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NOTES ON ORTHOGRAPHY AND KINSHIP 
TERMINOLOGY 
For the sake of linguistic consistency, I largely follow R. M. W. Dixon’s orthography for the 
‘Dyirbal’ language and its six constituent dialects, including ‘Ngadyan’ (1972). According to 
Dixon, the phonological features of Dyirbal are: 
 

 (Unmarked) 
lingual 

Front (marked) 
lingual 

Back (marked) 
lingual Labial 

Stop D ɖ G b 

Nasal N ɲ ɳ m 

Liquid L R ɽ  

Semi-vowel W Y W w 

Vowel A I U u 

 
In the available anthropological and linguistic material, a number of different orthographies 
are used to record the term ‘Ngadjon-Jii’. Norman Tindale, for example, identifies fifteen 
alternative terms to describe this group of Aboriginal people (1974: 183). In his earlier writing, 
R. M. W. Dixon describes the language spoken by Emma Johnston and her family using the 
terms, ‘Ngadyan’ (1972) or ‘Ngadjan’ (1976). Dixon identifies the group itself with the labels 
‘Ngadanjdji’ or ‘Ngadyandyi’ (1980). In later writings, Dixon tends to use the terms ‘Ngajan’ 
(1982, 1996) and ‘Ngajanji’ (1980) when respectively describing the language and the group, 
although ‘Ngajan’ is frequently employed as a gloss for both in his 1996 publication on 
‘Dyirbal Song Poetry’.  
 
As these comments indicate, inconsistency appears to mark the anthropological and 
linguistic record regarding the nomenclature used to describe Ngadjon-Jii people and their 
way of speaking. In keeping with Ngadjon-Jii people’s use and orthographic practices, and to 
avoid the confusion in the written record about ‘tribal’ and language names, throughout this 
volume I use the appellation ‘Ngadjon-Jii’ to denote the people, their language, their country 
and their culture. 
 
As Dixon reports, Ngadjon-Jii people, like other Dyirbal language group speakers, 
acknowledge a number of kinship relationships and categories (Dixon 1996). While Ngadjon-
Jii people are familiar with this Indigenous system of kinship classification and terminology, 
they also use English terms to gloss some of these egocentric kinship relations. It is 
important to realise here that Anglo-Australian kin terms, such as ‘Auntie’ or ‘Granny’, are not 
consistent with Ngadjon-Jii kin categories where, for example, four sets of ‘Grannies’ are 
terminologically distinguished (i.e. bulu [FF], babi [FM], gumbul [MM], ngargi [MF]1). Ngadjon-
Jii people also use Anglo-Australian kin terms socio-centrically as honorifics for men and 
women who are regarded as ‘elders’ or as being somehow ‘senior’ to the speaker. 
Throughout this volume, I follow this practice and refer to individuals, such as Emma 
Johnston and Ernie Raymont, with the appropriate anglicised term of respect.   

                                                 
1 In line with anthropological convention regarding the study of kinship systems, the following 
abbreviations and glosses are used: FF (Father’s Father), FM (Father’s Mother), MM (Mother’s 
Mother), and MF (Mother’s Father). 
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