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Kriol, an English-lexifier contact language, has approximately 20,000 speakers across 

northern Australia. It is the primary language of the remote Aboriginal community of 

Ngukurr. Kriol is a contact language, incorporating features of English and traditional 

Indigenous languages. The language has been perceived both positively and negatively, 

although recent literature suggests a shift towards more favorable views. This paper 

investigates how community members in Ngukurr responded to the question of non-

Indigenous residents (known locally as Munanga) learning Kriol. Interviews with local 

Indigenous residents showed positive attitudes to Kriol, with respondents providing a number 

of perceived benefits for outsiders learning the language. Our interviews provide empirical 

evidence for pride in the language, affirming a shift to more positive attitudes. 
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1. Introduction 

Kriol, an English-lexifier contact language, is the primary language of the remote Aboriginal community of Ngukurr in 

south-east Arnhem Land in Australia’s Northern Territory. The emergence of Kriol is closely tied to the history of 

Ngukurr, and the language occupies an important space in the linguistic ecology of this community. As a contact 

language--incorporating features of English and traditional Indigenous languages--Kriol has attracted both positive and 

negative attitudes. Kriol--specifically the dialect known as Roper River Kriol--serves the language needs of the 

Aboriginal population of Ngukurr. However, English is the language of administration and the majority of services 

throughout the community. Most Aboriginal people in Ngukurr have learned English and use it regularly, although 

levels of proficiency and functionality appear to vary substantially, and some people struggle to communicate beyond a 

basic conversational level with fluent speakers of standardized Australian English (and vice versa). Few non-Indigenous 

people working in the community have learnt to speak Kriol. The contexts in which first language speakers of English 

and of Kriol interact in Ngukurr tend to be those in which communication breakdowns can have high stakes, such as in 

health or legal contexts. The Ngukurr Language Centre works with traditional Indigenous languages of the area, but is 

not resourced to support Kriol. Staff at the Language centre are keen to support outsiders learning Kriol, and requested 

the present investigation into attitudes about this topic in the broader community. 

In this paper we present qualitative interviews with Aboriginal people in Ngukurr on the topic ‘Should Munangai learn 

Kriol?’. After summarizing existing research on attitudes to the language, we consider Ngukurr today and explain the 

motivation and methods for the present study. Our results show positive attitudes to Kriol and to acquisition of the 

language by Munanga, with improved communication, reciprocal learning, and communication style emerging as main 

themes. We close with a consideration of the four key concepts of our research contained in the question ‘Should 

Munanga learn Kriol?’ and outline the limitations of our study and its benefits. 

1.1 About Kriol 

Kriol is currently the first language of approximately 20,000 Aboriginal people across northern Australia (Schultze-

Berndt, Meakins, & Angelo, 2013). It is mostly used for oral communication, and though the language has an 

established, relatively standardized orthography, Kriol literacy is not widespread. Besides a complete Bible translation, 

there is minimal printed material in the language, with some remnants of a Kriol-English bilingual education program in 

another community stored in the Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages (Bow, Christie, & Devlin, 2014), and 

publication of some new children’s books in Kriol language. 
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Kriol is a contact language distinct from its lexifier, English, and while much of the vocabulary is shared, the phonology 

and grammar are quite different. Additionally, certain structural elements of Kriol are drawn from the traditional 

substrate languages, making it not mutually intelligible with English. For example, the sentence Mela bin jidanbat la 

kemp translates to ‘we were sitting at home’, and exhibits differences from English in the phonology (e.g. jidan from 

‘sit down’), grammar (e.g. la is a locative marker meaning at, to, on, in, etc.; bin indicates past tense while -bat 

indicates continuous aspect; mela is a first person plural exclusive pronoun) and semantics (e.g. kemp can mean home, 

camp, dwelling place; jidan means live, be, stay, sit). While English speakers tend to find Kriol much easier to learn 

than the many traditional Indigenous languages still spoken around the Northern Territory, reaching a level of 

proficiency still requires focused study or immersion. However, the relationship between the languages means early 

learners have some communicative ability, and this advantage is bidirectional. 

Despite debate about how Kriol spread across Australia (Harris & Sandefur, 1984; Meakins, 2014; Munro, 2000), it is 

clear that it developed in the Roper River Mission (now Ngukurr) in the first decades of the twentieth century (Harris, 

1986b). The Mission was established by the Anglican Church as a refuge for Aboriginal people during a “war of 

extermination” by Europeans claiming the land for cattle (Harris, 1986b, p. 215). Founded in 1908, the Mission had 

approximately 200 Aboriginal inhabitants from disparate language groups, including Marra, Alawa, Warndarrang, 

Ngalakgan, Ngandi, Mangarrayi, Rembarrnga and Nunggubuyu. Descendants of these language groups are still 

represented at Ngukurr, with Ritharrŋu-Wägilak speakers joining the township in the 1940s (Dickson, 2015). Kriol soon 

became the lingua franca at the mission. Initially, missionaries used Pidgin English/Kriol out of necessity, as English 

was not widely understood by the Aboriginal people. After 1944, it became mission policy for missionaries to study 

local languages; however, the use of pidgin was to be “discouraged” (cited in Sandefur, 1986b, p. 25). Histories of 

Roper Kriol can be found in the works of later missionaries Harris (1986a, 1986b) and Sandefur (1979, 1985, 1986a, 

1986b). 

1.2 Attitudes towards Kriol 

Historical attitudes towards Kriol by English speakers were largely unfavorable, with the language described as 

ʻperverted,’ ‘broken,’ and ‘corrupt’ (quoted in Harris, 1986b, p. 5). As late as 1973 in Ngukurr, however, “not only was 

Creole publicly berated by a number of speakers, but some even denied that it was ‘really’ used in the area” (Sandefur, 

1986c, p. 19). Attitudes to the language gradually became more positive in tandem with increased government support 
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in the 1970s (Sandefur, 1986c), which included establishment of interpreter services and recognition in some 

educational programs (Eades & Siegel, 1999). 

Reports of attitudes towards the language by Kriol speakers since the 1990s show more favorable though mixed 

opinions, often in the same research. An unpublished 1994 survey of language attitudes in the Halls Creek area of 

Western Australia reported some participants viewing Kriol as “lazy English” on the one hand, and some viewing it as 

essential for efficient communication on the other (Sefton, as cited in Siegel, 1995). Writing about Barunga in the mid-

1990s, Rhydwen reported that “Kriol is not accorded the same status as other languages, Aboriginal or otherwise” 

(1995, p. 116). She also records Aboriginal adolescents saying “Some white people think people who use Kriol are a bit 

mad. They don’t know about Kriol. I think we should learn both language (sic), we can speak Kriol and English. This 

way, we can speak” (p.118). 

More recently, Ponsonnet (2010) reported that Barunga Kriol speakers “usually express their affection for the language 

they use every day, which they widely consider as their own cultural device” (p. 163). Ponsonnet’s paper queried one 

young adult Barunga Kriol speaker’s perspective that the language is “brainwash from English.” On interviewing three 

others from older generations, Ponsonnet found enthusiasm for Kriol, including its functionality as a “bridge” for both 

communication with English speakers and for learning traditional Aboriginal languages. She suggests that enthusiasm 

(or lack thereof) for Kriol could be related to the speaker’s ideas about the accessibility of the traditional Aboriginal 

languages spoken by their ancestors, and an “ideological inheritance” which considers speaking Kriol to be an act of 

resistance (p. 179). 

Despite the increasing status of Kriol, it remains a largely invisible language (Dixon & Angelo, 2014; Sellwood & 

Angelo, 2013). In mostly Kriol speaking communities such as Ngukurr or Barunga, talking about ‘language’ normally 

refers to traditional Aboriginal languages, not the everyday language of the community (Rhydwen, 1995, p. 113). 

Traditional Aboriginal languages retain close associations with kinship, land and identity, even if they are no longer 

spoken in the community. A 2014 Language Attitude Survey completed by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

(Marmion, Obata, & Troy, 2014) found “ambivalence regarding the place of recently developed Indigenous languages” 

with data indicating that “most respondents feel traditional languages are more important than recently developed 

Indigenous languages” (p.38).  

Kriol has replaced the communicative role of many traditional languages, and is seen by some Aboriginal people as a 

‘language killer’ (Meakins, 2014, p. 387). Yet Kriol maintains many precontact kinship terms and concepts (Dickson, 
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2015), and Ponsonnet (2020) demonstrates that the contact language is not a barrier to traditional ways of thinking. 

Even so, the shift away from traditional languages affects social structures and who has the right to be a speaker of a 

given language, as traditional concepts of language ownership and authority are less clear in the context of Kriol 

(Evans, 2001).  

However, the high prestige of traditional languages does not necessarily lessen the prestige of Kriol in a given 

community. A Community Engagement Study in Ngukurr (Yugul Mangi Development Aboriginal Corporation, 2019) 

included a locally conducted survey with questions on the importance of languages at school (p. 12). To the question 

“How important is learning how to read and write in Kriol for children?” 85% of the 82 participants said “important” or 

“very important,” and 91.5% agreed Ngukurr School should be bilingual. Although even stronger support was 

expressed for traditional languages (94% of participants agreed that learning traditional languages at school is 

important), this result nevertheless shows strong support for Kriol in Ngukurr. The most recent National Indigenous 

Languages Report (2020) also includes a brief case study on Ngukurr, stating: “Kriol is largely accepted as a language 

in its own right in Ngukurr, and Kriol resonates positively and proudly within the community as the local way of 

talking” (p. 78). Additionally, the Yugul Mangi Development Aboriginal Corporation established a Meigim Kriol 

Strongbala ‘Making Kriol Strong’ community education program in 2019, aiming to strengthen education in and about 

Kriol in Ngukurr (Meigim Kriol Strongbala, 2021). 

Little work exists on the topic of non-Indigenous acquisition in Kriol. Rhydwen (1995, p. 117) challenged whether it is 

socially acceptable for Munanga to speak Kriol, writing: “Kriol is not a language that one may speak, just because one 

can speak it, to other people who are known to speak it. One has to wait for permission to speak it.” According to this 

view, Kriol is an ‘insider’ language. Potentially however, Munanga learning Kriol can be a way to show respect, and to 

change the linguistic power dynamic. Munanga who speak Kriol are attempting to assimilate linguistically to the culture 

they have joined rather than expecting that culture to assimilate to them. Furthermore, learning Kriol chips away at the 

history of language colonization in Australia. Since Munanga continue to have more agency in Australian society than 

Indigenous people, Munanga learning Kriol may be a way to increase broader acceptance of and respect for the 

language. In a study on Pākehā (white European) learners of te reo Māori in Aotearoa/New Zealand, participants judged 

that Māori language learning improved their critical awareness of the discriminatory treatment of the mainstream 

towards Māori people (Te Huia, 2016).  

Beyond just the learning of vocabulary and grammar, recognizing and understanding different communication styles is 

an important skill for Munanga who work with Kriol speakers. Nicholls (2011, 2013) gives evidence from Kriol to 
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demonstrate how communication styles in Kriol are closer to those of substrate languages than of English. She argues 

that speakers of both English and Kriol may not recognize the enormous differences in communicative practices 

between the two language groups, leading to misunderstanding. This point has also been clearly demonstrated by Eades 

(2013) in the use of different conversational norms for Aboriginal people using English.  

Research is emerging on attitudes to ‘new speakers’ of languages (either heritage or otherwise) (Smith-Christmas et al, 

2020), though little information about new speakers of contact languages such as Kriol exists. Work on creoles 

internationally shows that speakers may have mixed feelings about outsiders learning their languages. Speakers of 

Hawaiian Creole suggest that outsiders learning Hawaiʻi Creole English is unnecessary and in some situations can be 

offensive (Uithol, 2020, p. 20), and may lead to social exclusion (Marlow & Giles, 2007, p. 13). Research on Jamaican 

Creole speakers’ attitudes to new speakers showed mixed responses, including concern that new speakers could use 

knowledge of the language to exploit Jamaicans (Kuck, 2016). With the creation of these creoles being precipitated by 

colonial upheavals, it is no surprise that use of these languages by outsiders, especially those who represent the colonial 

power, could be met with offense and distrust.  

Kriol has taken on many of the roles that traditional languages had in communication, while resisting the take-over of 

English in many of these domains, and yet not replacing the links to traditional languages for identity and group 

membership. It seems that a more positive and respectful attitude is becoming more prevalent, with Kriol seen as a 

bridge between English and traditional languages. The empirical data presented in this paper provides further evidence 

for such a shift in Ngukurr. 

1.3 Ngukurr today and motivations for the present study 

At the 2016 census, 72.4% of Ngukurr residents reported speaking Kriol at home (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2017), although this number is likely an underrepresentation given some of the known discrepancies between census 

reports and actual language situations in Indigenous communities (Simpson et al., 2018). The same census reports that 

Ngukurr had a population of 1149, of which 93% identify as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander. The remaining 

non-Aboriginal people, known locally as Munanga, are mostly white Australians, who comprise the majority of 

teachers, health workers, police officers, and government administrators in the community. Few Munanga can 

communicate proficiently in Kriol, making English the default language of Anglo-Aboriginal interaction in Ngukurr. 

Though no statistics are available on multilingualism in the community, or on levels of English proficiency, the 

majority of residents use some form of English regularly. While most people identify with one or more of the traditional 
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Indigenous languages of the region, very few speakers of these languages remain. Some languages commonly spoken 

further afield (Wubuy, Anindilyakwa, varieties of Bininj Kunwok or Yolngu Matha) are spoken by a few local 

residents, however Kriol is most commonly used for in-group interactions among the Indigenous community of 

Ngukurr. 

Most Munanga are transitory residents of Ngukurr, staying for a few weeks to a few years. Levels of interaction with 

locals are not consistent or uniform, with some Munanga building close relationships, others maintaining distance. In 

most roles even a basic understanding of Kriol would be a great advantage for Munanga in interacting with Aboriginal 

residents, not simply in terms of linguistic knowledge but also in greater understanding of different interactional styles. 

The Ngukurr Language Centre plays an important role in language work in the community. Beginning in 1999 as a 

branch of the now-defunct Katherine Regional Aboriginal Language Centre, it became an independent, locally-

governed organization in 2011. The Language Centre is funded by Commonwealth Government Indigenous Languages 

and Arts (ILA) grants to “to revitalise, document, teach and promote the traditional languages of the community via a 

range of community-based language programs” (Ngukurr Language Centre, 2020). Notably, the Language Centre is not 

funded to work on Kriol, since “Kriol, Yumplatok and Pidgin are not classified as a traditional language, and not 

eligible for funding through the ILA program” (Indigenous Languages and Arts program, 2019). However, the Centre 

runs a two-day ‘Kriol Awareness Course’ several times each year. Over 200 people in the last five years have come 

from Katherine and Darwin (8 hours’ drive away) and beyond to participate, indicating some recognition among 

Munanga of the value of learning Kriol. The courses are run in the free time of its staff as a fee-for-service. The Meigim 

Kriol Strongbala community education program has also run some Kriol lessons for local Munanga. Demand for 

opportunities to study Kriol is increasing, both for general awareness and for deeper learning.  

Recognizing the demand for more services, but limited by funding priorities and time constraints, Language Centre staff 

explored the possibility of shifting some of the content of the Kriol Awareness Course to an online model (Hendy, 

2020), similar to that developed for another Indigenous language (Bow, 2019). However, the online context could risk 

potentially separating the language from the community in which it is spoken. Sensitive to local concerns, Language 

Centre staff were conscious of the potential for resistance to such efforts, due to the complex history of Kriol, previous 

negative attitudes to the language, its possible status as an insider language, and its important function among 

Aboriginal community members. Before moving ahead with further plans to teach Kriol to Munanga, the staff sought to 

investigate current attitudes in the community.  
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2. Research method 

2.1 Research purpose and scope 

At the invitation of the Ngukurr Language Centre, the two researchers (authors of this paper) visited Ngukurr in 

September 2017.ii Both are female Munanga (Anglo-Australian) linguists, with experience working with Indigenous 

language speakers and resources. The primary purpose of the interviews was to ascertain community opinions regarding 

Munanga learning Kriol, with Aboriginal attitudes to Kriol itself as a corollary. The research design was developed in 

consultation with staff of the Language Centre. We recognize that Indigenous members of staff would be best placed to 

conduct the interviews, however their professional commitments to the traditional languages of the region, funding 

priorities, and limited time meant that they were unable to engage in research about Kriol, and declined to be named as 

co-authors of this paper. As researchers with external funding, the authors of the paper were able to conduct this 

research on behalf of (and at no cost to) the Language Centre, however the research design was impacted by a non-

Indigenous perspective.  

2.2 Participants 

Initial interviewees were identified by Language Centre staff, and further participants were found using snowball 

sampling for a total number of 21 Aboriginal residents of Ngukurr (Table 1). All but one were local to the community, 

and all were native speakers of or had native-like proficiency in Kriol. We aimed to find a representative participant 

sample from key domains in the community--notably from the Art Centre, Language Centre, Community Development 

Program, the school and the childcare centre -- as these people regularly work alongside English speakers and are most 

likely to be impacted by outsiders learning Kriol.  
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics of participants 

 Age Male Female Total 

under 21 5iii  0 5 

21-35 3 2 5 

36-60 3 2 5 

over 60 2 4 6 

Total 13 8 21 

Table 1: Age and gender of interview subjects 

Most participants identified with more than one traditional language group, with eight of the traditional languages of the 

Ngukurr area named, plus Jawoyn from the nearby Katherine region. Only the most senior participants said they could 

speak these languages. All participants reported having completed at least some secondary school, with most having 

done some further training in the vocational sector, and two with higher education qualifications. No information was 

collected about their levels of literacy or English proficiency. 

2.3 Interview process and analysis 

A total of 16 semi-structured interviews were recorded with Kriol speakers.iv Each interview lasted approximately 30 

minutes, and was conducted face-to-face, usually in the participants’ workplace or at the Language Centre. The research 

question and interview process were explained orally, and details of the consent form were discussed prior to signing. 

Some demographic information in addition to that presented above was collected, such as identification of which 

traditional language(s) people identified with, their educational background, and their role in the community. Starting 

with this information allowed us to build rapport with the participants, instead of launching directly into interview 

questions. The interviews took place in English (as the language of the researchers) but participants were invited to use 

Kriol. The interviews include a spectrum of Kriol use, from no discernible evidence, use of certain vocabulary, through 

to participants using multiple complete sentences, and in one case the majority of the participant’s responses were in 

Kriol. Interviews were transcribed by the first author (with assistance in the transcription and translation of Kriol 
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provided by Language Centre staff) and checked by the second author, then analyzed thematically using NVivo 

software. 

We were aware of the notion of gratuitous concurrence, whereby “many Aboriginal English speakers, like speakers of 

traditional Aboriginal languages, have a tendency to freely agree to questions, regardless of whether they actually agree 

with the proposition, or even whether they understand it” (Eades, 2005, p. 305). We attempted to present our questions 

in a variety of ways to mitigate this risk, though we are conscious that without prior relationship with many of the 

participants, it is likely that some responses were given to satisfy what the participants thought we wanted to hear. We 

also recognize that these interviews represent a snapshot; participants might express themselves differently in other 

contexts, and their views might change with time. 

3. Results 

This section describes a range of responses to our interview questions, grouped around particular themes which 

emerged from our analysis.v  

3.1 Should Munanga learn Kriol? 

The results of our interviews indicated strong support for the notion that Munanga should learn Kriol. 

(1) When you come here you gotta learn that Kriol (†Mrs. Daniels) 

No participant stated that Munanga should not learn Kriol. Others said that learning Kriol is not mandated: 

(2) It depends if they want to. If they don’t want to, it's up to them. (Sammy Ponto) 

This qualified response may reflect some of the power dynamics of Munanga-Indigenous relations, where Munanga 

have been historically more inclined to impose their views and practices on Indigenous people rather than the inverse. It 

is less culturally acceptable for community members to create the kinds of confrontation which may come with 

mandating any behavior of Munanga. 

We received responses showing support even when questions were phrased in the negative: 

(3)  Interviewer (Bow): Are there any things you think Munanga shouldn't learn about language and 

culture? 
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Narelle*: No, there's nothing wrong with learning Kriol. 

Participant Benjamin Wilfred linked learning Kriol with understanding and respecting the knowledge of community 

Elders: 

(4) Yu garra len det Kriol en yu garra len wani ol pipul mob bin dalimbat yu. (Benjamin Wilfred) 

[You have to learn Kriol and you have to learn/understand what the old people have been telling 

you.] 

The Kriol modal ‘garra’ has a range of meanings, including future orientation (from English ‘going to’) (Angelo & 

Schultze-Berndt, 2016), comitative or existential constructions (Sandefur, 1986a) (though some distinguish gada as a 

separate lexeme meaning ‘with’, e.g. Dixon, 2015), and a sense of obligation or necessity (from English ‘got to’) 

(Schultze-Berndt et al., 2013). We interpreted the word in this context as having a sense of obligation, but the force of 

the obligation is uncertain. 

3.2 Improved communication 

The main reason given for Munanga to learn Kriol was to improve communication and understanding between Kriol 

speakers and Munanga. 

One participant linked the importance of communication to Australia’s colonial history, highlighting missed 

opportunities for reciprocal learning: 

(5) Captain Cook should have brought a ship full of linguists, so everyone can have that strong 

communication, learn from each other. (Heath*) 

According to one senior authority, not only is communication improved when Munanga learn Kriol, but using Kriol 

actually optimizes communication “better than anything else,” though without indicating what level of Kriol should be 

required of new speakers: 

(6) You can communicate more, better than anything else you know … we need people to understand you 

know, us mob. The only way is by talking, and the way we talk la [‘in’] this country is in Kriol. (Robin 

Rogers) 
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Several participants pointed out that English proficiency may be a challenge for some Elders in Ngukurr, who may 

understand conversational English but struggle with more complex language. Instructions and important information 

can be missed as a result. Karen Rogers, whose work involves mediating between Kriol and English speakers in a 

professional context, expressed the value of English speakers knowing Kriol: 

(7) I think it is important because some of our Elders here don't communicate really with English very 

well […] some people don't really know what you're talking about [when] you're talking in English. So if 

that person knew Kriol that'd be better for that other person […] Like they understand English when you 

talk, but sometimes when you ask them to do things sometimes they don't pick it up. (Karen Rogers) 

3.3 Reciprocal learning 

Another theme that emerged from several participants was a sense of reciprocity, in that what one group can/should do 

is also appropriate for another group. 

†Mrs. Daniels, a senior language authority, was clear about the mutual obligation involved in two groups learning each 

other’s languages; that since learning English was compulsory for Indigenous people, then Kriol should be required for 

non-Indigenous people: 

 (8) Blakbala garra len Ingglish, Munanga garra len Kriol. (Mrs. Daniels) 

[Indigenous people have to learn English, (so) non-Indigenous people should learn Kriol] 

Another participant highlighted their belief in the collective desire of the Ngukurr community for everyone “to walk in 

two worlds.” He points out that in the past, only Indigenous people have been expected to be bicultural, but that this 

responsibility should be extended to Munanga: 

(9) We want everyone to walk in two worlds as well. We're not the only one walking in two worlds 

anymore. Cross-cultural awareness, you know. (Heath*) 

The mutual benefit of Munanga learning from Aboriginal people and vice versa was also reflected in the theme of 

working ‘both-ways.’ This term was commonly used in Indigenous teacher training in the 1980s to describe the process 

of teaching and learning Indigenous and Western European practices alongside each other (Ober, 2009; Yunupingu, 

1989). Mrs. Daniels highlighted the importance of learning both-ways, particularly in relation to language. Her 

declaration that “we love helping each other” indicates that both-ways learning is a positive experience: 
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(10) Teach each other both ways, that both ways work is a very important thing … You teach us English, 

we teach you Kriol or our Indigenous language … We love helping each other. (Mrs. Daniels) 

3.4 Teaching and learning Kriol 

This desire for reciprocity was also reflected in several comments showing that it is common for participants to make 

attempts to teach Kriol to Munanga. According to educator Hazel Farrell, several Aboriginal members of the school 

community, both adults and children, attempt to teach Kriol to the school teachers by code-switching. 

(11) Sometimes we talk, even the kids, talking to the teachers, we sometimes mix English and Kriol 

together, ngabi [‘isn’t that right?’]. And we trying to teach them. (Hazel Farrell) 

She also called Kriol “tricky,” perhaps indicating the complexity of the language for English-speaking learners, but also 

said it was worthwhile for Munanga to comprehend: 

(12) Gudwan [‘it’s good’] that Kriol, I reckon. It's a tricky one, but im [‘it’s’] good for Munanga to 

understand. (Hazel Farrell) 

While some participants referred to Kriol as “broken” or “broken-down English,” they did not seem to use these phrases 

pejoratively. In all instances, the terms were used in the context of expressing why Kriol should be easy for English 

speakers. Betty Roberts used the term “broken-down English” to persuade the interviewers that they could learn Kriol: 

(13) You know, people around us here, we all speak Kriol. And language too, a lot of people speak. You, 

you could always learn to speak Kriol too [...] it’s a broken-down English. (Betty Roberts) 

When Brian* used the phrase “broken English,” he was asked to clarify whether this was to be understood as a negative 

characteristic. 

(14) Participant (Brian*): [Kriol’s] just like broken English 

Interviewer (Bow): Is that bad? 

Brian*: I don’t think so 
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3.5 Communication style 

Beyond language use, some commented on the communication style of Munanga. Robin Rogers put it bluntly that 

Munanga speak too much, causing Kriol speakers to disengage: 

(15) And you'll get along with people together more if you talk in Kriol. But if you talk English all the 

time, they won't bother about it. They just, they can listen la [‘to’] you but inside they shut their thing up. 

You too much 'blah blah blah blah blah'. You gotta learn not to talk too much in English. Do Kriol and 

you know, have a break, not just [mimes ‘blah blah’ with hand] like politicians do. (Robin Rogers) 

This example of different conversational norms between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people confirms what has been 

described by Eades (2013).  

3.6 Attitudes to Kriol 

In addition to participants’ views on whether Munanga should learn Kriol, some general attitudes towards Kriol 

emerged. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the overwhelming support for Munanga to learn Kriol, these attitudes were 

largely positive. 

Some older interviewees remember the era of the mission school when children were punished for speaking their 

languages. 

(16) When I went to school we used to speak Marra--well, all different languages--but missionaries didn't 

like us saying, using our languages, they used to soap our mouths, which was bad. (Hazel Farrell) 

One of the younger interviewees referenced this history, when asked about the importance of Kriol in Ngukurr, linking 

it to the historical subjugation of traditional languages: 

(17) Kriol is very important because they told my people not to speak any other language besides English, 

but we kept Kriol. (Heath*) 

Heath* went on to explain that some of the value of Kriol comes from the features it shares with traditional Aboriginal 

languages, including sound systems and some grammatical structures. Incorporating such features means Kriol is 
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linguistically ‘closer’ to the higher prestige traditional languages than English is, which facilitates (re)gaining 

traditional language competency. 

(18) Kriol was like a, like a bridge way from English to traditional language. […] Kriol works the same 

as other languages. Some, yeah, and help us stick to the pronunciation of the traditional languages. 

Otherwise we wouldn't be learning, or it would be hard. (Heath*) 

Such comments support the views noted in the Barunga region by Ponsonnet (2010) where Kriol is seen as a bridge to 

both communication and language learning. 

3.7 Insider language 

Given the lack of non-Indigenous Kriol speakers, speaking Kriol as an Aboriginal person provides a point of contrast 

with English-speaking Munanga. Thus, Kriol speakers might prefer not to lose the relative linguistic privacy of 

speaking a language that Munanga do not understand. One young woman who works closely with Kriol-speaking 

Munanga commented on this: 

(19) Interviewer (Bow): Do you ever feel like sometimes it's bad when they can understand whatever 

you're talking about them? [...] 

Participant (Isabelle*): So yeah, we would be in like, more like la secret room or somewhere. [...] if 

Munanga sabi [‘know’] Kriol. [...] But Kriol is good, I would say Kriol im ba Munanga ma im gudwan 

ba alabat ba len [‘Kriol is a good one for Munanga to learn’]. So to work together, like, evenly and 

understand each other, you know, so that Munanga supervisor, manager would understand that person, 

you know, and our culture side too, you know, why we gotta miss work, that thing. 

The participant provides an explanation of how privacy between Aboriginal Kriol speakers could be maintained through 

the use of physical space. Despite any inconvenience of having to find a “secret room” to speak privately about 

Munanga, the participant’s unprompted conclusion was that it is nevertheless good for Munanga to learn Kriol, and 

doing so promotes cross-cultural understanding. 
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4. Discussion 

Our research affirmed a positive attitude to Kriol in Ngukurr, with strong support for the notion that Munanga should 

learn Kriol. Kriol was strongly favored as the primary language of communication among Indigenous people in 

Ngukurr, and it was seen to be beneficial to the community for Munanga to participate in the speech community. None 

of our participants gave any reason why it would not be appropriate for non-Indigenous people to learn the language, 

and nor was it seen as an insider-only language that should exclude outsiders. Informal attempts to teach Kriol to 

Munanga in the absence of formal opportunities suggest that Munanga would be welcomed into the speech community, 

giving support to the proposal to develop a structured program for Munanga to learn Kriol through the Language 

Centre. 

At present, Indigenous people in Ngukurr carry the burden of learning and using English to function according to 

Munanga ways in many key domains of day-to-day life. The message from our participants is that Munanga should 

share the load, and learn and use Kriol to understand local Aboriginal ways. In this way, each group could “walk in two 

worlds,” with a recognition and respect for different ways of being. The different communication styles of Munanga 

identified by at least one participant affirms those noted in other research (Eades, 2005; Nicholls, 2013). The 

implication is that if Munanga were to recognize and understand these differences, including the use of silence and not 

talking too much, communication would be improved no matter which language was being used. Such recognition 

would allow people in Ngukurr to work together more productively and improve relationships--even if Kriol speakers 

lose some of their linguistic privacy. Learning Kriol, however, was generally expressed as an opportunity for Munanga 

rather than an obligation. This view contrasts with the historical and continuing imposition of English onto speakers of 

Kriol or traditional Indigenous languages.  

With regard to local attitudes to Kriol, though the term ‘broken’ or ‘broken-down English’ was used by participants, it 

was not seen as a negative and did not appear to indicate shame. In fact, it appears to have been used to describe Kriol 

in a folk linguistic way. The term ‘broken-down’ can be interpreted as meaning ‘pulled apart’ rather than ‘not working’ 

or ‘irreparable.’ We dwell on these terms not to claim that they are devoid of negative connotation in general, but to 

point out that we do not believe they were used pejoratively in our interviews. 

Our findings confirm the idea recorded by Ponsonnet (2010) that Kriol is perceived by its speakers as a bridge for 

communication between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, as well as a bridge to language learning to both 

standard English and the traditional languages of the area. No evidence indicated that the younger participants were less 
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favorable towards Kriol, nor were any demographic parameters indicative of divergent attitudes (such as gender, 

education, speaking a traditional language, use of Kriol in interview). We acknowledge however that our interviewees 

did not include those who only spoke Kriol and have little interaction with English speakers. 

Our findings differ substantially from the attitudes expressed by Hawaiʻi Creole and Jamaica Creole speakers to 

outsiders learning their languages. Unlike for Hawaiʻi Creole (Marlow & Giles 2007; Uithol 2020), we found no 

indication that Kriol speakers in Ngukurr take offense to Munanga using Kriol. Unlike for Jamaican Creole (Kuck 

2016), none of our participants expressed that they would prefer only Indigenous people to use Kriol, nor concern that 

Kriol could be used against them.  

As noted earlier, gratuitous concurrence suggests that people might say yes to our questions as a natural response to the 

questions of Munanga interlocutors. However, we received answers in support of Kriol and Munanga learning the 

language regardless of how we phrased the main question. If our research had been done using a survey offering only 

yes/no responses, we would feel less confident that our research findings were valid. However, responses to other 

interview questions supported the positive finding, with extended examples of the benefits (both actual and potential) 

articulated by respondents. Furthermore, our findings concord with recent publications that report positive attitudes to 

Kriol in Ngukurr (National Indigenous Languages Report, 2020; Yugul Mangi Development Aboriginal Corporation, 

2019). 

4.1 Breaking down the key question 

Beyond the simple outcome of our interviews, we found ourselves interrogating the concepts used in our research, and 

considering the effects of the question we asked. We problematize the key question by breaking it into four component 

words: ‘Should Munanga learn Kriol?’. Though this was not the only question or topic discussed in the interviews, it 

was the main question we sought to answer. Seeking responses to this question in the form of interviews -- a western 

academic construct -- is problematic in itself, asked by Munanga, and injected into a context where some Munanga do 

learn Kriol.  

Use of English modal words like ‘should’ may be problematic when dealing with Kriol speakers, and we are careful not 

to assume that the meaning of this word in English or Kriol is an exact match. In some cases, we changed the phrasing 

in our questions to avoid this word, e.g., “What do you think about Munanga learning Kriol?”, which also returned a 

positive answer. 
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The use of the word ‘Munanga’ is also challenging; while referring to any non-Indigenous person, it is also a very 

generic term. In a community which focuses on relationship and connection, talking in abstract terms about ‘Munanga,’ 

even in specific roles, may have been poorly constructed, as it can be understood as referring to a wide demographic. 

Asking if people should ‘learn’ Kriol is also vague, as it does not indicate any level of usage or proficiency or context 

of use. Our participants gave no indication that Munanga should be expected to function completely in Kriol in a 

professional capacity, but our research suggests a desire for Munanga to know enough Kriol to enable a level of 

communication that works ‘both-ways’ as a means of mutual understanding. 

The final concept to interrogate is ‘Kriol’, a concept again presented unproblematically in our questions, without clear 

indication of how it was understood by respondents. Like Rhydwen (1998, pp. 157–162), we emphasize that Kriol 

speakers do not form a homogeneous group. We extrapolate our findings only to the community of Ngukurr, and do not 

claim that they hold for other Kriol-speaking communities. We also note that functional multilingualism of the local 

Indigenous community in both English and Kriol serves a number of purposes, and may lead to a perception that 

learning Kriol is unnecessary for Munanga. 

Kriol occupies a unique niche within the broader language ecology of the region, as neither a traditional language (for 

which the community has aspirations for revitalization) nor the national standard language (for which there is a strong 

push within mainstream non-Indigenous society). As such, Kriol lacks the connections to country and identity 

traditionally associated with Indigenous languages, while simultaneously resisting the domination of English. As a new 

language, it avoids the scrutiny of performance and speakerhood which can create challenges for many Indigenous 

language projects, in documentation (Evans 2001) or revitalization (Grinevald & Bert, 2011). Yet Kriol is still a marker 

of identity for speakers, even if not in the same way as traditional languages, separating them from non-Indigenous 

speakers of standardized English. Little research has been done on the concept of speakerhood in contact languages, and 

the connections to identity and performance, and the situation of Kriol in Ngukurr opens interesting possibilities for 

future research in this space. 

4.2 Limitations of the study 

As two non-Indigenous interviewers who do not live in Ngukurr, we represented exactly the kind of people we were 

asking about, the kind of Munanga who come to do some specific task then leave (although we have both continued 

engagement with staff at the Language Centre since this visit). Our interviews were therefore decontextualized, 
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particularly when compared with work cited here by researchers who lived in community for longer periods. Our 

research method and time limitations did not afford opportunities to revisit interviewees as would have been both 

respectful to the participants and beneficial to the research process. Our sample size was limited, and as previously 

noted, not completely aligned with the demographics of the community. 

Our short stay also meant we could not corroborate our findings with much direct observation of Kriol speakers 

interacting with Munanga, with the exception of our time spent at the Language Centre where Munanga staff were 

either largely proficient in Kriol or learning quickly. We also clearly represented the dominant outsider language, and 

the formality and strangeness of the interview process may have been a further barrier. 

Though cognizant of the complex linguistic history of Ngukurr, our research did not incorporate attitudes to the 

traditional languages of the area. We asked participants about their own linguistic heritage, but our interviews focused 

solely on the use of Kriol. The linguistic ecology of Ngukurr involves limited use of traditional languages,vi and our 

focus was on practical interactions rather than emblematic learning (Simpson, 2014). Our research did not address 

issues of multilingualism or attitudes of Kriol speakers to English, which would be useful areas of future research. 

Another useful area of future research would be to ask similar questions in nearby communities. In Numbulwar, 

attitudes to Kriol are less positive, as it is seen as taking over from the single traditional language (Wubuy) of the 

community, and educators rejected its inclusion in the school program (Carr, Wilkinson, & Stansell, 2017). Barunga 

resembles Ngukurr in its multilingual history and linguistic ecology (Rhydwen, 1993), however attitudes towards Kriol 

may be even more positive there given the incorporation of bilingual education in Kriol and English from the late 1970s 

(Meehan, 2017). Further research in this space should ideally be carried out by local Indigenous researchers, with 

sufficient support to provide the time, training and equipment required. 

5. Conclusion 

Our research indicated very positive attitudes to the use of Kriol in Ngukurr, and strong support for the inclusion of 

Munanga in the Kriol speech community. The benefits of learning Kriol were identified as improved communication 

and understanding, and a sense of reciprocity or mutuality where both groups could benefit from competence in both 

languages. We found reports of informal teaching taking place, and recognition of the differences in both language and 

communication styles between Kriol and English. The positive views expressed gave no sense of Kriol being an insider-

only language that should be kept from Munanga.  
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Despite some users calling Kriol ‘broken’, this characterization does not appear to be derogatory. Rather, Kriol unites 

the Indigenous people of Ngukurr in a linguistic ecology distinct from standardized Australian English, but members of 

the dominant linguistic group are not prevented from joining the Kriol speech community. From a small sample in one 

community, our research supports the shift implied in the literature from highly negative to more positive views of 

Kriol by Aboriginal speakers of the language. 

The benefits of our research are for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people living and working in Ngukurr. In 

attending to the voices of the Kriol speakers who interact with Munanga regularly, we validated the proposal for the 

Ngukurr Language Centre to develop an online course for Munanga to learn more about Kriol and how to interact better 

with Kriol speakers. Our research confirms what is perceived in the literature as a shift towards a more positive attitude 

to Kriol by speakers, and a pride in the language that is locally owned and shared by community members from 

different linguistic heritages. 

6. Funding details 

Funding for travel was provided by the Australian Research Council’s Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of 

Language (Hendy) and an Australian Government Research Training Program Scholarship (Bow). The present study 

was not funded by the Ngukurr Language Centre, nor are the authors supported financially by the Language Centre.  

7. Acknowledgments 

Thank you to the following individuals for their input into the research and writing of this paper: Jackie van den Bos, 

Jane Simpson, Denise Angelo, Greg Dickson, Celeste Humphris, Salome Harris, Grant Thompson, Angelina Joshua, 

Carmel O’Shannessy, all staff at the Ngukurr Language Centre, and all our interviewees. Thank you also to the ARC’s 

CoEDL and the Australian Government Training Program for financial support. We additionally thank the anonymous 

reviewers for their input in improving and clarifying this manuscript. 

8. References 

Angelo, D., & Schultze-Berndt, E. (2016). Beware bambai – lest it be apprehensive. In F. Meakins & C. O’Shannessy 

(Eds.), Loss and Renewal: Australian Languages Since Colonisation (Vol. 13, pp. 254–296). Berlin; Boston: De 

Gruyter Mouton. 



 

2 

 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2017). Ngukurr. Retrieved from 

https://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/SSC70207 

Bow, C. (2019). Collaboratively designing an online course to teach an Australian Indigenous language at university. 

Babel, 54(1/2), 54–60. 

Bow, C., Christie, M., & Devlin, B. (2014). Developing a Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages. Language 

Documentation & Conservation, 8, 345–360. 

Carr, T., Wilkinson, M., & Stansell, P. (2017). Language Revitalisation in a Bilingual Program—The Case of 

Numbulwar School. In B. C. Devlin, S. Disbray, & N. R. F. Devlin (Eds.), History of Bilingual Education in the 

Northern Territory (pp. 149–163). Singapore: Springer. 

Dickson, G. (2015). Marra and Kriol: The loss and maintenance of knowledge across a language shift boundary (PhD 

thesis). Canberra, Australia: Australian National University. 

Dixon, S., & Angelo, D. (2014). Dodgy data, language invisibility and the implications for social inclusion: A critical 

analysis of Indigenous student language data in Queensland schools. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics, 37(3), 

213–233. 

Eades, D. (2005). Beyond difference and domination? Intercultural communication in legal contexts. In S. F. Kiesling 

& C. Bratt Paulston (Eds.), Intercultural Discourse and Communication: The Essential Readings (pp. 304–316). 

Malden, MA; Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 

Eades, D. (2013). Aboriginal ways of using English. Canberra, ACT: Aboriginal Studies Press. 

Eades, D., & Siegel, J. (1999). Changing attitudes towards Australian creoles and Aboriginal English. In J. R. Rickford 

& S. Romaine (Eds.), Creole genesis, attitudes and discourse: Studies celebrating Charlene J. Sato (pp. 265–277). 

Amsterdam; Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Evans, N. (2001). The last speaker is dead—Long live the last speaker! In P. Newman & M. Ratliff (Eds.), Linguistic 

Fieldwork (pp. 250–281). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Grinevald, C., & Bert, M. (2011). Speakers and communities. In P. K. Austin & J. Sallabank (Eds.), The Cambridge 

Handbook of Endangered Languages (pp. 45–65). Cambridge University Press. doi: 10.1017/CBO9780511975981.003 

about:blank
about:blank


 

2 

 

Harris, J. (1986a). Creoles—New Languages and an Old Debate. Journal of Christian Education, Papers 85, 9–22. doi: 

10.1177/002196578602900102 

Harris, J. (1986b). Northern Territory pidgins and the origin of Kriol. Canberra, Australia: Pacific Linguistics. 

Harris, J., & Sandefur, J. (1984). The Creole Language Debate and the Use of Creoles in Australian Schools. The 

Australian Journal of Indigenous Education, 12(1), 8–29. doi: 10.1017/S0310582200013092 

Hendy, C. (2020). Tight budget, big dreams: Using university course credit in the creation of an online Kriol language 

course for English speakers. ANU Undergraduate Research Journal, 10(1), 18–27. 

Indigenous Languages and Arts program. (2020). Indigenous Languages and Arts program 2020-21 Grant Guidelines. 

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications. Retrieved from 

https://arts.smartygrants.com.au/s/site/doca/2020-21_ILA-Program_Guidelines.pdf 

Kuck, Mary Hills (2016). The reception in Jamaica of non-native speakers of Jamaican Creole. International Journal of 

Christianity and English Language Teaching 3, 6-35. 

Marlow, Mikaela L. & Giles, Howard (2007). Who you tink you, talkin propoah? Hawaiian Pidgin Demarginalised. 

Journal of Multicultural Discourses 2(2), 1-17. 

Marmion, D., Obata, K., & Troy, J. (2014). Community, identity, wellbeing: The report of the second National 

Indigenous Languages survey. Canberra, ACT: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. 

Meakins, F. (2014). Language contact varieties. In H. Koch & R. Nordlinger (Eds.), The Languages and Linguistics of 

Australia: A comprehensive guide (pp. 365–416). Berlin: Mouton. 

Meehan, D. (2017). Starting out at Bamyili: Factors specific to the development of the Kriol program. In B. Devlin, S. 

Disbray, & N. R. F. Devlin (Eds.), History of Bilingual Education in the Northern Territory (pp. 61–71). Singapore: 

Springer. 

Meigim Kriol Strongbala (2021). Meigim Kriol Strongbala (website). Retrieved from 

https://meigimkriolstrongbala.org.au/en_au/  

about:blank
about:blank


 

2 

 

Munro, J. (2000). Kriol on the move: A case of language spread and shift in Northern Australia. In J. Siegel (Ed.), 

Processes of Language Contact: Studies from Australia and the South Pacific (pp. 245–270). Montreal, Canada: Les 

Editions Fides. 

Nash, D. (2008, October 4). Munanga. Retrieved from Endangered Languages and Cultures website: 

http://www.paradisec.org.au/blog/2008/10/munanga/ 

National Indigenous Languages Report. (2020). Canberra, ACT: Department of Infrastructure Transport, Regional 

Development and Communications. 

Ngukurr Language Centre (2020). Welcome to the Ngukurr Language Centre. Retrieved from https://ngukurrlc.org.au/ 

Nicholls, S. (2011). Referring Expressions and Referential Practice in Roper Kriol (Northern Territory, Australia) 

(PhD Thesis). University of New England, Armidale, NSW. 

Nicholls, S. (2013). Cultural Scripts, Social Cognition and Social Interaction in Roper Kriol. Australian Journal of 

Linguistics, 33(3), 282–301. doi: 10.1080/07268602.2013.846456 

Ober, R. (2009). Both-ways: Learning from Yesterday, Celebrating Today, Strengthening Tomorrow. Australian 

Journal of Indigenous Education, 38(Supplementary), 34–39. 

Ponsonnet, M. (2010). ‘Brainwash from English’?: Barunga Kriol Speakers’ Views on Their Own Language. 

Anthropological Linguistics, 52(2), 160–183. 

Ponsonnet, M. (2020). Difference and Repetition in Language Shift to a Creole: The Expression of Emotions. New 

York: Routledge. 

Rhydwen, M. (1993). Kriol: The creation of a written language and a tool of colonisation. In M. Walsh & C. Yallop 

(Eds.), Language and Culture in Aboriginal Australia (pp. 155–168). Canberra, ACT: Aboriginal Studies Press. 

Rhydwen, M. (1995). Kriol is the color of Thursday. International Journal of the Sociology of Language, 113(1), 113–

120. 

Rhydwen, M. (1998). Writing on the Backs of the Blacks: Voice, Literacy and Community in Kriol Fieldwork. St Lucia, 

QLD: University of Queensland Press. 

about:blank


 

2 

 

Sandefur, J. R. (1979). An Australian Creole in the Northern Territory: A Description of Ngukurr-Bamyili Dialects 

(Part 1). Darwin, NT: Summer Institute of Linguistics. 

Sandefur, J. R. (1985). Aspects of the socio-political history of Ngukurr (Roper River) and its effect on language 

change. Aboriginal History Journal 9, 205-219. 

Sandefur, J. R. (1986a). Kriol of North Australia: A language coming of age. Darwin, NT: Summer Institute of 

Linguistics. 

Sandefur, J. R. (1986b). Mission Life, Mission Education and the Rise of a Creole Language. Journal of Christian 

Education, os-29(1), 23–34. doi: 10.1177/002196578602900103 

Sandefur, J. R. (1986c). An Australian Creoel in the Northern Territory: A Description of Ngukurr-Bamyili Dialects 

(Part 1). Darwin, NT: Summer Institute of Linguistics. 

Schultze-Berndt, E., Meakins, F., & Angelo, D. (2013). Kriol. In S. Michaelis, P. Maurer, M. Haspelmath, & M. Huber 

(Eds.), Atlas of Pidgin and Creole Structures: The language surveys: Vol. I (pp. 241–251). Oxford, UK: Oxford 

University Press. 

Sellwood, J., & Angelo, D. (2013). Everywhere and nowhere: Invisibility of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

contact languages in education and Indigenous language contexts. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics, 36(3), 

250–266. doi: 10.1075/aral.36.3.02sel 

Siegel, J. (1995). Special Report: PACE in Australia. The Pidgins and Creoles in Education (PACE) Newsletter, 6, 8–

15. 

Simpson, J. (2014). Teaching minority Indigenous languages at Australian universities. In P. Heinrich & N. Ostler 

(Eds.), Proceedings of the 18th FEL Conference (pp. 54–58). Okinawa, Japan: Foundation for Endangered Languages. 

Simpson, J., Angelo, D., Browne, E., Kral, I., Markham, F., O’Shannessy, C. & Venn, D. (2018). Census data on 

Australian Languages. In S. Drude, N. Ostler & M. Moser (eds.), Endangered languages and the land: Mapping 

landscapes of multilingualism, Proceedings of FEL XXII/2018 (pp. 115–120). London: FEL & EL Publishing. 

Smith-Christmas, C., Ó Murchadha, N. P., Hornsby, M., & Moriarty, M. (Eds.). (2018). New Speakers of Minority 

Languages: Linguistic Ideologies and Practices. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 



 

2 

 

Te Huia, A. (2016). Pākehā learners of Māori language responding to racism directed towards Māori. Journal of Cross-

Cultural Psychology, 47(5), 734-750. 

Uithol, Elissa M. (2020). Sociolinguistics and Insider/Outsider Status in Hawaiʻi. Linguistics Senior Research Projects 

23. https://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/linguistics_senior_projects/23  

Yugul Mangi Development Aboriginal Corporation. (2019). Stronger Communities Program: Ngukurr Progress 

Report. Ngukurr, NT: Stronger Communities for Children, Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. 

Yunupingu, M. (1989). Language and power: The Yolngu rise to power at Yirrkala School. Ngoonjook, 2, 1–6. 

 
i
 Munanga is a word of uncertain origin (Nash, 2008), used in a similar way to the word Balanda elsewhere in Arnhem 

Land. The term is used in this paper to refer to any non-Indigenous person, as this term was used consistently by 

participants in this research. 

ii
 The ethical aspects of this research were approved by the ANU Human Research Ethics Committee (Protocol 2017/614).  

iii
 Five young men were interviewed as a group rather than individually, and were not asked specifically about their 

language or education backgrounds. 

iv
 Five participants requested that the interviews not be audio-recorded, so their input was documented through notes 

taken during the interviews. Most interviews were carried out by both authors with a single participant, except for three 

with multiple participants (five, two, and two, participants respectively) and one interviewed by the first author alone. 

v
 Participants’ names are given with their permission; those who preferred to remain anonymous have been assigned 

pseudonyms (marked with asterisk). 

vi
 Noting that older people in nearby Numbulwar still speak Wubuy language, and that in older generations in Ngukurr 

and further north Ritharrŋu and Wägilak are in use. 
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