
Avoiding an 
awkward 
mother-in-law 
situation 

A JAPANESE scholar now stud ying 
at Monash has chronicled a strange 
"mother-in -law" language used b y a 
remote Australian Aboriginal tribe . 

He says it is a complicated set of 
verbal gymnastics made necessary by a 
tribal custom that i mpos es a taboo re­
lationship between a man and his mother­
in-law. 

They a re forbidden to speak to one 
another or even refer to one another in 
conversation . 

The tribe is the Ojaru , who live in the 
rugged north-west of Western Australia . 
Postgraduate linguisti cs student Tasaku 
Tsunoda is making a d etailed study of 
th eir language . 

He has spent long periods sharing the 
tribe's isolated exi stence in the Halls 
Cr eek ar ea of the Kimberleys. Between 
visits, he works at Monash on the pro­
cessing of the raw da ta collected and 
writing a Ph.D. th esis on his findings . 

He says the Djaru have evolved a 
special style of speech to cover the 
ob vious ne cessity of mothers-in-law and 
sons-in-law having to make some ref er ­
ence to one another . 

The Aborigines refer to it as "mother­
in -law language" and Tsunoda plans to 
d evo te a chapter of his thesis to it. 

There ARE limits 
(The tribesmen have not thought it 

necessary to invent a way of overcoming 
the sec ond hal f of the taboo-against 
actually talk ing TO their mothers-in-law.) 

T sunoda . the son of a Shinto priest, 
is an Arts graduate of the Un iversity of 
Tokyo with a major in linguistics. He 
joined th e Monash linguistics department 

in 1971 . 
"I became interested in Aborig inal 

languages because it is a field which 
has not been touched by Japanese l in­
guists, so I thought I should be a 
pioneer, " he says . 

His !Irst w ork in Australia was a study 
of the Warunga language, spoken by a 
tribe which once inhabited the Upper 
Herbert River area of north Queensland. 
Tsunoda saved the language from ex 
tinction. 

He located the only surviving speaker 
of Warunga l ivi ng on Palm Island . off the 
Queensland coast. He made three trips 
from Mona sh to the island between 1971 
and 1974 to record conversations with 

the man. 
The result was an extensive dictionary 
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Mr . Tsunoda has a bundle o f wor« 10 rake home With him as he le aves hiS off ice In the university's 
Bober; Menlles Schoo l 0 1 Human it ies. With him ' 5 Mr. Gavan Sreen , a rese arch fe l low 

of the gra mma rand vocabu lary of the 
almost lost tongue. 

Tsunoda began his pre sent stud y w ith 
a si x-m onths visit to the Halls Creek area 
in 1975. He est ima te s that by the time 
his thesis is completed in mid-1977 he 
will have spent at least 10 months with 
the Djaru tribe . 

These field trips are physically as well 
as mentally testing . says Tsunoda, who 
is at present back in the Kimberleys col­
lecting m ore da ta . The Journey involves 
a 2000-mile flight to Perth and then a 
further 1800 miles by f our-wheel drive 
vehicle. 

To keep fit , he runs, sometimes miles 
a day . He is a member of the University 
of Melbourne 's Ath letics Club and once 
trained w ith the late Percy Cerutty . 

Tsunoda says he enjoys working with 
Ab origines . " A s long as you respect 
them and their language and traditions, 
they are always very willing to help ." 

The Djaru tongue is part 01 a lamily of 
Aboriginal langua ges spoken by tribes 
inhabitin g most of the western and central 
pans of Australia, including the well­
known Pirjantjarjara . 

Basic vocabulary 
Describing his w ork with the tribe, 

Tsunoda explains : " M y first job was to 
win their confidence and then to sta rt 
compiling a vocabulary of their basic 
language ." 

The next step was to record, on tape, 
d eta i ls of tribal life, accounts of their 
early days, their descriptions at first 
encounters with Europeans ,and " Dr eam ­
time" legends such as how the cr ow came 
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into being and how the hi lIed neck 
lizard of the de sert got its frill. 

" A s in any community, some people 
of the tribe have a more gifted language 
sens e than others, " says Tsunoda . 

He says the grammar of Au stralian 
Aboriginal languages is highly compli­
cated. For example, as in the case of 
the Djaru, pronouns are not only singula r 
and plural -but also dual. 

There a re three separate w ords for 
" you ", " w e" and " they", each with a 
different sense ac co rdi ng to whom a per­
son is speaking and how many people 
are being spoken about. 

Personal problem 
"What makes it hard for me, being 

Japanese, is that the Djaru have three 
" /" and two " r " sounds in their lan­
guage," says Tsunoda. 

He is using a new and advanced 
method of collating details of a pre­
viously unchronicled language. He does 
not rely on individual intormarus-s-a 
system which in the past has proved 
unreliable. 

Instead, he tape records whole con­
versations between various members of 
the tribe, amassing a huge amount of 
data wh ich is later painstakingly dis­
sected and analysed. 

The completion of the Djaru thesi s 
will not end Tsunoda's work with Abo­
riginal linguistics. He already has a new 
project in mind: collaborating with Univ­
versity of Queensland scholar Mr Peter 
Sulton on a book about the languages 
of the Upper Burdekin region of northern 

Queensland . 

Prin ted by Brown Prior Ande rson 
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