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Our maj or orientat ion in the study of linguistic communities and 
social networks in Cape York Peninsula is at pre sent more ethnographi c  
than theoretical . That i s , given the pauc ity of re levant socio­
linguistic  theory and the problemat i c , empirical nature of its  main 
i s sue s , we are primarily concerned with obtaining an adequate dat a­
base . Having said that , we nonethe le s s  discuss  be low the kinds of  
data an  adequate theory will  need to account for , and the  kinds of  
que st ions we  expe ct such a theory to answer . 

The immediate aim of our research is  to  eluc idate the lingui stic 
dimensions of a unique and disappearing type of  human soc ial and 
ecological adaptat ion , the Aboriginal hunter-gatherer societies of 
Austral ia , and in part ic ular those of Cape York Peninsula ( CYP ) . 

Aboriginal people have lived on CYP (defined as  mainland Queensland 
north of the 16th paralle l )  for at least 1 3 , 0 00 years ( Rosenfeld 
197 5 ) , and probab ly longer . For much of  that time , what is now the 
Peninsula was merely the higher port i on of  a land-mass which was above 
sea level right acro s s  the present Gulf of Carpentaria to Arnhem Land 
and north acro s s  what are now the Torres Straits to New Guinea . The 
Torres Strait s were formed by rising sea-leve ls about 6500-8000 BP 
( Jennings 1971 ) .  Linguistic and anthropological studies  made in the 
area dat e from the lat e eighteenth century , but only in the last 
eighty years have they been made by special i s t s  with extensive training 
and field experience . Mos t  of what is known of  the languages and 
culture s of CYP dates  from fie ld work between 1927  and 1 9 3 5  - McConnel , 
Thomson and Sharp - and since 1969 . Consequent ly , i f  we wish to 
understand the long-term dynamic s  of  cultural and lingui stic  relat i on­
ships and their deve lopment in the region , we have to rely on 
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archaeological reconstruction , historical reconstruct ion of lingui stic  
divergence , convergence and parallel development s ,  plus  what we  can 
learn about traditional patt erns of socioterritorial segmentat ion and 
communication networks (marriage and residence patterns , ritual 
alliances , totemic connections , warmaking group s ,  exchange cycles and 
so forth ) from field ethnography with the traditionally-oriented 
Aborigines who live on the Peninsula . We are at pre sent engaged with 
other workers ( see below )  in long-term studies of this type , concen­
trating on a transect acro s s  the middle Peninsula between Lockhart 
and Port Stewart on the east and Aurukun and Edward River on the west . 
We have also both worked in the Princess  Charlotte Bay area . 

CYP i s  characteri sed by high linguistic divers ity in some areas 
( such as Prince s s  Charlotte  Bay , the far northern tip , and a narrow 
strip down the we st coast ) ,  contrast ing with low diversity in others 
( such as the Starcke River-Mos sman area , or the even less diverse 

2 5 0km stretch from Cape Grenville to Massey River , on the east coast ) .  
Cultural diversity i s  also higher in s ome areas than in others : the 
west coast between the Archer and Edward Rivers has prominent , 
discrete ritual group s ,  while much of the central Peninsula north of 
Laura appears to have lacked such segmentat ion . 

Cultural and lingui stic diversity are not always c losely corre lated . 
Princ e s s  Charlotte Bay and environs (between the Stewart and Starcke 
Rivers ) was inhabited by speakers of perhap s ten language s ,  between 
s ome of which there are signi ficant grammat ical di fferences , and 
between all of which there are st riking lexical and phonological 
di fferenc e s . Yet at least the Flinders Islands and Barrow Point 
peoples regard all the people o f  that region as ' countrymen ' ,  among 
whom they tradit ionally found spouse s ,  with whom they j oined in 
ceremony , and with whom they shared distinct ive cultural trait s .  By 
contrast , the we stern coastal region between the Archer and Edward 
Rivers exhibi t s  less  linguistic diversity ( there are many dialect s ,  
which may b e  clustered into a handful o f  distinct languages ) ,  but far 
greater segment at ion socially . It i s  generally known as ' the Wik­
speaking area ' by anthropologi sts  and linguist s .  Like Princ e s s  
Charlotte Bay , it could be de scribed as a ' culture-area ' .  Such 
culture-areas , in spite of their diverse nature s ,  clearly exist and 
will be treated by us as the wide st meaningful soc ial networks 
tradit ionally operat ing in CYP . 

In the Wik-speaking area , regional segmentation is  clear-cut along 
the coast , but becomes il l-de fined 15-20km inland . The grossest 
segments are ritual groups , which are spoken of in English as ' tribe s ' .  
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One such group , Apelech , includes members of  lineage s with countries 
clustered about three rivers , the Love , the Kirke and the Knox . The 
three river-groupings const itute smaller segments within Apele ch , 
each with a core of lineages sharing a maj or cult-totem . Even smaller 
segment s cons ist of  clusters of two or three lineages with cont iguous 
estates known by a s ingle ' nickname ' .  The smallest meaningful segment 
is the lineage , which i s, the land-holding unit . All segment s greater 
than the individual lineage may be , and usually are , polylingual . 
That i s , they c onsist  of clusters of  lineages affiliated to  different 
diale cts/language s .  The countries  o f  those  lineage s which speak the 
same language tend to be separated from each other by countries of 
lineage s with di fferent lingui stic  affiliations . Both territorially 
and politically , language s are ' discont inuously di stributed ' . 

There i s  no s ignificant dialectal or dialect -group endogamy . 

Seventy-six percent of marriages ( exc luding those of recent date 
which would not have been possible in pre-European t ime s )  have been 
between individuals affiliated to  di fferent dialect s .  Sixty 
percent have been between those affiliated to  dialects of  mutually 
unintelligible languages .  Marriage c lusters are bounded by two main 
features :  geographical proximity within the c oastal floodplain area , 
and - to  a less  clear extent - membership within the named ritual 
group . Eighty-seven percent of marriages by those with country on the 
floodp lain have been contracted within the long , narrow coastal strip . 
About three-fourths of the lineage s in the Apelech ritual group have 
contracted three-fourths of their marriages within that group . All 
res idence-group s normally inc lude speakers of several dialect s .  All 
people over about thirty years of  age have mult ilingual competenc e ,  
and younger peop le are at least bilingual in the lingua franca Wik­
Mungkan and English . Many people who are affiliated to the same 
dialect  be long to separate regional groups and may have little 
contact . 

In the light of such facts , the ' dialectal tribe ' model used in 
some Australian demographic and lingui stic studies has no support 
whatever from the Wik-speaking area . Thi s model ( see Birdsell  195 3 ,  
1968 , 1976  and Dixon 1 9 7 0 , 1 9 7 2 : 330ff)  posits a dialectally homogeneous 
speech community , predominant ly endogamous ,  which constitutes a 
primary domain of  social structure . It is  a populat i on i solate , a 
territorial unit , and a relat ive ly bounded c ommunications network . 
In the Wik-speaking are a ,  such entities  are n o t  characteri sed by 
dialectal homogeneity . 
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The same is  true of other parts of  Cape York Penin�ula . The 
distribution of  lineage-countries  in the eastern Princ e s s  Charlot te 
Bay area is  much c loser to the stereotype , in that lineage s with a 
single language have adj acent countrie s . However , such lingui stic  
communities are not recognised as individual segments of poli tical or 
demographic importance , and neither they nor the language s they speak 
have name s . Most individuals , if  asked to name their language , will 
give the name of their patriline or , sometimes , the name of a well­
known place ( such as Flinders I s land ) in the relevant region . And 
they can do this in any one of several language s ,  since all lineages 
and mo st important locales may be re ferred to  by different forms in 
each of  the languages of the area . Multilingual competence and 
lingui stic exogamy were again the norm . 

An adequate model of  Aboriginal sociol ingui stics  will have to 
exp lain these apparent ' exceptions ' to  what has been assumed to be 
the norm . Although we are not yet able to  produce such an explanat ion , 
we would stre s s  that Aboriginal belief-systems play the cruc ial role 
in determining linguistic affiliation and the role of this affiliation 
in demography . Much more informat ion on what Aboriginal people believe 
about language is  needed . 

It should be clear from the sketches j ust given that we are not 
att empt ing to treat CYP in t o t o  as a si�gle culture-area , but as a 
geographical s lice that has an ec ological , cultural and lingui stic 
diversity sui ted t o  our purposes as lingui stic anthropologist s .  It is  
an  eminent ly suitable area for comparat ive and historical study , both 
be cause of the wide divers ity now to be seen , laid over a common 
underlying heritage , and because in c ertain subareas we have the chance 
to  integrate linguistic with non-linguistic data . In this way , we 
hope to  eluc idate the dynamic s of linguistic affiliation , linguistic 
change and regional dialect patterns in relation to the pre ssures of 
tradit ional social structure , belief systems , politi c s , demographic 
patterns , and the environmental constraints of natural resources , 
seasonality and topography . 

Much comparat ive linguis t i c s  has already been done in CYP , largely 
on lexical and phonological reconstruct ion , and genetic  subgrouping 
( see Sutton , ed . ,  1976  for recent example s ) . We know , for example , 
that there has been extensive phonological di ffus ion across large areas , 
and that this may have been assoc iated with sociocultural influence s  
( Alpher 197 6 ) . Detailed work on other types of di ffusion has yet to  
be done . From a study of linguistic  diffusion in Arnhem Land , Heath 
( 197 8 ) conc luded that tradit ional Indo-Europeanist histori cal 
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linguistic  models o f  di ffusion were inadequate t o  exp lain the  data he 
gathered and interpreted . It is unl ikely that CYP will be any more 
amenable to Indo-Europeanist interpretations than Arnhem Land . A 
sociolingui stic theory that will generate a powerful e xplanatory model  

will  have to account for  the patterns that emerge from studies  o f  
linguistic prehistory , and i t  cannot s imp ly be synchroni c .  

Sociolinguistic patterns on CYP have great implicat ions for 
diachronic linguistic theory . We already know enough to state that 
soci a l  n e t works and l i n g u i s t i c  gro upings on C YP are n o t  i somorphi c .  

In other words , alt hough i t  i s  more than likely that dialect and 
language di fference s  and s imilarit i e s  s omehow reflect social networks ,  
this reflect ion i s  by no means instantaneous or simp le . An adequate 
sociolinguistic  theory must account for this di scont inuity . To borrow 
s ome terminology from Silverste in ( 1972 ) ,  but omitt ing some of hi s 
dist inct ions , speech commu n i t i es may stand in re lat ively s imple 
relationships t o  soc ial networks , but l a n g u a ge commun i t i e s cert ainly 
do not . For the moment , we may define a speech community as a group 
of people who interact regularly by means of speech , and there fore 
belong to a c ommunicat i on network . A language community is a set o f  
people who share a common grammar , a s  characterised b y  a ( near- ) 
ident ical knowledge o f  syntactic , lexical and phonological rule s . We 
rec ognise the problems o f  drawing boundaries around communit i e s  and of 
delimit ing networks , and also the problem of dist ingui shing ' di fferent 
grammars '  us ing mutual intelligibility or quantitat ive measures as 
criteri a .  But we find the language/speech community dist inction 
use ful , one which has so frequent ly been ignored in the discussion of 
language in the Austra lian Aboriginal context . 

A speech c ommunity i s  e s s entially the same as a social network , but 
we use the former term to emphasise  its  linguistic aspect . The 
character and history of language s i s  clearly more c lo sely re lated t o  
the structure o f  social networks than t o  the spat ial distribution of 
people in on-the-ground aggregate s . Different speakers of the one 
language may re side separat ely with speakers of other languages ,  but 
maintain contact with each other through frequent contact . We also 
find the converse ,  at least in Cape York : di fferent speakers o f  the 
one language may be long to geographically and politically distinct 
social networks , and have little contact . We also find that the 
territories of those people who speak a single language are not always 
cont i guous , and that we must speak of regional multilingual repert oires 
rather than ' dialect areas ' .  Indeed , one o f  the main reflect ions o f  
the boundedne s s  of a soc ial network is  the range of mult i lingual 
competence of it s members . 
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Other defining feature s ,  which in CYP are typically (but perhaps not 
neces sarily ) compre sent , are : relat ively bounded patterns of marriage ; 
patterns o f  coming t ogether t o  perform rituals ; relat ive freedom o f  

, 
movement over each others ' countrie s , at least during the dry season ; 
and mut ual aid in wider conflict s .  

Thus , soc ial networks are defined by patterns of count less  small­
scale interac t i ons , rather than by the presence of single di stribution­
al traits such as ' sharing a common dialect ' or ' posses sing a common 
kinship system ' . They may be named or un-named , but it i s  usually not 
t oo di fficult to find a locution or two in local language s that 
recognise their existenc e ;  to find , for example , that they form the 
cont ent of us/them-type pronominal references . Social networks are 
heavily polit ical , hence labile and contractual , not fixed . ' Norms ' 
o f  endogamy are constantly violated by fami lies who seek political 
allies out s ide the network by ' marrying out ' their girl s .  Lineages 
expand , contract , and die out . Our dist inct impress ion is  that 
' c ountries ' tend to be more stable entities  than the ir personnel . 
When lineages become techni cally extinct , it i s  not unc ommon for those 
who assume custodianship of their countries  to be the chi ldren of 
their last female members .  Because of a tendency for women to marry 
men who spe ak different dialects  or language s from their own , and 
because the maj ority of chi ldren take their fathers ' language as their 
own , the linguistic affiliation of a country ' s  custodians is  liable to 
switch s lightly or even dramat ically over time . And because o f  a 
tendency t owards social network endogamy , such a change in ' dialect 
geography ' would more often than not involve a swit ching t o  one of only 
a subset of the dialect s/language s of a region . In an area of 
lingui stic homogene ity , the se changes would not be readily apparent to 
an out sider , and we would expect the result ing irregular or discontin­
uous distribution of dialect s to be subj ect to fairly rapid regular­
i sation or uni formising over time . However , where relatively 
het erogeneous dialects  and language s are spoken by very small 
populations , multi lingualism may be the crucial element which allows 
such varied speech-forms to survive . Thi s survival would be  precarious 
were it not for the st rength of Aboriginal belief in the maint enance of 
difference s ,  and the view that one ' s  own patrilineage-dialect is  the 
optimum linguistic form . 

On we stern CYP we find grammatical and semant ic unity , some 
phonological variat ion , and cons iderab le lexical diversity . Thi s 
sugge sts that the same factors that may lead to the extinction o f  minor 
sub-dialectal differences and to near-total linguistic convergence in 
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a case of relative homogeneity , may lead only t o  partial convergence 
in cases where there is linguistic het erogeneity within the same 
soc ial network . On we stern CYP this means that we sugge st convergence 
and parallelism in syntax and semanti c s  have developed because of 
multilingualism in an area of very small language-communit i e s . In 
other areas , such as from around the southern Northern Territory to 
the Adelaide region , orie can demon strate phonological convergence due 
to diffus ion of common features over a recogni sed culture-area . In 
this latter region , not only phonology but the distribut ion of 
' kinship-pronouns ' ,  birth-order name s and trade rout e s , for examp le , 
can be  shown t o  support the hypothe sis  o f  a culture-area ( Hercus and 
White ,  197 3 ; Schebeck , 19 7 3 ) . 

But trait-distribut ions do not de fine social networks . Social 
networks have t o  be estab li shed by more pre c i s e  means , such as examin­

ing the stat i s t i c s  o f  marriages and adopt ions , the composit ion o f  
ritual-sharing group s , resident ial groups ,  etc . Trait-distribut ions 
mere ly e stablish the ext ent o f  sharing or transmission,  and not 
( directly ) the extent o f  regular communicat ion . Thus we find languages 
in CYP which were spoken at great distanc e s  from each othe r ,  yet which 
share the diffused featur e  o f  init ial consonant- or syl lable-dropping 
( see Alpher 197 6 ,  Sutton 1976 ) .  We do not suggest that their speakers 
were part o f  a single soc ial network , or in some cases even of a 
single culture-area , exc ept in the nebulous and trivial s ense that 
they be longed to a great chain of connected Aboriginal populat ions 
acros s  which trait s  flowed . Our interest , in any case , i s  at a finer­
grained scale . We suggest that it is the structure and hist ory o f  
s oc ial networks of the limited t ype  out l ined , which cruc ially determine 
lingui stic  divergence , convergence and parallel development . However , 
our interest is  in their ab ility t o  shed light on the relationships 
between culture , social organisation and human ecology , rather than 
in what they can explain about linguistic change . Language is  only 
one o f  the many features  of a soc ial network , no one of which i s  
necessari l y  diagnostic . 

The anthropologist J . R .  von Sturmer ( 19 7 3 : 2 1 ) , writing of Aboriginal 
people from the Kendall-Holroyd Rivers on western CYP , makes it  clear 
that we would be  unreasonable t o  assume neat isomorphism o f  these 
features even at a native conceptual level : 

. . .  the modes o f  determining individual identity and group 
ident i ficat ion are re lated to at least five basic factors : 
kinship and marriage , territory , totemism , language , and 
ritual . There has been a strong tendency in the writings 
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of  McConnel ,  Sharp and Thomson , the chief ethnographers of 
the region , to see the se princ ipal fact ors as ' layers ' which 
neat ly overlap and proj ect without any discont inuity into 
each other . In short , the principal factors have been seen 
as reflections of a single system . 

Von Sturmer note s  that this view i s  rej ected by older Aborigine s ,  and 
that ' organi sat ional princ iples do not simply overlap ' .  

Our findings elsewhere in CYP support von Sturmer ' s  earlier con­
c lusions . In view of this , we sugge st that anthropologi sts  cannot 
afford s imply to select single conventional feature s of group 
ident i fication as the bas i s  for determining their fie ldwork domain . 
We believe that fie ldwork should be  select ive among popul a t i on s , 

rather than among ca tego r i e s  of peopl e ,  in order to avoid prej udic ing 
the conclusi ons that will be made about the relat ive salience of the 
different categories and their roles in reflect ing and structuring 
social networks . The relative importance that Aborigine s place on 
group labels , l inguistic differences , etc . are part of the e s s ential 
data , but they cannot be taken to be  aut omat ically a close reflection 
of demographic , political or other realit ies , except at the nat ive 
conceptual level . Thus whi le the Berndt s ( 1970 : 2 )  found that ' taking 
the label Gunwinggu as referring to a recognised t ribal unit has a 
certain utility ' ,  and that ' it provides a convenient starting point , 
a na t u ra l  uni t of s t u d y , in the sense that it i s  a conceptual reality 
with some basis in empirical reality ' ( our italic s ) ,  they also found 
that the reference of the label depended both on who was using it and 
in what c ontext it was used (p . 1 0 ) , that the salience of such labels 
has increased great ly since mi s sioni sat ion and the attendant need for 
gro s ser dist inct ions ( pp .  7 ,  11 , 20 8 ) , and that ' socially the category 
of  "Gunwinggu" i s , to an appreciable extent , heterogeneous ' ( p . 211 ) . 
Indeed , at least twelve of the twenty-seven land-holding patri lineal 
de scent groups within the category ' Gunwinggu ' also fall within the 
category of at least one other language , such as Maung or Gunbalang 
( pp .  237-9 ) . This would lead us to que stion the usefulnes s  of sett ing 
up ' Gunwinggu ' or any other language-community label from thi s area as 
an empirically valid socioterritorial category , parti cularly one that 
de fines the sc ope of an anthropological study of ' man , land and myth ' .  

Berndt ( 19 5 9 )  pre sented the first we ll-documented counterargument 
against the use of the concept ' tribe ' in Australia . In that paper he 
restricted his attack es sent ially to the Western De sert region , for 
which he provides a wealth of informat ion of a sociolinguistic ( albeit 
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mainly native conceptual-cat e gorial )  nature . Thi s could have been the 
brilliant start to an ecologically-oriented study of language and 
territoriality in the Western Desert . Although Miller ( 1972 ) did 
s ome intere st ing work on i s oglos ses  in the southwestern are a ,  and ten 
Raa and Woenne ( 1974 ) have assembled a large amount of  invaluable 
computerised cultural-linguistic data , we have yet to see the kind of 
detailed , thorough , on-the-ground mapping of the area that will make 
it pos sible to reconstruct pre-sett lement demography . Comb ined with 
thorough dialect-survey , as Douglas ( 1972 : 82 )  says , ' such studies 
would reveal , i f  it i s  not too late , both the extent and also the 
restrict ions in movement of spe c i fic dialect -forming bodies ' .  We 
would want t o  say , however , that such studies  would first reveal the 
maj or demographi c  and environmental aspects  of  s oc ial networks ; it 
would then have t o  be established empi r i ca l l y  whether or not these 
networks were ' dialect -forming bodies ' ,  and t o  what ext ent they over­
lapped with them if they were not the same . 

The not ion that s oc ial networks and linguistic communities neat ly 
overlap is a simplifying as sumpt ion that has strong appeal . Perhaps 
thi s  exp lains why anthropologi sts  have rej ected the word ' tribe ' in 
recent years , but have neverthe le s s  cont inued in many cases to make 
use of i t s  traditional meanings . Instead of  saying ' the X tribe ' ,  
they often now say ' the X ' ,  where ' X '  i s  the name of a language . Even 
Berndt ' s  own ' The Walmadj eri and Gugadj a '  ( 1 9 7 2 )  speaks of ' the 
territorial range of a dialect unit ' ( 182 ) and ' the dialectal territory ' 
( 1 37 ) ; and by stating that ' sub sections categorise everyone within a 
given person ' s  perspective , for examp le everyone within the "trib e "  
o r  language unit ' ( 19 5 )  h e  sugge sts  that a language unit i s  perhap s 
coextensive with a ' soc iety ' or social network . ( Note that 
' Walmadj eri ' and ' Gugadj a '  are dialect name s , the latter be ing one of  
the' Western Desert dialect s . )  Thi s suggestion i s  also e xplicit  in  
expre ssions such as Stanner ' s  ' Murinbata society ' ( 1964 : 3 6 ) , ' Murinbata 
opini on ' ( 126 ) , ' Murinbata tradit ion ' ( 14 0 ) ,  ' Murinbata hi story ' ( 14 2 ) , 
and we note that Stanner also talks of  ' Murinbata territory ' ( 82 ,  14 2 ) . 
Similar examples  can b e  easily drawn from the ethnographic literature . 
Hiatt ( 1965 : 1 ) likewi se  identifies  named languages with s oc ial units , 
but acknowledge s that his informants never referred t o  themselves as a 
soc ial group by  the name of  their language : ' They referred t o  them­
selves collect ively as "we" and never by any name . I shall call them 
the Gidj ingali for the sake of convenienc e ' .  In an area where land­
owning uni t s  may be of mixed lingui stic affiliation , and where a third 
of a sample of people whose parent s spoke different languages became 
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affiliated to their mothers ' languages rather than to thei r  fathers ' ,  
we may ask j ust how often ( out side discussions of language i t s e l f )  the 
collect ive ' we '  could indeed have referred to the Gidj ingal i-speaking 
language community as a soc ial unit . 

One of  the ' convenience s '  of ab strac ting s ingle language communities 
from poly lingual speech communit ies  i s  that the lingui st or 
anthropologist only has , to study a selected sub-part of the linguistic  
competence of  the society he  works in . Thi s means he  or  she can avoid 
the onerous task of trying to become multilingual , as are most of the 
people being studied . This simplifying device , used by virtually all 
field workers , is  rare ly made explicit in their writ ings . 

Not only has the ' linguistic unit ' ( an ill-de fined ent ity at best ) 
been identi fied with ' society ' or at least the ' unit of  study ' ,  it has 
also been cons idered to be a territorial unit . Thi s may be the result 
of Aboriginal pract ice in c ertain areas , where sites  apparently are 
said to be affiliated to dialect unit s .  Berndt ( 1972 , 1 9 7 6 )  states ,  
for examp le , that in the Balgo region of the West ern Desert , sites  
be long to dialectal units  and some sites  be long to two different 
dialectal unit s .  ' Dual-dialectal areas . . .  could be taken as points 
at which a fair degree of  intercommunicat ion took place ' ( Berndt 
1 9 7 6 : 1 39 ) . In CYP , however , although it is pos sible to e l i c i t  state­
ment s of linguistic affi liation of site s , such stat ement s are rare in 
free discourse , and where made , it i s  clear that the affiliation i s  by 
no means of the same order as that between a site and the one or more 
descent groups that right fully lay c laim to it . The latter relat i on­
ship is one of ' keeping ' and ' looking after ' ( i . e . , custodianship 
rather than ownership ) ,  and is  often validated by the stories that 
connect  members of descent groups with the history of the land scape  
in their countrie s . Most descent groups have well-defined country 
( ' country ' being the sum of named or recognised locale s ) ,  and also 
we ll-defined linguistic affiliation , although some cases of pos sibly 
creole-like dialect s , and of dual ( primary and sec ondary ) linguistic  
affi liation , are known . Since every descent group has both sites  and 
a language , one can elicit a site/dialect relationship . But it i s  
triadic , a by-product of  the two elemental dyadic relationship s of  
site/desc ent group and descent group/dialect , and so it  is  not primary . 

We rej ect the notion of  the primacy  of  linguistic  groupings in 
structuring and ordering the Aboriginal soc ial/geographi cal landscape . 
Tindale ' s  ' tribal ' map ( 1974 ) cannot there fore be a map of  Aboriginal 
Australia at a fundamentally meaningful demographic or politi cal­
cultural leve l ,  even if  it were accurate ( which , at least in CYP , it i s  
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not ) . We d o  not consider linguistic  groupings ( in the usual sense o f  
populat i ons that own and speak the same language , o r  believe they d o )  
to  be primary demographic or political unit s .  There fore they are not 
the units  with which we are concerned in ec ological or social-network 
studie s .  Nor are they prominent , in the CYP region , in the format ion 
o f  allianc e s , whether as seen in the pattern of marriages ,  totemic 
links , ritual subgroupings or war-making groups .  And although there 
is an indirect funct ional associat ion b etween dialect , social network 
and seasonal range , we do not ac c ept the view that dialect unit s  ( as 
language c ommunit i e s )  are in any direct sense ' territorial ' .  Here we 
must keep separate the different ' ethni c ' views and the ' sc ient i fic ' 
view produced by an out s ider ' s  analysis  o f  the evidence . ( Se e  Dixon 
( 1976 ) for a c larifying discus s ion o f  this part i cular pOint . )  

In the area o f  Aboriginal soc ial organi sat ion and behaviour , there 
has been a lack of close cooperati on b etween linguists and soc ial 
anthropologists . We b elieve that the role of language in Aboriginal  
society  must be redefined on the  bas is  of c arefully integrate d ,  
sub stant ial evidence from comparat ive-hi storical lingui stic s , 
stat is t i c s  on marriage pat terns , genealogies showing assignment o f  
linguistic affiliat ions , precontact demography , prec i s ely mapped 
e state s and range s and the polit i c s  and c omposit ion o f  alliances , 
named groupings , et c .  The current field studies o f  Anderson , Chase , 
Rigsby , Sut t on ,  Taylor and von Sturmer in CYP will hopefully provide 
quality informat ion and allow us to deve lop fairly powerful explanatory 
sociolinguistic models for the are a .  Their studies are current ly being 
made part ly or wholly in c onj unct ion wi th those  of ecologists and 
b iologi s t s  under the auspices  of the Cape York Ecology Transect Proj ect 
and the Australian Inst itute of Aboriginal Studies , although mo st of them 

have been act ive in CYP for some years . The ecological bent t o  our 
own sociolinguistic work ari s e s  from the probable high importance o f  
environmental and economic factors in determining some of the 
characterist i c s  of soc ial networks and their territorial correlate s .  
As  we hope i s  b y  now c lear , we believe that complex social networks 
form a level of Aboriginal soc ial and spat ial organisat ion that has 
been rather neglected in anthropological c ircles so far . 

Discussion by soc ial anthropologists  has concentrated on two maj or 
levels , those of ' local organi sation ' and ' the tribe ' ,  with the 
int ermediate cat egory of ' community ' receiving s ome attent ion ( Meggitt 
1962 : 5 1 ;  Hiatt 1965 : 2 5 ;  Peterson 197 6 : 6 8 ;  Berndt 1976 : 14 5 ;  not e that 
Berndt ' s  sense of the term is different from that of the others ) ,  and 
wider groupings of quite diverse types have usually been lumped 
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together as ' ethnic bloc s ' ,  ' nat ions ' ,  ' confederacies ' ,  ' alliance s ' 
and so on . 

Ten years ago , local organisat ion was a maj or i s sue in Australian 
anthropology ( see Hiatt 196 2 ,  19 6 6 ,  196 8 ;  Stanner 196 5 ) , and was 
concentrated on the dist inct ion between resi dence groups ( ' hordes ' ,  
' bands ' ,  ' foraging unit s ' ,  ' ranging group s ' ,  et c . , congeries of which 
may form ' seasonal ceremonial units ' and the le s s  ephemeral 
' communi t ies ' ) ,  and des cen t gro ups ( sometimes ' patrilineages ' ,  ' c lans ' ,  
and if  landholding unit s ,  then ' e state groups ' ) .  The former are 
ob servab le demographic aggregat ions , semi-nomadic within a de finable 
range , whi le the latter are soc ial categories  de fined by b irthright 
and assoc iated with a definable e s t a t e .  There is an important 
di fference between the levels of ab stract ion of the two c lassifications . 
The di fferences are not primarily those or membership , nor are the 
same personnel involved in both at any one time , since residence 
group s inc lude only the living , while descent group s include all known 
memb ers , living or dead , of a lineage . We say this , however , with the 
warning that when one steps beyond the s implest statements about 
Austral ian soc ial/demographic structure , except ions can usually be 
found for every generali sat ion . 

Discussion of the wider construct of ' tribe ' has recently been 
revived by the timely publication of Peterson ' s  T4ib e� and 8ounda4ie� 

in Au� t4alia ( Peterson , ed . 197 6 ) . Dixon was the only linguist to 
contribute a paper to this volume , in which he made a valuable 
distinction between the ' ethni c ' or ' polit i cal ' and the ( sc ient i fi c ) 
' linguistic ' senses  of the word l a n gu a ge . At the same time , however , 
he did not make the necessary dist inct ion b etween populations and 
social categories . His ' tribe ' ,  as de fined for the rain forest area 
near Cairns , north Queens land , is a political structure with lingui stic  
unity , and at  the same t ime it i s  a popu l a t i on divided into local 
groups that come together in ' tribal gatherings for food procurement 
and recreat ion ' (Dixon 197 6 : 2 31 ) . Dixon fai ls to distinguish between 
res idenc e groups and descent group s ,  re ferring to an amalgam of both 
as ' local groups ' .  His ' tribe ' is a highly endogamous ethnic-linguistic 
unit whose members can change ' local group ' membership , and which only 
di ffers significant ly from a European nat ion in the matt er of 
populat ion size . Thi s descript ion does not even faint ly resemble what 
we know of the CYP region , for which we have detailed ethnographie s  
to  correlate with linguistic data . 

To give one example we ll-known from the literature , viz . Sharp ' s  
work on ' the Yir Yoront ' ( 1 958 , 1968 ) .  Sharp rej ects the notions of 
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nat ion , tribe , horde , chief and geront ocrat i c  counc i l ,  e stablished in 
the Australianist literature earlier thi s century , as being irrelevant 
to the political behaviour of the people he lived with . The only 
corporate ident ity among speakers of Yir Yoront is the named patri­
l ineal t otemic c lan , which is the land-holding unit . There are thirty 
Yir Yoront-speaking c lans . Each c lan owns several separat e tract s ,  
and the trac t s  consist  of from one t o  several score ' countri e s ' 
( named locale s ) .  The Fre sh Water Rainbow Serpent clan has , for 
examp le , over 1 5 0  countries in thirteen tract s ,  of which : 

6 are amongst the 6 2  di fferent clan tract s  in 
the Yir Yoront ' speech z one ' ,  

4 are in the ' Koko Bera speech zone ' , and 

3 are in the ' Kuk Taiori speech zone ' .  

A man ' s  countries may be widely separated and up to fifty or more 
mile s apart . C lan membership , not speech affiliat ion , determines 
geographical associat i ons . Peop le never camped in localised patri­
lineal patrilocal horde s .  The c lan was not a residence unit . Through 
the kinship system one has access  to more than one ' s  own c lan 
t erritory . Sharp found during many months in bush camps that ' Kuk 
Taiori ' speakers were a l wa y s pre sent in the residence groups of the 
northern Yir Yoront-speaking people . 

Sharp ( 1968 : 159 ) also goes so far as to say : 

In studying the Aboriginal populat ion on Cape York Peninsula , 
I s imply could not find a society ; I would have t o  describe 
it  in terms of an ego-centered set of societi e s ; no one 
individual was the center of a system of networks which 
overlapped isotypically with anyone else ' s .  

This statement coincides t o  a considerab le extent with our own 
observat ions during fieldwork with populat ions still  funct ioning 
s ocially , if not economically , in a traditional way . The exi stence o f  
s oc ial groupings i s  mainly a matter o f  context , and ( espec ially in the 
event of a cris i s ) an individual will ' choose '  the alliance suited t o  
the occas ion o r  indeed h e  may choose  none . However , the set o f  
avai lable o r  potential alliance s  and their reali sat ions form a rough 
pattern in regional terms : it is this which we have been re ferring t o  
as the ' so c ial network ' .  

We have also referred to wider entities  c alled ' culture areas ' .  
Peterson ' s  ( 1976 ) attempt t o  define culture areas for the Australian 
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cont inent pursues a worthwhile end . There are obvious culture areas 
such as the so-called ' Murngin ' ,  ' Wulamba ' or ' Yuulngu ' b lock of 
north-east Arnhem Land ( see Schebeck 1968  for a brilliant socio­
linguistic  analysis  of thi s bloc ) ,  the ' Dieri nat ion ' of south-central 
Australia , the Wik-speaking and Princes s  Charlotte Bay areas of  CYP , 
and the spat ially vast We stern Desert bloc . In certain cases the se 
blocs can be shown to be long to ecologically or topographically 
unified zone s . But the existence of  part icular culture areas has to 
be demonstrated individually and empirically . It cannot be inferred 
from the pattern of  linguistic subgroupings , with or without a further 
correlat ion with drainage bas ins . Peterson ' s  proposed culture areas 
for Queensland ( 19 7 6 : 6 6 ) , the area on which we are qualified to 
comment , bear no relationship whatever to e ither the known culture 
areas or to the language families in the region , with the pos sible 
exc ept ion of the rainforest zone , which has some cultural and 
linguistic homogeneity , but whose basins drain outwards radially in 
all direct ions . 

We have no doubt that Peterson is  right in stres sing the fact that 
Aboriginal bands clustered together into larger networks with strong 
political dimensions , around which some sort of spat ial penumbra can 
be drawn , and we would agree that the ir zonat ion in most cases was not 
clinal , but regionalised . We further accept the fact that degrees of  
similarity and di fference between languages and the ir ' spat ial 
distribution ' ( the spatial demography of their speakers ) have been 
critically , though not wholly , determined by cultural-historical 
processes  that result ult imat ely from soc ial networks of  di fferent 
scale s , the latter being related to the natural environment in  a 
comp lex way . Such networks have been long neglected as soc iocultural 
and demographic entities , and the understanding of  them is most 
important to hunter-gatherer studies ( for a detailed discuss ion of 
hunter-gatherer territoriallty , see Peterson 1 9 7 5 ) .  However , we must 
rej ect  the assumpt ion that soc ial networks are primari ly characterised 
by coinc idence s  of linguistic  type . 

The integrity of ' linguistic unit s '  i s  so frequent ly violated by 
the shape of social networks that we quest ion the existence of the 
' dialectal tribe ' in Australia ,  even if  it could be shown that in 
some areas lingui stic affiliations were ostensibly isomorphi c  with 
such networks . It seems strange that ' dialectal tribe s '  can be 
assumed to exist in areas such as Prince s s  Charlotte Bay , where many 
people s imply have no name s for their language s or language-c ommunities .  
And in many other part s of  Australia there are names for languages but 
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not for their speakers as such . ' Dialectal tribe s '  do not  s eem t o  
have been very universal , y e t  the much neglected speech commu n i t i es , 

of varying composit ion , clearly existed everywhere . 
There i s  good reason t o  pursue the study o f  linguis t i c  communities  

and t o  attempt to place them in their environment al contexts in those 
part s o f  Australia where this is still  pos sible . We know of s everal 
apparent topographical correlate s  of the seasonal ranges of speech 
communit i e s  that had contrasting linguistic  compositions ; take , for 
example , the contrast between inland linguistic  unity and coastal 
heterogeneity in we stern CYP . Howeve r ,  t o  frame these re lat ionships 
in t erms o f  ' topographical barriers ' ( Peterson 1 9 7 6 )  seems t o  us 
rather forced , unless  ' barrier ' refers t o  huge water-bodies such as 
gulfs  or seasonally-flooded plains , sheer e scarpment s ,  snowfields , or 
areas virtually lac king in surface water like much of the Nullarbor 
Plain . These  are e ither rare or impermanent , and whi le it is clear 
from our field work that ecological and t opographical factors are 
important to both demography and socio-territorial structure at 
de s c ent group , band and band-aggregate ( etc . )  levels , it seems ab surd 
to suggest that either the s e  or wider culture area structures are 
typically marked by ' topographical barriers ' as obs t a c l e s  to t r a ve l  

or commun i ca t i on . The bounding factors for maj or culture areas must 
b e  sought in the rat ionale for the shape and distribut ion of their 
component subparts  along the culture area periphery . We suggest that 
the upper limits  on the s i ze of a culture area are basically determined 
by p opulat ion distribut ion and density , given the exi stence of enough 
cultural unity and communi cat ion networks ( i . e . , you can marry , j oin 
a ritual or go trading , j u s t  s o  far ) .  The shape o f  the smaller 
communicat ion-networks in a culture area will be  determined partly by  
the  pattern o f  annual range o f  the residence groups .  It i s  at this 
leve l of e s t a t e  and r a n ge that environmental fact ors become cruc ial 
and determinant for the grosser structures in which populat ions 
parti c ipat e .  There are also strong conceptual fact ors linking peoples  
who share s imilar environment s and dist ingui shing them from A u s l a nders . 

The re lat ive endogamy that characterises a social network in CYP i s  
shaped b y  descent group exogamy , intergroup politics  (ritual and other ) , 
previous marriages ( i . e . , alliances and ' p ayback ' )  and the fact or o f  
physical distance . It i s  not , as Peterson sugge sts  for culture areas 
( 19 7 6 : 67 ) ,  the result of ' natural boundaries . .  , t ending to restrict 
communicati on between them ' . On western CYP , the smaller social 
networks and also the larger culture area arch across most of the 
' natural barriers ' of the area , such as rivers and salt plains . There 
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is a primary coastal vs . inland split , and only the lower reaches o f  
rivers are inc luded i n  the smaller coastal subgroupings . The people 
o f  the upper drainage basins have tenuous ( or prec ious few ) links with 
peop le lower down , but strong links among themselves . There are 

group s  clustered about the lower reache s of rivers , but in this kind 
of country , where sand dunes run parallel to the coast , drainage 
basins are at a right angle to the courses of rivers . 

We suggest , finally , that the s i ze and shape of social networks , 
i f  de fined as re latively bounded networks o f  interactions , will not 
neces sarily coincide with those of culture are as that are defined by 
shared cultural traits  or site-language affi liations . However , we 
cannot yet give detai led de finit ive accounts of such networks . We 
need t o  do further fine-grained work on both territoriality ( detailed 
mapping o f  countries , reconstruct ion of band composition ,  etc . ) and 
socio-linguistic phenomena ( linguistic communities , linguistic  
affiliation and competence o f  individuals , soc ial categories and 
groups ,  etc . ) . With better case studies  at hand , we may then be able 
to raise  the theoretical discussion o f  re lationships b etween language , 
social networks and ecology above its  present speculat ive level . 
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