we are doing in the International Year 
of Indigenous Languages. We can also try to reduce the pressure 
on Indigenous people to switch to English. We can help and push 
for Indigenous people to receive training to teach in and about 
their languages, and we can work with Indigenous people to 
provide technological and pedagogical support for documenting 
the languages and creating teaching resources for use in schools and 
for language maintenance. (Simpson 2020)

This chapter aims to illustrate all of the ways in which Jane has operationalised 
this statement. This volume itself is strongly organised into topics that 
mattered to Jane, and to which she contributed much (perhaps especially 
to key matters addressed in following sections: language history, structural 
analysis of languages, language acquisition, language in education, and on 
sociocultural perspectives on language).

One might think on first glance that Jane’s academic biography is structurally 
underlain by a shift of weighting from academic concern with language 
documentation, description and theorisation, to increasing concern with 
practical and community issues. Certainly the latter are well-represented 
in her publications, on wellbeing, identity, gender, the language landscapes 
of children, and accompanying forms of work in kinds of language 
documentation and preparation of materials adapted for revitalisation of 
languages, and community formulation of language goals. Movement from 
academic work to greater involvement in applied and community work is 
typical in many of the social sciences.

But the idea that this involved a major shift in Jane’s case is not quite 
right. For what strikes one is the extent to which these latter things have 
been immanent in Jane’s life and in her work. Social and cultural concerns 
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have long been there in various forms, materialising in the community-
oriented weft to the grammarian warp, throughout her career, leading to her 
appointment in 2011 at The Australian National University as the inaugural 
chair of Indigenous Linguistics.

For many other academics, a major shift has been involved, and perhaps a 
major reordering of values, to move from the dark scenario to positive action. 
I don’t think this has been so in Jane’s case. Let me take this opportunity 
to sketch some of the well-known angles of vision, before I return to Jane’s 
contributions and her engagement.

When to do it: Working in the Anthropocene
With the sounding of the term ‘Anthropocene’ from at least the mid-1970s, 
we have entered into an era oriented to the identification of responsible 
agency, and roused from any insouciance concerning humankind’s being 
in the world (Sloterdijk 2018, 1, 9). In other words, things are changing, 
and people are responsible. The assumed resilience of ‘nature’ to outlive 
any kind of exploitation is gone from our thinking, and we find ourselves 
needing to develop new ethics and new practices. As the ‘environment’ is 
brought within the scope of human activity, we now also identify human 
productions such as languages within the range of what we can work on.

But we also have the feeling, as I will go on to discuss, that what is produced 
in this space somehow has a lesser scale and scope than what had developed 
unselfconsciously over millennia. The sets of jargons, creoles, new languages, 
and even those that we salvage and revivify, do not have quite the grandeur 
of the large and intricate systems that they are replacing. Can we learn to 
live with this? And with the different positions that people take on it? Jane 
has modelled how to do it throughout her career.

On the gloomier side, I am reminded of a person with whom I worked 
long-term on the northern Australian language Jawoyn – if indeed we can 
be said to have ‘worked’, which implies a kind of systematicity which often 
eluded us, or at least me. The man was Peter Jatbula, a veteran of the rough 
mine fields to the north of Katherine, and an escapee of various aspects of 
welfare management, with whom I sought to learn and record his language, 
of which he was an artful speaker. Some other Jawoyn speakers were far 
more given to systematicity than he. Peter was tolerant of my efforts to learn, 
and definitely intrigued by how much could be learned by a white person, 
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initially a stranger. But he assessed any claim for the value of the effort from 
the perspective of his own experience. When I ventured to say once that 
this record would be useful for his children, his daughters, and family, he 
quickly punctured what he saw as the pretence. ‘Good for whitefellas’, he 
said; ‘not for my family’. In short, his own vision was the product of his 
experience, and possibly also slightly apocalyptic – he spoke from what he 
saw as the end of an era about a time, his time, in which Jawoyn was one of 
three languages he spoke natively; but a time after which it simply was not 
part of anybody’s everyday world in any form he could recognise.

Change and persistence in the 
temperament of the times: Revivalistics
There has been a long and persisting emphasis on language endangerment. 
It is part of the Zeitgeist of the Anthropocene that I have referred to, and 
there is objectively considerable reason for it. There are good grounds for 
alarm at the extent of decline in language diversity, and reason to see how 
that parallels other kinds of decline: climate change, the reduction of insect 
population and diversity, drying up and disappearance of forests, and so 
on. Though concerns about language endangerment have certainly not 
disappeared, they have been partly displaced by other more optimistic 
perspectives in recent times.

Some decades ago, Ken Hale wrote of language endangerment as part of a

much larger process of LOSS OF CULTURAL AND 
INTELLECTUAL DIVERSITY in which politically dominant 
languages and cultures simply over-whelm indigenous local 
languages and cultures, placing them in a condition which can 
only be described as embattled. The process is not unrelated to the 
simultaneous loss of diversity in the zoological and botanical worlds. 
(Hale et al.1992, 1)1

Hale, Krauss and colleagues sounded an epochal theme: Language 
endangerment is significantly comparable to – and related to – endangerment 
of biological species in the natural world. And they placed Australia at the 
‘highly endangered’ end of the spectrum compared to elsewhere:

1	  This article is referred to here as Hale et al. (1992) (see references). Contributing authors are referred 
to by name and as in Hale et al. (1992) where appropriate.
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For the rest of the world, the worst continent by far is Australia, with 
90% of 250 aboriginal languages that are still spoken now moribund, 
most of those VERY near extinction. (Krauss in Hale et al. 1992, 5)

Krauss adds:

It would seem that English-language dominance in the ‘English-
speaking world’ has achieved and continues to achieve the highest 
documented rate of destruction, approaching now 90%. (Hale et al. 
1992, 5)

This sounded a theme of ‘killer language’ (Pakir 1991) – which of course 
must be understood as a proxy for many other things, rather than ‘language’ 
per se.

Ken Hale contributed to this collective article, presenting ‘an example of 
the kind of material that we can expect to lose with the loss of a language’ – 
namely, a study of the relation between Lardil, the language of Mornington 
Island, and Damin, a ritual language which operates by semantic inversion of 
meaning (e.g. ‘down below’ for ‘up above’), and by considerable abstraction, 
as Hale calls it, of lexical meaning such that a full range of Lardil semantics 
can be compressed into and expressed by fewer words in Damin.

In other words, he considers that there is considerable loss involved in the 
kinds of shift occurring. Hale expanded upon this:

Of supreme significance in relation to linguistic diversity, and to 
local languages in particular, is the simple truth that language – in 
the general, multifaceted sense – embodies the intellectual wealth of 
the people who use it. A language and the intellectual productions 
of its speakers are often inseparable, in fact. Some forms of verbal 
art – verse, song, or chant – depend crucially on morphological and 
phonological, even syntactic, properties of the language in which it 
is formed. In such cases the art could not exist without the language, 
quite literally. Even where the dependency is not so organic as this, 
an intellectual tradition may be so thoroughly a part of a people’s 
linguistic ethnography as to be, in effect, inseparable from the 
language. (in Hale et al. 1992, 36)

Hale said more about Damin in evaluative terms:

The last fluent user of Damin passed away several years ago. The 
destruction of this intellectual treasure was carried out, for the most 
part, by people who were not aware of its existence, coming as they 
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did from a culture in which wealth is physical and visible. Damin 
was not visible for them, and as far as they were concerned, the Lardil 
people had no wealth, apart from their land. (in Hale et al. 1992, 40)

And there is often an expression of responsibility, even panic. Michael 
Krauss said:

I consider it a plausible calculation that – at the rate things are going 
– the coming century will see either the death or the doom of 90% 
of mankind’s languages. What are we linguists doing to prepare 
for this or to prevent this catastrophic destruction of the linguistic 
world? (in Hale et al. 1992, 7)

To what extent are endangered languages a priority in modern 
linguistics? (in Hale et al. 1992, 10)

An ideological, academic and public shift can be measured in the changing 
title of Nick Evans’s book between its first and current edition. Evans (2011) 
titled the first edition of his book Dying Words: Endangered Languages and 
What They Have to Tell Us. The second edition is titled Words of Wonder 
(2022). Evans explains that he had felt various kinds of pressures at the time 
of the first edition to include the notion of ‘language death’, and had in fact 
been affected by the death of some of the irreplaceable ‘last speakers’ that he 
had worked with in northern Australia. More recently, however, he points 
out there has been some annoyance on the part of Indigenous people to be 
told, after the long history of colonisation, that their cultures and languages 
are dying out.

In the intervening years, it has become more common for people to refer to 
languages as ‘sleeping’, able to be wakened and revitalised. In other words, 
the ‘annoyance’ to which Evans refers has become part of a more politicised 
stance and even program of action in some cases. Pine and Turin (2017, 6) 
observe that:

With language revitalization increasingly situated as an expression 
of self-determination and political empowerment, some language 
communities are developing a terminology for discussing 
endangerment and revitalization that is in itself empowering. One 
example is a movement to refer to languages without any current L1 
(native or first-language) speakers as ‘sleeping’ rather than ‘extinct’. 
(Hinton 2001, 413)
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Some exponents of the raw notion of ‘language death’ persist and reject such 
notions as ‘sleeping’. But most academics have moved to acknowledge the 
rise of revivalistics in some way. In his recent book, venerable Australianist 
R. M. W. Dixon (2019, 172) concludes discussion of the pervasive effects 
of English on Indigenous languages by saying:

During recent years there have been ambitious efforts, across several 
states, to revive languages which ceased to be actively spoken some 
generations ago. Such programs are playing an important role in the 
reaffirmation of ethnic identity and sociocultural awareness.

Others like Ghil’ad Zuckermann (2020) offer a lively defence and detailed 
examination of ‘revivalistics’.

There are, it seems to me, positions which overtly acknowledge our 
sensibilities that some kinds of change are irreversible, and lamentable, 
but also value what is generated from the processes of contemplation and 
revitalisation.

Personally, I have always favoured some of the positions taken by Tony 
Woodbury in his 1993 paper ‘When a Language Dies, a Culture Dies’. 
He first examines a number of positions that would support that proposition 
and place it in its wider social and human context by asserting that linguistic 
diversity is linked to, and fosters, intellectual and cultural diversity, and 
likewise that language loss entails the loss of such diversity.

He considers language from three different perspectives: as identity; as the 
matrix of stores of intellectual wealth; and as having a constitutive role in 
verbal art.

Identity is a multifaceted notion. It has to do with how people think of 
themselves, but also with how others think of them and locate them within 
a social field. Woodbury quotes a number of authorities and a frequent view 
that people would feel themselves to be less, or other, than they are without 
their language and sense of linguistic heritage. Often, issues of language 
are tied to forms of identity, but Woodbury questions whether language 
is always or necessarily a key basis of identity. Many other aspects of life 
may inform identity. Woodbury proceeds with these considerations to the 
conclusion that language as code and culture are logically independent.

The stringency of such a claim is modified, however, by both specific and 
more general conditions.
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Specifically, in Australia the connection of language is, customarily, not 
directly to (a) people but to people via the inherence of language in land 
to which they are tied by various kinds of inherent relations and kinds of 
embodiment (Merlan 1981; Rumsey 1993). When connection to land 
begins to change, one typical pattern is for people to continue to insist that 
they are, e.g. Wardaman (the sort of socio-territorial term which designates 
a language and an area of country, and which also is applied to people); 
or, eventually, that they are Wardaman-descendants. Over longer periods, 
and given intensive histories of colonisation, such identities become less 
firmly linked to land and to specific language forms. Thus, ‘language’ 
as understood in Indigenous terms has never been reducible to a code or a 
code repertoire. Thus, too, in more general terms, ‘language’ understood in 
this way does not stand outside ‘culture’.

On language as a store of knowledge and intellectual wealth, Woodbury 
quotes Ken Hale from the article cited above:

… The loss of local languages, and of the cultural systems that 
they express, has meant irretrievable loss of diverse and interesting 
intellectual wealth, the priceless products of human mental industry. 
(in Hale et al. 1992, 36)

Expression, Woodbury maintains, is (at least partly) form-dependent (which 
he illustrates with a detailed exposition of the Yup’ik demonstrative system, 
1993, 8–15).

And he again quotes Hale on language as constitutive of verbal art:

Some forms of verbal art – verse, song, or chant – depend crucially 
on morphological and phonological, even syntactic, properties 
of the language in which it is formed. In such cases the art could 
not exist without the language, quite literally. Even where the 
dependency is not so organic as this, an intellectual tradition may 
be so thoroughly a part of a people’s linguistic ethnography as to be, 
in effect, inseparable from the language. (in Hale et al. 1992, 36)

Woodbury goes on to raise two complex points concerning the apparent 
simplicity of the proposition that language death spells the death of a culture. 
He observes that any language sits within a ‘higher-order communicative 
system’ (1993, 3), a modality within a communicative repertoire and 
competence which is not reducible to a code. Ways of communicating, 
speaking and so on may survive and be transmitted beyond the dissolution 
of particular codes (Eades 2013). This seems to me another way of putting 
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the proposition that ‘language’ understood in this way does not stand outside 
‘culture’. Second, many or even most of the speech communities of the world 
are multilingual, raising the question about the (exclusive) identification 
of ways of communicating with particular codes, or the obverse.

Third, as Woodbury also points out, language shift may bring with it 
adaptations to the experience, practices and patterns of a foreign culture. 
This is certainly true in Australia, where the adoption of forms of English 
can become a significant marker of Aboriginal identity (as when Kriol 
demarcates Aboriginal ways of communicating and identifying), and at the 
same time involve the adoption of patterns of the non-Aboriginal culture 
which contributes to many aspects, linguistic and non-linguistic, of Kriol 
communicative forms. In relation to this point, Woodbury (1993, 6) 
eventually concludes that:

Ancestral languages provide a secured domain in which a culture 
can grow and be practiced, while nativized versions of a replacing 
language are easily subjected to the norms of its ‘mainstream’ 
community.

One might observe that this notion of a ‘culture’ seems to be tradition-
oriented, whereas in many situations of language shift, also evident is 
considerable change in anything one might call the/a culture (whether 
or not, or the extent to which, people themselves explicitly value certain 
conventional or traditional aspects of culture).

Woodbury further raises the important point that claims about language – 
while often framed as if they were about specific codes – cannot be regarded 
simply as objective statements, but are often to be understood as ideological 
stances. They can be regarded as having ‘force as an attempt at ordering the 
social environment’ (1993, 4), as much structuring as representing already 
existing states of affairs.

All of these considerations weaken the direct link between ‘loss of language’ 
and ‘loss of culture’, and make evident what Woodbury calls the ‘systematic 
ambiguity’ of claims about language or culture death (1993, 7).

Woodbury (1993, 16) then reformulates the starting proposition in the 
following way, that:

Interrupted transmission of an integrated lexical and grammatical 
heritage spells the direct end of some cultural traditions and is part 
of the unraveling, restructuring, and reevaluation of others.
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Having said that language and culture are logically independent – but note 
all the qualifications above – he then observes that this should mean that 
codes are equivalent as emblems of identity. But, in fact, they are not:

Rather, different languages are perceived as having different degrees 
of naturalness or goodness as symbols of a given ethnic identity. 
Much of this perception can be explained in terms of a simple 
indexical principle. When a language is considered to be the ancient, 
ancestral medium of a (putative) group or community, it ‘works’ well 
as an emblem of their identity. (Woodbury 1993, 5)

He refers to the concept of ‘focus’ along a spectrum (Le Page and Tabouret-
Keller 1985), according to the extent to which language and community 
identity norms are integral and conventionalised, as compared with the 
greater lability of emergent norms, which may be much more subject to 
replacement by some encapsulating ‘mainstream’.2 While ancestral languages 
tend to be highly ‘focused’ in this sense, nativised (partial) imports (like 
Kriol) may be much more unstable, given the widening social environment 
in which they tend to develop and be used. Expressive potential is thereby 
different in ancestral as compared with emergent codes.

Woodbury (1993:16) ultimately concludes that:

codes are really not interchangeable: individual codes, and the ways 
they are practiced in individual communities, are linked, indirectly 
or directly, to essential cultural content; … if one values diversity, 
it is the social responsibility of linguistics to support endangered 
languages and the communities that aspire to preserve them.

In short, Woodbury ends up with a defence of the original proposition, but 
in the process has subjected it to considerable useful scrutiny. He shows 
the complexity of ‘identity’ and its association with ‘language’, the form-
dependence that characterises much language usage; he places in discussion 
processes of change, and raises questions of equivalence and evaluation of 
codes in situations of stability and transition. In the end, he asserts that 
diversity remains a central value to be defended. Other hard questions 
remain: how can it be defended? What kinds of linguistic-cultural products 
can emerge from the effort?

2	  Dahmen (2022) notes as a possible outcome or intermediate step in language shift the emergence 
of a mixed language with (sometimes radical) structural changes. Relatively stabilised mixed languages 
have been documented in a few situations in Australia, but Dahmen describes a situation involving a 
language Jaru (Western Australia) in relation to Kriol and English, in which an emergent mixed language 
seems labile, differing by age group, and seems unlikely to become a community-wide mixed language.
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Salikoko Mufwene (2004) approaches the set of issues involved in ‘language 
birth and death’ from a perspective which places issues of language 
within the totality of people’s life circumstances. Like Peter Jatbula whom 
I mentioned above, he does not take concern with revival to be central to 
the preoccupations of many whose languages are, in some way or another, 
undergoing shifts in structure, usage and evaluation. Mufwene sees himself 
representing ordinary people with their particular urgencies. He makes use 
of a notion of ‘socioeconomic ecologies’ which might be seen as at least 
partly contrasting with the notion of ‘language ecologies’.

Jane defines the notion of ‘language ecologies’:

‘Language ecology’ is the configuration of languages spoken, heard 
and identified with, in a specific place. More than one language 
can be spoken in any one place and people can use the language 
to differing extents and for differing purposes. This is basically to 
say that an important aspect of the community you live in is the 
languages you hear and you use in everyday life. (Simpson 2019)

Mufwene (2004, 219), on the other hand, argues regarding ‘language 
ecologies’:

However costly language endangerment is to typological research 
in linguistics, we cannot forget the fact the speakers shift languages 
as part of their adaptive responses to changing socioeconomic 
conditions.

Linguists concerned with rights of languages [sic] must ask 
themselves whether these rights prevail over the right of speakers 
to adapt competitively to their new socioeconomic ecologies. 
Advocates of the revitalization of endangered languages must tell 
us whether the enterprise is possible without restoring the previous 
socioeconomic ecologies that had sustained them. Like cultures, 
languages are dynamic, complex adaptive systems that cannot be 
considered independent of the adaptive needs of their speakers. In 
fact languages are constantly being shaped by those who speak them, 
precisely what the indigenization of European languages illustrates. 
Moreover, like features associated with them, languages and cultures 
at any given point in time are commodities with ‘market values’ – 
‘linguistic capitals’ according to Bourdieu (1991) – which are subject 
to competition and selection. Speakers decide what is useful to them, 
and they determine history relative to their current needs without 
any foresight. Such has been history in population genetics, and 



PROJECTING VOICES

1140

such is it among humans, despite speakers’ occasional consciousness 
of it. It is much easier to intervene in what affects our surroundings 
than in what affects ourselves in our spontaneous behavior.

Jane’s emphasis, in short, is on examination of language varieties being used 
in a given community; Mufwene’s on the politics, economics and other 
dynamics that drive changes in the configuration of languages used.

I am sympathetic to Woodbury’s point of view concerning the value of 
diversity, but also recognise Mufwene’s realism concerning the pressures 
of adaptation that constantly affect people’s everyday lives, along with their 
language ecologies. Woodbury, but even more Mufwene, suggest that strong 
emphasis on revitalisation is itself part of a larger cultural complex which is 
especially fostered in certain socioeconomic/cultural conditions.

The force of Mufwene’s position is to make us think reflexively about 
the whole revitalisation movement in which we are willingly caught up – 
willingly because of continuing commitments to diversity, the valuation of 
distinctive expression, and the rising concern with community participation 
and empowerment. The force of Woodbury’s position is to make us think 
about destruction and loss on the one hand, and creative energy generated 
in recognising and transforming loss into modest, preserved heritage and 
practice, as linked processes.

In Australia, it is now commonly recognised that Indigenous languages were 
long denigrated and prohibited (e.g. in schools, dormitories and public 
spaces) by dominant authorities. Language revival, to whatever extent it 
may result in speaker proficiency, is one of the things that can help counter 
this colonial legacy.

O constancy, be strong upon my side
As I said above, Jane is well aware of all these considerations. But Jane is 
a little bit like Caesar, setting a huge mountain ’tween heart and tongue. 
We may now return to Jane’s suggestions to:

celebrate the languages, as we are doing in the International Year 
of Indigenous Languages. We can also try to reduce the pressure 
on Indigenous people to switch to English. We can help and push 
for  Indigenous people to receive training to teach in and about 
their languages, and we can work with Indigenous people to 
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provide technological and pedagogical support for documenting the 
languages and creating teaching resources for use in schools and for 
language maintenance.

Celebrating the languages

Jane has worked throughout her academic life on Warlpiri and Warumungu. 
She has also worked, especially in recent decades, on language revival. This 
work spans at least three kinds of language situations. The work on Warlpiri 
involves a relatively strong language, still being transmitted intergenerationally 
and to some large extent in ‘remote’ Aboriginal communities (but no doubt 
also affected by changing communications modalities and mobility in and 
from ‘homelands’ to other parts of Central Australia and the continent). 
Warumungu, with speakers more concentrated in and around the town 
of Tennant Creek, involves a shifting language situation characterised by 
fluency of older speakers, declining fluency of younger people, and shift 
on the part of many to use of a contact language variety based largely on 
English. Kaurna, in the city of Adelaide, is a language revival context, and has 
involved the use and interpretation of archival records and the mobilisation 
of a community of supporters, learners and teachers.

Jane got her PhD in linguistics from MIT in 1983 for a study of Warlpiri 
in the Lexical-Functional Grammar framework (see Simpson 1991). 
Shortly thereafter, she helped set up a language centre in Tennant Creek 
and worked as Linguist, Barkly Region Aboriginal Language Centre, 
Tennant Creek (1986). In 2002 she wrote A Learner’s Guide to Warumungu: 
Mirlamirlajinjjiki Warumunguku Apparrka (Simpson 2002). She has 
been a key contributor to the ongoing Warlpiri Dictionary Project, with 
Mary Laughren and others. With Samantha Disbray she worked on the 
Warumungu text and dictionary project. She has used her expertise, her 
archival and interpretive skills, to assist Rob Amery in the long-term project 
of revitalising the Kaurna language of Adelaide, and with him has written 
Kulurdu Marni Ngathaitya! (Sounds Good to Me!): A Kaurna Learner’s 
Guide (2013). The Kaurna project has involved close analysis and use of 
the German sources on the language, and its restoration from the status of 
a non-spoken (but unusually amply documented) language to a growing 
community of some reported 50 speakers today.3 While these numbers 

3	  Endangered Languages Project, ‘Kaurna’, accessed 30 November 2024, www.endangeredlanguages.
com/elp-language/kaurna.

http://www.endangeredlanguages.com/elp-language/kaurna
http://www.endangeredlanguages.com/elp-language/kaurna
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undoubtedly indicate a growing identification with the Kaurna language, 
it is likely that proficient speakership is much more limited than these 
numbers may suggest.

In the larger field of public policy, maintenance and celebration of 
Indigenous languages, Jane has worked with Michael Christie on the Living 
Archive of Aboriginal Languages; and was lead investigator of the National 
Indigenous Language Report (DITRDC, AIATSIS and ANU 2020), with a 
first-time inclusion of the notion of a ‘language ecology’ (multilingualism of 
different kinds) for differentiating language policy for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples.

Moderating the pressure of English

Jane also has worked to reduce the pressure on people to move to English. 
With others (Simpson, Caffery and McConvell 2010) she commented 
strenuously on the ill-advised disassembling of bilingual education in the 
Northern Territory. Writing for a general audience, she poignantly titled one 
article ‘Indigenous languages won’t survive if kids are learning only English’ 
(2014).4

She has written a number of other articles in The Conversation that present 
to a general audience the issues of language and wellbeing; the state of 
Australia’s Indigenous languages and what can be done to help preserve them; 
and questions around language maintenance and revival, and recognition in 
the case of contact language varieties.

Her efforts concerning bilingualism and the affects associated with language 
use show how Jane’s concern has been, not simply with the languages 
themselves, but with questions of how language use is relevant in the lives of 
speakers and communities, understandably with some emphasis on children 
and the relation of language to learning.

Training

Jane’s contributions to training of linguists and of community language 
workers have been diverse, numerous and consistent over many years. 
She was an organiser of the 1992 inaugural, Australian Linguistics Institute 
in Sydney, and continued as a principal organiser for some years, also 

4	  ibid.
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initiating an Indigenous Linguistics Institute. At The Australian National 
University, since her arrival in 2011 as Chair of Indigenous Linguistics, Jane 
has collaborated with John Giacon on the teaching of Indigenous languages 
in the tertiary sector. Among other things, she has facilitated and supported 
the teaching of Gamilaraay at the university. She has also supported research 
on contact languages (e.g. forms of Kriol English).

Since the founding of the Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language 
Jane has been a regular participant in the ARC Centre of Excellence 
Summer Schools. She was central to the Centre of Excellence’s setting up a 
language-teaching award named after Patyegarang and William Dawes,5 to 
recognise outstanding achievements in teaching any language, Indigenous 
or non-Indigenous. The award is co-sponsored with AFMLTA (Australian 
Federation of Modern Language Teachers Associations) and with LCNAU 
(the Languages and Cultures Network for Australian Universities). She 
has contributed numerous chapters and articles to writings on language 
education and teaching, the making of dictionaries, the language ecologies 
and experiences of children. The latter concern is explored in her publications 
and many collaborations on language skills testing, input to children in 
remote Aboriginal communities (Simpson, Wigglesworth and Loakes 2011), 
language environments of preschool children (with Wigglesworth 2008) 
and schoolchildren (Wigglesworth, Simpson and Vaughan 2018). She has 
delivered invited training courses in Australia, the United States, Germany 
and Scotland. In Australia, she has given courses for Indigenous languages 
and speakers at Port Augusta, Tennant Creek, Lajamanu, Yuendumu and 
Alice Springs. And, of course, one measure of Jane’s dedication to training 
is that she has been the principal supervisor for over 20 students who have 
completed, the largest number of these having written on topics to do with 
indigenous and emerging contact languages, the relation between them, 
second language learning, sociolinguistics, conversational analysis, and 
grammatical description and analysis at all levels.

Technical and pedagogical support

Not to be sharply distinguished from Jane’s contribution to training has been 
her manifold technical and pedagogical support to language maintenance, 
revival and related community issues. She has carried out various numerous 

5	  The former a young Dharug language speaking woman, teacher to Lieutenant Dawes of the First 
Fleet, which left Portsmouth, England, in 1787 and arrived in the vicinity of present-day Sydney in 
January 1788.
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consultancies (e.g. for Aboriginal Legal Aid, Aboriginal Sacred Sites 
Protection Authority, the Central Land Council in respect to Warumungu 
land claims and other work). She has led or contributed to numerous public 
policy documents, including on Indigenous Language learning, wellbeing 
in relation to Indigenous language use and maintenance, education and 
language planning. She has participated with other scholars in the study 
and use of transcriptions and documents that exist for some southern 
Australian languages (e.g. Ngarrindjerri, in addition to Kaurna), making 
these accessible to language analysis and community use.

Jane has had a career dedicated to the documentation, maintenance, 
revitalisation and revival of Indigenous languages, and fostering of a legacy 
of scholars and community workers. For myself and consistent with the 
‘sociocultural perspectives’ theme of this section, I have appreciated very 
highly some of the gems tucked away in Jane’s work which, through the 
investigation of language and language contact, reveal some of the distinctive 
properties of Indigenous Australian culture as these can be illuminated 
through investigation of language. I will mention one example which came 
to my attention some years ago, as I was seeking to describe the way in which 
Indigenous people have related to Western concepts of ‘work’. I found that 
Jane had written an insightful and helpful article titled ‘Working verbs: the 
spread of a loan word in Australian language’ (Simpson 2016). This paper 
showed that there had not been in any Aboriginal language a lexeme or 
concept which closely approximated the Western concept of ‘work’ in its 
contrastive relation to other activities, and in its formulation of the concept 
of activity conducted in order to gain a living as distinct from everyday living 
itself. Rather, most Australian languages have a fulsome set of concepts of 
various kinds of livelihood activities – hunting, foraging, and many aspects 
of these, tool production, weaving, etc. But there was no lexicalisation of 
‘work’ as a separate domain of activity oriented to gaining subsistence – and, 
Marxists would say, therefore ripe for appropriation in the Western context 
into the historically developing context of wage labour, and exploitation of 
labourers. Such exploitation has been at the basis of recent attempts on the 
part of Aboriginal people to recoup stolen wages which they now realise 
should have been theirs.6 The closest to the foreign concept of ‘work’ is that 
of dja:ma brought in from Macassarese (by those who long visited the north 

6	  See, for example, Department of the Premier and Cabinet, ‘Aboriginal Stolen Wages Class 
Action’, Government of Western Australia, last updated 30 January 2025, www.wa.gov.au/organisation/
department-of-the-premier-and-cabinet/aboriginal-stolen-wages-class-action, and other similar class 
actions undertaken in recent years.

http://www.wa.gov.au/organisation/department-of-the-premier-and-cabinet/aboriginal-stolen-wages-class-action
http://www.wa.gov.au/organisation/department-of-the-premier-and-cabinet/aboriginal-stolen-wages-class-action
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Australian coast from Sulawesi and other Indonesian islands), and then 
redistributed in partly Indigenous terms in such phrases as bunggul dja:ma 
‘ceremony, business, work’. One thinks how much a focused, comparative 
investigation like this can tell us about differences between customary 
Indigenous forms of life and Western ones. One also recognises how big 
a role these differences have played in relations between the two in the 
context of the history of settler occupation of the continent and Indigenous 
response to it.

Laudemus eam

Never daunted (as far as I know!), Jane has worked steadily on all the fronts 
she identified in her 2019 Horwood lecture. I believe she has done this in 
the conviction that the generation of positive and collaborative undertakings 
produces its own forms of identity and cultural activity. To work on in this 
way requires firmness of purpose, distancing of negativity, much focus 
and effort, collaboration with many different kinds of people in diverse 
circumstances, and a good dose of mother-henning. Resoluteness and 
positive purpose are Jane to a T.

References
Amery, Robert and Jane Simpson. 2013. Kulurdu Marni Ngathaitya! Sounds Good 

to Me! A Kaurna Learner’s Guide. Kent Town: Kaurna Warra Pintyanthi in 
association with Wakefield Press.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1991. Language and Symbolic Power. Edited and introduced by 
John B. Thompson. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Dahmen, Joshua. 2022. ‘Bilingual Speech in Jaru-Kriol Conversations: Code-Mixing, 
Codeswitching, and Grammatical Fusion’. International Journal of Bilingualism 
26, no. 2: 198–226. doi.org/10.1177/13670069211036925.

DITRDC, AIATSIS and ANU. 2020. National Indigenous Languages Report. 
Canberra: Australian Government.

Dixon, R. M. W. 2019. Australia’s Original Languages: An Introduction. Sydney: 
Allen & Unwin.

Eades, Diana. 2013. Aboriginal Ways of Using English. Canberra: Aboriginal Studies 
Press.

http://doi.org/10.1177/13670069211036925


PROJECTING VOICES

1146

Evans, Nicholas. 2011. Dying Words: Endangered Languages and What They Have 
to Tell Us. Oxford: Wiley Blackwell. doi.org/10.1002/9781444310450.

Evans, Nicholas. 2022. Words of Wonder. 2nd ed. Oxford: Wiley Blackwell.

Hale, Ken, Michael Krauss, Lucille J. Watahomigie, Akira Y. Yamamoto, Colette 
Craig, LaVerne Masayesva Jeanne and Nora C. England. 1992. ‘Endangered 
Languages’. Language 68, no. 1: 1–42. doi.org/10.2307/416368.

Hinton, Leanne. 2001. ‘Sleeping Languages: Can They Be Awakened?’ In The Green 
Book of Language Revitalization in Practice, edited by Leanne Hinton and Ken 
Hale, 411–17. Leiden: Brill. doi.org/10.1163/​978900​426​1723​_032.

Le Page, R. G. and Andrée Tabouret-Keller. 1985. Creole-based Approaches to Language 
and Ethnicity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Merlan, Francesca. 1981. ‘Land, Language and Social Identity in Aboriginal Australia’. 
Mankind 13, no. 2: 133–48. doi.org/10.1111/j.1835-9310.1981.tb00716.x.

Mufwene, Salikoko S. 2004.  ‘Language Birth and Death’. Annual Review of 
Anthropology 33: 201–22. doi.org/10.1146/annurev.anthro.33.070203.143852.

Pakir, Anne. 1991. ‘Baba Malay as an Endangered Language’. Paper presented at 
the Sixth International Conference on Austronesian Linguistics, 20–24 May, 
Honolulu, Hawai‘i.

Pine, Aidan and Mark Turin. 2017. ‘Language Revitalization’. Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia of Linguistics. doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199384655.013.8.

Rumsey, Alan. 1993. ‘Language and Territoriality in Aboriginal Australia’. In Language 
and Culture in Aboriginal Australia, edited by Michael Walsh and Colin Yallop, 
191–209. Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press.

Simpson, Jane. 1991. Warlpiri Morpho-Syntax: A Lexicalist Approach. Dordrecht: 
Kluwer. doi.org/10.1007/978-94-011-3204-6.

Simpson, Jane. 2002. A Learner’s Guide to Warumungu: Mirlamirlajinjjiki 
Warumunguku Apparrka. Alice Springs: IAD Press.

Simpson, Jane. 2016. ‘Working Verbs: The Spread of a Loan Word in Australian 
Language’. In Language, Land and Song: Studies in Honour of Luise Hercus, 
edited by Peter K. Austin, Harold Koch and Jane Simpson, 244–62. London: 
EL Publishing.

Simpson, Jane. 2019. ‘The Horwood Memorial Lecture: Learning and Speaking 
First Nations Languages in Australia’. Babel (Journal of the Australian Federation 
of Modern Language Teachers’ Associations) 54, no. 3.

http://doi.org/10.1002/9781444310450
http://doi.org/10.2307/416368
http://doi.org/10.1163/9789004261723_032
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1835-9310.1981.tb00716.x
http://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.anthro.33.070203.143852
http://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199384655.013.8
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-011-3204-6


1147

34. STEADY AS SHE GOES

Simpson, Jane, Jo Caffery and Patrick McConvell. 2010. ‘Maintaining Languages, 
Maintaining Identities: What Bilingual Education Offers’. In Indigenous 
Language and Social Identity: Papers in Honour of Michael Walsh, edited by 
Brett Baker, Ilana Mushin, Mark Harvey and Rod Gardner, 409–29. Canberra: 
Pacific Linguistics.

Simpson, Jane and Gillian Wigglesworth, eds. 2008. Children’s Language and 
Multilingualism: Indigenous Language Use at Home and School. London: 
Continuum.

Simpson, Jane, Gillian Wigglesworth and Deborah Loakes. 2011. ‘NAPLAN 
Language Assessments for Indigenous Children in Remote Communities: 
Issues and Problems’. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics 34, no. 3: 320–43. 
doi.org/10.1075/aral.34.3.04wig.

Sloterdijk, Peter. 2018. What Happened in the 20th Century? Medford: Polity Press.

Wigglesworth, Gillian, Jane Simpson and Jill Vaughan, eds. 2018. Language 
Practices of Indigenous Children and Youth: The Transition from Home to School. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan. doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60120-9.

Woodbury, Anthony C. 1993. ‘A Defense of the Proposition, “When a Language 
Dies, A Culture Dies”’. Proceedings of the First Annual Symposium About 
Language and Society – Austin (SALSA). Texas Linguistic Forum 33: 101–29.

Zuckermann, Ghil’ad. 2020. Revivalistics: From the Genesis of Israeli to Language 
Reclamation in Australia and Beyond. Oxford: Oxford University Press. doi.org/​
10.1093/oso/9780199812776.001.0001.

http://doi.org/10.1075/aral.34.3.04wig
http://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60120-9
http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199812776.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199812776.001.0001


This text is taken from Projecting Voices: Studies in Language and Linguistics 
in Honour of Jane Simpson, edited by Carmel O’Shannessy, James Gray and 

Denise Angelo, published 2025 by ANU Press, The Australian National 
University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/PV.2025.34

http://doi.org/10.22459/PV.2025.34

