Language Maps

The following maps were based on a compilation of sources made over the period 2008-2020.
The maps show language family locations to the extent known. The drawing of the language
maps and decisions about which varieties and names to represent is described in more detail in

Chapter 7. The following notes should be taken into account especially.

As should be clear, the placement of languages in physical space is an abstraction and an
idealization. Languages are used by people, who are often multilingual. While some Indigenous
groups view language as being particularly associated with geographical regions (that is, that
tracts of land belong to certain languages and people speak those languages by virtue of being in
that space; see Rumsey 1989, 1993, Rigsby 2005, Sutton 1978, for example; see further

discussion in Chapter 1 and 49 of the current volume), not all groups view language in that way.

These maps are also ‘atemporal’; that is, they are not a specific snapshot of a particular point in
time. Language locations change over time. All Indigenous language locations have been
affected, to varying degrees, by colonial settlement (cf. NILR (2020)). This is not a map of
contemporary language use, but it’s probably also not a map of traditional language locations for
some parts of the country. At best, it could be a reconstruction for some areas, contemporary
continuation for others, and contemporary change in yet other areas. These maps should be
considered as a way to relate linguistic groups to one another in space. It should help to visualize
the approximate distances between groups, abstracting away from multilingualism, population

density, and Indigenous settlement patterns.

This map represents my best attempt to reconcile the myriad of conflicting information about
Australian languages and their traditional and contemporary locations. It is important to note that
even “reliable” sources are sometimes irreconcilable. Reasons for conflicting information
include a difference in the time period represented, working with different groups or individuals,
different ideas of what constitutes a “language”, different choices of which varieties to group
together, vagueness in prior maps, and even esthetic mapping choices that change information.

For these and other reasons, I may have come to different decisions than others about how to



represent language-land relationships in Australia, although for the most part, this map is broadly
similar to others. Perhaps the biggest difference is the number of languages represented: 490,

rather than the “250” that linguists have tended to work with (as further discussed in Chapter 7).

The language map is keyed to the classification given on page XX above. Since that is a
classification of languages (rather than all named varieties), only languages are shown on the
map. This means that groups where the language name and the name of the group are different,
show the language names rather than the group names. For some parts of the country, the
ethnonyms and the language names are identical (this is true for most, though not all, of the
Western and Central blocs of Pama-Nyungan, for example). In parts of Eastern Australia,

however, language names were not identical to names for social groups.

Maps 1 and 2 include classification information, such as families and subgroups. Pama-Nyungan
subgroup boundaries are represented by dashed lines; language families have solid lines. These
subgroups of Pama-Nyungan are the ones most familiar to Australianists. They descend from the
earlier classifications of roughly 30 groups that were originally not linked more closely together
(cf. the Pama-Nyungan rake model described in Bowern 2011). The classification presented on
the map is somewhat conservative. For example, it does not show substructure within Paman or
Maric in Map 2. The map was designed with historical linguistic uses in mind (for example, units
for reconstruction). It does not show groups with cultural affinities to one another (for example,

the languages of the Victoria River district) or other ways of grouping languages.

Map 3 does not present boundaries between individual languages. This decision was not
undertaken lightly. It was done because it is impossible to represent boundaries accurately in too
many cases. The reasons differed in different areas. In some places, the boundaries themselves
are unknown; single fixed boundaries are not the best way to represent the way languages in
particular regions shaded into one another; boundaries are disputed; boundaries have changed
over the last few hundred years; and other reasons. Of course, the boundaries given in Maps 1
and 2 are derived from the language locations in Map 3, and are subject to some of the same

types of considerations. They should be treated as indicative rather than definitive.



The process of compiling information was as follows. The starting point for this project was the
compilation of a language map and list of “standardized” language names for use in the Chirila
database (Bowern 2016). The language map included both centroid (point) locations and
polygons showing the approximate boundaries of languages. In order to be as complete as
possible, data were compiled from all available sources on language locations, as well as the
language names used in general sources about Australian languages. Numerous compilations
exist in the prior literature, with the most important continent-wide surveys including O'Grady,
Wurm and Hale (1966), Tindale (1940; 1974), Wurm and Hattori (1981) and Dixon (2002).
Regional surveys were also important, and included both published sources (e.g. McGregor
2004, Wafer and Lissarrague 2008) and unpublished or locally published maps and pamphlets
from regional Aboriginal language centres (for example, the Pama Language Centre, VACL,
Wangka Maya, the Goldfields Language Centre, and Noongar Boodja Aboriginal Culture
Language Centre). The maps were overlaid and geocoded in Google Earth to facilitate
comparison. These were checked against the Austlang web site from the Australian Institute of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. Some decisions about mapping are given in the
notes to the classification, starting on page XX above. In general, I privileged information from
Language Centres and from specific reference grammars over the older maps such as Tindale
(1974). For the most part, sources were in broad agreement, as might be expected since they
were not compiled independently. However, there were substantial minor differences,

particularly around boundaries.
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