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1.  Introduction 

People hold, and often voice, attitudes about the languages used in their communities. 

These attitudes are particularly important in communities that speak minority or 

Abstract  

This proposed study would investigate how speakers of Australian Aboriginal 

languages use code choices in reported speech when expressing attitudes about 

language revitalisation. Previous research on Scottish Gaelic-English bilinguals 

shows that speakers use code choice to distance themselves from negative stances 

towards language revitalisation. However, this has never been explored in 

Aboriginal Australian communities, in which extensive multilingualism and 

restrictive language ideologies shape code-switching behaviour. Data will be 

collected through ethnographic observation and semi-directed elicitation sessions 

with Aboriginal participants involved in community language revitalisation. Data 

analysis will use a grounded theory methodology to produce a theoretical 

perspective rooted in Aboriginal language practices. This study predicts that 

English and Kriol codes will be used to distance speakers from face-threatening 

stances towards Aboriginal language revitalisation. However, Aboriginal 

languages ideologies will make the use of Aboriginal languages for this purpose 

more restricted. Through analysing how speakers navigate stances towards 

language revitalisation, the proposed research aims to provide a global perspective 

on the conversational functions of reported speech and code choice in culturally 

sensitive contexts.  
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endangered languages. A first step towards revitalising a minority language is 

listening to speakers’ attitudes and identifying what ideologies underpin them 

(Dołowy-Rybińska & Hornsby, 2021). One way to investigate language attitudes is by 

examining stance-taking in conversations—that is, how speakers evaluate, position 

themselves toward or align themselves with particular identities and topics (Du Bois, 

2007). However, speakers are often aware that expressing certain attitudes is a 

potentially risky act. Such “face-threatening acts” occur when a speaker’s stance 

contradicts that of an interlocutor, necessitating that the speaker use polite or indirect 

forms of language to mitigate potential embarrassment (Brown & Levinson, 1978). In 

minority language communities, expressing negative attitudes towards language 

revitalisation is often face-threatening (Dunmore & Smith-Christmas, 2015).   

 One way people indirectly express attitudes is through reported speech, which 

is the “recreation of speech, thoughts, sounds or gestures” produced in a previous 

speech event (Buchstaller, 2017, p. 399). Sometimes this means genuine quotations of 

the speaker or other people, but other times it better resembles a form of roleplay 

performance, where speakers depict imagined but plausible utterances from a 

“culturally specific types of personas” (Koven, 2001, p. 514). Attributing attitudes to 

another person or persona allows speakers to express such attitudes indirectly.   

 In multilingual contexts, the code used when reporting speech (i.e., the 

linguistic variety or register used) is particularly significant. Sometimes, multilingual 

speakers use “incongruous” codes that do not match that of the original utterance 

(Dorian, 1997), or appear uncharacteristic of the persona being portrayed (Koven, 

2001). Such code choices may be used to negotiate stances towards sensitive topics 

(Álvarez-Cáccamo, 1996). In Scotland, Gaelic-English bilinguals have been found to 

use incongruous code choices to express negative attitudes towards language 

revitalisation (Dunmore & Smith-Christmas, 2015). Whether similar strategies occur in 

other multilingual, endangered-language communities is largely still to be 

investigated. For instance, Aboriginal communities in Australia’s Northern Territories 

are often highly multilingual, but most Aboriginal languages are threatened with 

extinction. In these communities, speakers abide by cultural restrictions on the use of 

Aboriginal languages in certain contexts (Rumsey, 2018). However, other languages in 

their repertoire like English and Kriol circumvent these restrictions (Vaughan, 2021). 

Therefore, it remains an open question how Aboriginal speakers use the languages in 

their repertoires when navigating stances towards topics like language revitalisation. 

 In this research proposal, I propose to investigate the role of code choices in 

reported speech in how multilingual speakers of Australian Aboriginal languages 

express attitudes towards language revitalisation. This proposal therefore aims to 

broaden our understanding of how speakers of global threatened languages negotiate 
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stances toward language revitalisation. This will be explored through two research 

questions: 

RQ1: Do Aboriginal Australians use incongruous code choices in reported speech to 

distance themselves from face-threatening stances towards language revitalisation? 

RQ2: If so, are English or Kriol codes more frequently used for this purpose than 

Aboriginal codes? 

The remainder of this proposal is structured as follows. In section 2, I describe the state 

of research on reported speech and code choices, with particular focus on Gaelic and 

Australian Aboriginal contexts. In sections 3 and 4, I describe the methodology that 

will be used to investigate them. Finally, in sections 5 and 6, I present the predicted 

results of this study, followed by potential limitations.  

 

2. Literature review 

2.1 Reported speech 

Rumsey et al. (2023) describe the linguistic structure of reported speech in Australian 

Aboriginal languages. Firstly, reported speech may be presented as direct quotation 

(1a), as indirect quotation filtered through the narrator’s perspective (1b), or as mixed 

“biperspectival speech”. For instance, the speaker in (1c) does not directly quote Jack, 

but neither is the time reference fully filtered through the narrator’s perspective as in 

(1b).    

(1) a.  Jack said, “I’ll go back to your place tomorrow.” 

b. Jack said he would come back to my place the next day. 

c. Jack said he will come back to my place tomorrow. 

(Rumsey et al., 2023, pp. 38-39) 

Secondly, reported speech may be framed or unframed. When framed, reported 

speech is distinguished from surrounding speech by the use of a framing linguistic 

element. This element may be a verb like “said” (2a) or, in some languages, a bare 

pronoun or noun phrase (2b). With unframed reported speech, such a framing element 

is absent (2c). 

(2) a. ‘Mere the mabath’, mamnga. (Murrinhpatha) 

“‘I don’t know,’ he said to me.” 

(Rumsey et al., 2023, p. 43) 
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b. Niyingga, ‘Ngay nga bula nyarna’. (Bunuba) 

“He (said), ‘I won’t eat much.’” 

(Rumsey et al., 2023, p. 46) 

 c. ‘Ngale! Djarrakih kanh ngûrrahwangarrebun mah!’ (Dalabon) 

  “‘Hey! Let’s part-cook it on this side first!’” 

(Rumsey et al., 2023, p. 49) 

When unframed, reported speech is still often identifiable based on other aspects like 

distinctive lexis, code choice, or narrative context. Other times, it can be ambiguous as 

to whether a speaker is using reported speech or their own voice. In Aboriginal 

narratives, the two voices often cannot be separated at all (Rumsey et al., 2023).   

 According to Clark and Gerrig (1990), all reported speech is a performance. 

Speakers do not merely describe speech, but they depict aspects of it by using linguistic 

elements that are congruous with the previous speech event or persona portrayed. One 

such element may be the original code of an utterance. However, speakers sometimes 

use conspicuously incongruous elements, including code choices, when reporting 

speech. These incongruous elements may be incidentally determined by the 

conversational context, or they may be deliberate choices with a functional purpose 

(Clark & Gerrig, 1990). These elements are especially relevant when speakers report 

imagined speech from culturally specific personas. By using their metalinguistic 

awareness of the indexical associations of linguistic elements, speakers are able to 

faithfully imbue these personas with social meaning (Álvarez-Cáccamo, 1996). 

Through evoking meaningful personas, speakers emphasise the functional, rather than 

purely narrative, uses of reported speech (Vincent & Perrin, 1999). The use of linguistic 

features in reported speech must therefore be considered from a social, pragmatic 

perspective. 

 

2.2 Code choices in reported speech 

As mentioned above, linguistic elements in reported speech like code choice may be 

conspicuously incongruous. In many language communities, it is the norm for 

reported speech to be produced in the current code of conversation even if that code 

is incongruous. Gafaranga (1999) calls this “preference for same medium talk”. This 

can be seen in (3), where the speaker reports speech in Gaelic despite specifying that 

the original utterance was in English. 
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(3) ‘Ò,’ thuirt i anns a’ Bheurla, ‘Ò, ’s aithne pailteas, tuigidh mi e.’ 

“‘Oh,’ she said in the English, ‘Oh, I know plenty, I’ll understand it.’” 

(Dorian, 1997, p. 47). 

Code choices can also serve functional purposes. For example, Gaelic-English 

bilinguals often code-switch when they adopt different stances as the juxtaposition of 

codes serves to delineate these stances (Smith-Christmas, 2013). Similarly, by 

rendering reported speech in a different code, speakers can distance themselves from 

a potentially face-threatening stance. In (4), a Gaelic speaker expresses a negative 

attitude towards Gaelic language revitalisation (that “it’s a waste of money”). 

However, this may be a face-threatening act for a Gaelic speaker. To distance herself 

from this stance, she (a) attributes it to a generic other (“the people”); and (b) code-

switches to English when expressing it. Thus, she appears to merely agree with the 

stance of some English speakers; the stance does not originate from her (Dunmore & 

Smith-Christmas, 2015).  

(4)  ’s e an fhìrinn a th’ aig an fheadhainn it’s a waste of money. 

“It’s the truth, the people (who say) it’s a waste of money.” 

(Dunmore & Smith-Christmas, 2015, p. 91) 

Another pragmatic function of code choice in reported speech is to negotiate identities 

and situate the speaker within systems of social relations (Álvarez-Cáccamo, 1996). 

One form this may take is using an incongruous code choice ironically to distance 

oneself from a face-threatening stance. In (5), Alasdair—a Gaelic language educator—

describes overenthusiastic Gaelic language activists. In violation of the preference for 

same medium talk, he chooses to report their speech in English. This is incongruous 

with his characterisation of them as Gaelic “evangelists”, and it is ironic as their 

speaking in English appears hypocritical. By using irony, Alasdair expresses a 

negative attitude towards these activists but avoids outwardly adopting a face-

threatening stance towards Gaelic language revitalisation. 

 These examples demonstrate how speakers use code choice in reported speech 

to distance themselves from certain conversational stances. As speakers and educators 

of an endangered language, it would be face-threatening for these speakers to 

outwardly express negative stances toward Gaelic language revitalisation (Dunmore 

& Smith-Christmas, 2015). This study highlights the usefulness of researching sensitive 

topics like language revitalisation when investigating pragmatic phenomena. Despite 
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this, it is not yet known how speakers deal with the language revitalisation question 

in other global communities. 

(5) Alasdair: […] agus a’ leum mun cuairt mar evangelist mu dhèidhinn na  

Gàidhlig. 

“[…] and leaping around like an evangelist about Gaelic.” 

Interviewer: Sin e, aidh. 

“That’s it, aye.” 

Alasdair:  ‘You HAVE to speak Gaelic—you have to!’ 

(Dunmore & Smith-Christmas, 2015, p. 93) 

 

2.3 Code choices in northern Aboriginal Australia  

Multilingualism is frequent among Aboriginal communities in northern Australia. 

Despite this, traditional egalitarian multilingualism has receded, and most speakers 

are now dominant in English or Kriol varieties (Oliver & Exell, 2020). Even Aboriginal 

communities in the remote Northern Territories are experiencing a shift away from 

traditional languages. Community attitudes toward Aboriginal languages remain 

positive, despite the increasing discrepancy with linguistic behaviour (Simpson, 2013).  

 Investigating code choices in northern Aboriginal languages requires 

additional considerations. Rooted in traditional language ideologies, Aboriginal 

languages often carry strong indexical associations with identities and places. 

Speaking an Aboriginal language is frequently tantamount to claiming an identity or 

belonging (Rumsey, 2018). In many Aboriginal communities, speakers are reluctant to 

code-switch as they may be reproved for claiming an identity illicitly (Vaughan, 2020). 

Due to this, “receptive multilingualism” is a common mode of communication, where 

interlocutors communicate while simultaneously speaking different languages. In 

Warruwi Community, Northern Territories, this is common even between spouses. 

For example, one partner may consistently speak Mawng and the other Yolngu-matha 

(Singer, 2018). In contrast, English and Kriol varieties are not considered to carry 

strong associations with place, so there are fewer restrictions on their use (Vaughan, 

2021). Together, this might suggest that Aboriginal Australians are more reluctant to 

code-switch between Aboriginal codes for functional purposes due to ideological 

restrictions on their use. However, code-switching with English and Kriol codes may 

allow speakers to sidestep these restrictions.   

 Research on conversation and oral narrative storytelling reveals, however, that 

Aboriginal speakers do use code choices for functional effect. In conversation, Gurindji 
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speakers switch between Gurindji and English/Kriol for various functional purposes. 

For example, switching from Kriol to Gurindji is common when a speaker wishes to 

soften the blow of an insulting joke (McConvell, 1988). This can be seen in (6), where 

G switches from Kriol to Gurindji when he teases J for being greedy.  

(6) G:  I’ll take-im bottom and go back; ngalkingku kunguluyawung. 

“I’ll take the bottom and go back; the bloody meat is for greedy ones.” 

J:  I’ll have-im kunguluyawung. Nyuntu marntaj. 

“I’ll have the bloody meat. You’re right.” 

(McConvell, 1988, p. 131) 

Functional uses of code choice are most evident, however, in Aboriginal oral 

storytelling. Narrators use code choices for several purposes: to indicate a character’s 

place of origin; to locate the narrative’s action; to frame and comment on the action; 

and to clarify the events for the audience (Evans, 2010). Some of these functions can be 

seen in (7), where a speaker narrates an encounter between two characters. By 

reporting their speech in different Aboriginal languages (Garig and Marrku), he 

indicates their respective places of origin. Additionally, the speaker switches twice to 

English to add context for the audience.  

(7) Character 1: ‘Kunardudban raka, kunardudban, you leave him.’ (Garig)  

“I’ll leave you now, I’ll leave you, you leave him.”  

Character 2: ‘Ee, irrkanhi ngurn minyawu.’ (Marrku) 

“Yes, you leave it now.” 

Character 1: ‘Alright, this time I leave you. 

(Evans, 2010, p. 285) 

These functional uses of reported speech appear to resemble the stance-taking 

functions described for Gaelic-English bilinguals’ code choices in §2.2. In particular, 

the constant switching between narrative voices means that it is sometimes ambiguous 

whether reported speech should be attributed to the narrator or to a character (or even 

to both; Rumsey et al., 2023). This resembles the speaker’s use of English to obscure 

their negative attitude towards Gaelic language revitalisation in (4) above. However, 

as these data are drawn from Aboriginal oral storytelling, rather than spontaneous 

conversation, care should be taken not to assume that these functions of code choice 

are identical in conversational contexts.   

 Overall, research reveals that Aboriginal speakers do use codes’ indexical 

associations for functional purposes. However, the limited data outwith oral 

storytelling contexts means that it is unclear how frequently they do so in 
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conversational settings. There appears to be a tension between Aboriginal language 

ideologies and the observed linguistic practices. In sum, Aboriginal Australians’ code 

choices are likely to be compromises between “social-psychological, ideological and 

discourse” pressures (Vaughan, 2021). There may then be more negotiated contexts, 

like oral storytelling, where Aboriginal codes are more freely used for functional 

purposes. 

 

3.  Research questions 

This proposed study aims to investigate Aboriginal Australian’s code choices in 

reported speech in language revitalisation discourses. I will explore the two following 

research questions:  

1. Do Aboriginal Australians use incongruous code choices in reported speech to 

distance themselves from face-threatening stances towards language 

revitalisation? 

2. If so, are English or Kriol codes more frequently used for this purpose than 

Aboriginal codes? 

Addressing these research questions will build upon previous research on Australian 

Aboriginal reported speech and code choice. Firstly, previous research on reported 

speech in Aboriginal languages has been largely restricted to traditional storytelling 

narratives (cf. Evans, 2010; Rumsey et al., 2023). The current research will therefore 

provide insights into reported speech in conversational settings. Secondly, there has 

been little research on code choices in Aboriginal communities. In particular, code-

switching between Aboriginal languages has been largely ignored in the literature 

(Vaughan, 2021). The proposed study aims to shed light on this topic.   

  The current study will also expand on Dunmore and Smith-Christmas’ (2015) 

study on code choice and stance-taking in Gaelic language revitalisation discourses. 

All but a handful of Aboriginal communities are undergoing language shift toward 

English or Kriol (Simpson, 2013), yet there has been little on attitudes towards 

language revitalisation or how speakers take stances in these sensitive narratives. By 

combining perspectives from Gaelic and Australian Aboriginal languages, this study 

aims to present a global perspective on how people may express face-threatening 

towards sensitive topics. 
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4.  Method 

4.1. Grounded theory 

As discussed in §2, reported speech and code choice in Aboriginal Australian 

languages involve complex and largely unexplored dynamics. As such, this study 

adopts a grounded theory approach (Hadley, 2017), a methodological approach that 

develops theory based on open exploration of fieldwork data. The researcher begins 

collecting and transcribing data using open coding without preconceived categories. 

As patterns emerge, the researcher develops focused coding schemes and new 

working hypotheses, adjusting data collection methods accordingly. Through this 

iterative process, the researcher constructs theoretical categories, analyses their 

properties, and investigates connections to other categories. As this methodology is 

inductive and based on empirical data, it is well suited to developing ecologically valid 

findings based on exploratory research (Hadley, 2017). On this basis, a grounded 

theory approach was deemed appropriate for the proposed research as the use of code 

choices has not been explored in reported speech in Aboriginal Australian languages 

with regards to attitudes towards language revitalisation.   

 

4.2. Data collection 

Initial data will be gathered through ethnographic observation and semi-directed 

elicitation sessions with participants from Aboriginal communities in Australia’s 

Northern Territories, where language shift is ongoing. Participants will be chosen 

based on their involvement in language revitalisation efforts, whether as language 

teachers, language learners, etc. (see Dunmore & Smith-Christmas, 2015, where all 

participants had received Gaelic-medium education). Initial data collection will take 

place in the community at Elliot. This community was selected as (a) it has been the 

site of language revitalisation programmes for Jingulu and Mudburra; and (b) a range 

of views towards language revitalisation are attested (Bell, 2013).   

 As this study uses a grounded theory approach, the methodology presented 

here is subject to change due to the iterative cycle of research. Initially, data will be 

collected through informal elicitation sessions designed to elicit the participants’ 

narratives and attitudes related to Aboriginal language revitalisation. Participants’ 

demographic and linguistic background (e.g., age, gender, occupation, primary 

language(s), language revitalisation involvement) will be recorded to account for 

potential sociolinguistic variation in code choices. Interviewers will be Aboriginal 

participants approximately belonging to the same peer group and language 
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community. This will minimise audience-based choices in participants’ use of codes. 

For example, this will minimise “other-language repair”, where the participant code-

switches to another code when they notice their interlocutor does not understand them 

(Gafaranga, 2021). Interviewers will also be instructed to use one code throughout, 

except where situationally inappropriate, to minimise priming effects on the 

interviewer’s code choices (see Fricke & Kootstra, 2016).   

 The direction for these sessions will be based on observations of natural speech 

and discourse practices within the community. These ethnographic insights will be 

used so that elicitation achieves a balance between natural language use and 

comparability between participants (see Koven, 2001). The author will be present to 

set up the elicitation sessions but will not be present during. Audio and video for each 

session will be recorded. Based on these recordings, the researcher will transcribe each 

session verbatim, which the interviewer will check for accuracy. While this elicitation 

method will not eliminate observer effects, it will produce more natural conversation 

than with an outside interviewer (Koven, 2001). As audio and video recordings of each 

participant will be collected, as well as basic demographic information, ethical 

approval will be sought where required.   

 After initial data collection, a process following the principles of grounded 

theory (laid out in §4.1.; see Hadley, 2017, for a detailed description) will be followed. 

By the end of the study, the aim is to produce a theoretical framework and description 

of how participants use code choices in reported speech to negotiate stances towards 

language revitalisation. 

 

5.  Predicted findings 

Firstly, I predict that most recorded speech will be incidental with the current code of 

talk. This aligns with the preference in many language communities for one code to be 

used over a conversation, or “preference for same medium talk” (Gafaranga, 1999). 

The observed reluctance to code-switch for Aboriginal speakers (see Vaughan, 2020) 

is predicted to compound this effect. As shown, however, for Gaelic speakers, 

preference for same medium talk does not completely preclude the use of code choice 

for functional purposes (Smith-Christmas, 2013; Dunmore & Smith-Christmas, 2015). 

This result would provide further evidence for the universality of preference for same 

medium talk.    

 Research question 1 inquires whether speakers use incongruous code choices to 

distance themselves from face-threatening stances towards language revitalisation. In 

this proposal, I predict that this will occur with limited scope. As described in §2.3., 
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Aboriginal languages are used for functional purposes as shown in examples (6) and 

(7). This resembles how Gaelic bilinguals use code choice to distance themselves from 

face-threatening stances. Additionally, the participants will have been personally 

involved in language revitalisation. According to Dunmore and Smith-Christmas 

(2015), this may have contributed to why their participants were motivated to distance 

themselves from negative attitudes towards Gaelic language re vitalisation. However, 

the functional uses of Aboriginal codes must be weighed against the ideological 

restrictions identified in §2.3. Although restrictions are present, the pressure to avoid 

expressing face-threatening stances might license the use of code-switching in certain 

circumstances (Vaughan, 2021). As such, limited use of code choices is predicted. This 

result would provide evidence toward the universality of the distancing functions of 

reported speech and code choice in discourses. It would show that functional 

distancing is possible even when language ideological factors may constrain its use. 

This would provide a small step toward exploring the relationship between language 

ideologies and practices, and how they might seemingly contradict each other in 

discourse.   

 Research question 2 inquires whether speakers will be more likely to use 

English or Kriol codes to distance themselves from negative stances towards language 

revitalisation. For this proposal, I predict that this will be the case. This result would 

align with the finding (§2.3) that these varieties are more available for code-switching 

than Aboriginal languages. Their lack of association with place means they are 

expected to be less problematic for speakers to use for functional purposes. This result 

would provide greater insight into how Indigenised language codes are integrated 

into Aboriginal Australian linguistic repertoires. It would show how language 

ideologies are applied to codes within speakers’ repertoires in different ways. This 

would also demonstrate how speakers may use non-Indigenous and Aboriginal 

languages to achieve different functional/pragmatic effects. These findings may be 

relevant for future studies of multilingual language practices in Indigenous 

communities globally. 

 

6.  Limitations 

There are several potential limitations of the current study. Firstly, it may not always 

be possible to discern when participants code-switch. Aboriginal speakers often code-

switch between closely related dialects (McConvell, 1988) and lexical items may be 

shared between different Aboriginal languages (Evans, 2010), meaning it may be 

difficult to consistently establish which code is being used. Similarly, establishing 
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whether a code choice is congruous or not may occasionally require subjective 

interpretation from the researcher, or may be difficult to recover from the narrative 

context (see Dorian, 1997, for discussion of this problem). However, a grounded theory 

approach helps account for these limitations, as participants’ code choices will be 

considered from an empirically grounded and context-sensitive perspective. This 

allows for a better refined theoretical perspective and coding scheme based in the 

observation of Aboriginal language and conversational practices. In turn, this added 

context will help make the researcher’s coding more accurate and less subjective.   

 There are also several potential theoretical limitations. This study is necessarily 

explorative and therefore risks imposing an outside theoretical perspective on 

Aboriginal Australian language practices. Additionally, by investigating code choices 

across different Aboriginal language communities across the Northwest Territories, 

this study may fail to capture the diversity in code-switching behaviour in this region. 

However, a grounded theory approach ensures that the theoretical perspective of the 

study is rooted in the data itself. In particular, a grounded theory avoids presupposing 

a theoretical perspective and allows for intercommunity differences in language 

practices to be accounted for in the final analysis.   

  

7.  Conclusion 

In this research proposal, I have presented a potential study on the use of incongruous 

code choices in reported speech in Australian Aboriginal discourses on language 

revitalisation. By presenting examples from Scottish Gaelic and Australian Aboriginal 

languages, I have shown that speakers’ code choices in reported speech are often 

motivated by functional considerations. In particular, code choices may play an 

important role in how speakers take stances in conversation. This current study aims 

to explore this phenomenon in the context of Aboriginal multilingualism in Australia’s 

Northern Territories. In sections 3 and 4, I have developed a research angle and 

methodology with which to explore this topic. Based on a comparison of the Gaelic 

data with Aboriginal language practices (including traditional storytelling), this study 

predicts that Aboriginal speakers will show limited use of code choice to distance 

themselves from embarrassing discourse stances. Additionally, speakers are predicted 

to use English and Kriol codes for this purpose more often. By synthesising global 

perspectives, this study’s findings would contribute to our understanding of how 

people express attitudes and navigate stances towards sensitive topics like language 

revitalisation.   
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