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Preface

The impetus for this book came from the publication of Language in the
USA (Ferguson and Heath 1981) and Language in the British Isles (Trudgill
1984). This volume is a companion and complement to these two. The
purpose of Language in Australia is to provide a comprehensive account of
the present linguistic situation in Australia, primarily from a sociolinguistic
perspective. There are at present no other books which offer such a broad
survey of the language situation in Australia, although there are now works
which cover selected aspects of it, for example, Clyne (1976), a sample of
studies on Australian English, migrant and Aboriginal languages, Clyne
(1982) on the position of community languages, Clyne (1985) on language
contact, Blair and Collins (1989) on varieties of Australian English, and the
surveys of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages by Dixon and
Blake (1979), Dixon (1980), Blake (1981), and Yallop (1982). These and
other publications are, however, important indications of the recent
considerable interest in the languages of Australia.

This volume is divided into five parts. The first four contain chapters
dealing with Australia’s indigenous and non-indigenous languages and the
fifth is devoted to public policy and social issues related to the languages of
Australia. There are also sketches of each of the major language types in
Australia. The chapters are mainly descriptive. They aim to provide a
comprehensive overview and summary of what is known about Australia’s
languages as well as a guide to current areas of research interest.

Throughout, the contributors pay special attention to issues arising from
the sociohistorical situation in which Australia’s languages and language
varieties coexist. As in the other major English-speaking countries, English
is a relative newcomer to a linguistic scene which was already very diverse
and heterogeneous. Present-day Australians speak a wide range of
languages making Australia, as Clyne (1985) suggests, a meeting place of
languages. While most Australians are English monolinguals, as are the
majority of Britons and Americans, the continent’s original inhabitants
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were largely multilingual and many still are today. The languages spoken
by the descendants of the original inhabitants of Australia include the
following: surviving Aboriginal languages, a creole, for example, Kriol or
Cape York Creole, Aboriginal English, and a variety of Australian
English. There are also many other bilingual Australians who have settled
more recently and still maintain knowledge of a language other than
English, for example, Greek, Italian, German, Dutch, and Serbo-Croatian,
to name only a few of the new ‘community’ languages dealt with in part I11
of this volume.

The editors of both Language in the USA and Language in the British
Isles lament the fact that many people are relatively uninformed about the
language situation in their own countries. While it may seem tedious to
repeat this complaint here, it is no less true of Australia than of Britain and
the United States. This volume is dedicated to the spirit of linguistic and
cultural diversity and the hope that non-specialists will also find in this
volume an appreciation of the rich linguistic heritage of Australia.
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Introduction

SUZANNE ROMAINE

Australia is a geographically isolated and largely English- -speaking con-
tinent surrounded primarily by non-English-speaking neighbours (apart
from New Zealand). The story of its languages presents an intriguing case
study for sociolinguists. While most Australians today are English
monolinguals, the English language is a recent arrival. The majority of the
country’s original inhabitants were largely multilingual and many still are.
The chapters in this book give a comprehensive overview and summary of
what is known about the sociolinguistic situation of Australia’s major
language varieties.

In my introduction I aim to provide a sociohistorical background to the
evolution of the major varieties of language now found on the Australian
continent. One of the most interesting developments I attempt to trace is
how a new ideology of pluralism arose in the 1970s in response to social and
political changes. This was in direct opposition to the earlier ‘White
Australia’ policy, which projected an image of an ideal Australia which was
monocultural, monolingual and monoracial. I also document how Aus-
tralian attitudes towards language and linguistic diversity have deep
historical precedents in the cultural ideology of western Europe and are
paralleled in the major Anglophone nations, particularly Britain and the
United States. Oppressive policies towards linguistic minorities were
practised by the British for a long time ‘at home’ and transplanted to new
colonies elsewhere. Australia has, however, recently taken steps to ensure
language maintenance and to foster the development of language skills. I
offer a comparative perspective on language in the United States, Britain
and Australia, and consider the question of whether Australia consti-
tutes a speech community. Finally, I make some remarks about future
developments.
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