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ABSTRACT
The four stages of acceptance: 
1. This is worthless nonsense. 

2. This is an interesting, but perverse, point of view. 

3. This is true, but quite unimportant. 

4. I always said so.
                          (J. B. S. Haldane, Journal of Genetics 1963, Vol 58, p. 464, in a review of The Truth About Death)

This lecture examines whether there are lessons applicable from the Hebrew revival in the Promised Land to current attempts to strengthen endangered indigenous languages, as well as to resuscitate – or post-vernacularly maintain – no-longer spoken indigenous languages, e.g. in the Lucky – or is it unlucky? – Country.
Attempts to revive no-longer-spoken tongues should be celebrated. But we should be aware of the inevitable reality that any revival of a “sleeping beauty” – or “walking dead” – is unlikely without cross-fertilization from the revivalists’ mother tongue(s).

Unfortunately, the situation for Australia’s languages is grave (in both senses). Of an original number of over 250 known Australian Indigenous languages, only 6% (i.e. 15) are in a healthy condition.

Although they too encountered hostility and animosity, the fin-de-siècle Hebrew revivalists had several advantages compared with Australian revivalists, e.g. (1) extensive documentation (consider, for example, the Hebrew Bible and the Mishnah), (2) Hebrew was considered a prestigious language (as opposed to Yiddish, for instance), and (3) Jews from all over the globe only had Hebrew in common (Aramaic was not as prominent), whereas there are dozens of “sleeping” Aboriginal languages and it would be hard to choose only one unifying tongue, unless one resorts to Aboriginal English.

And yet, Hebrew revivalists, who wished to speak pure Hebrew, failed in their purism prism, the result being a fascinating and multifaceted Israeli language, both multi-layered and multi-sourced. In the words of Jerry Seinfeld, “not that there’s anything wrong with that!” I predict that any attempt to revive an Aboriginal language will result in a hybrid, combining components from Australian English, Aboriginal English, other Aboriginal languages and the target Aboriginal tongue.

That is of course not to say that we should not revive dormant languages. On the contrary! Language revival does not only do historical justice but can also result in the empowerment of people who have lost their heritage and purpose in life. I hear again and again “native title” but where is the “native tongue title”? Is land more important than langue and (cultural) lens? 
We should encourage revivalists, however, to be more realistic and less puristic, and not to chastise English loanwords and pronunciation within the emergent language. Crucial insights can also be drawn from Israeli about which language components are more revivable than others. Words and conjugations, for example, are easier to revitalize than intonation, discourse, associations and connotations.

Some Aboriginal people distinguish between usership and ownership. I even have a friend who claimed that he owned a language although he only knew one single word of it: its name. Consequently, some indigenous Australians do not find it important to revive their comatose tongue. I, on the other hand, have always believed in Australia’s very own roadside dictum: “Stop, revive, survive!”
I must study politics and war that my sons may have liberty to study mathematics and philosophy. My sons ought to study mathematics and philosophy, geography, natural history, naval architecture, navigation, commerce, and agriculture, in order to give their children a right to study painting, poetry, music, architecture, statuary, tapestry, and porcelain.

                       (John Adams, 1735–1826, second president of the United States)

On a bus in Tel Aviv, a mother was talking animatedly, in Yiddish, to her little boy – who kept answering her in Hebrew. And each time the mother said, “No, no, talk Yiddish!”
An impatient Israeli, overhearing this, exclaimed, “Lady, why do you insist the boy talk Yiddish instead of Hebrew?”

Replied the mother, “I don’t want him to forget he’s a Jew.”
(cf. Rosten 1970: xxi)

Five Jews changed the way we perceive the world: Moses said “the Law is everything”, Jesus said “Love is everything”, Marx said “Money is everything”, Freud said “Sex is everything”, but then Einstein astutely added: “Everything is relative!”

Unfortunately, some people see the world in B&W (black-and-white) terms. However, Judaism is all about “on the other hand”. In the famous play Fiddler on the Roof, after Tevye’s daughter Hodel and her non-Jewish lover Perchik announced their engagement, Tevye, a religious Jew, opposed to intermarriage, memorably reckons: “He loves her. Love, it's a new style ... On the other hand, our old ways were once new, weren't they? On the other hand, they decided without parents, without a matchmaker! On the other hand, did Adam and Eve have a matchmaker? Well, yes they did. And it seems these two have the same matchmaker!”

Fascinating and multifaceted Israeli (Zuckermann 1999, 2003, 2006a-b, 2007, 2008a-b, 2009; a.k.a. “Modern Hebrew”) emerged in Eretz Israel at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. It is the most quoted example of a successful language revival. On the other hand, if we are to be brutally truthful with ourselves, the modern-day vernacular spoken in downtown Tel Aviv is a very different language – both typologically and genetically – to that of the Hebrew Bible or of the Mishnah.
Hebrew was spoken since approximately the fourteenth century BCE. It belonged to the Canaanite division of the north-western branch of the Semitic languages, which constitute a branch of the Afro-Asiatic family. Following a gradual decline, it ceased to be spoken by the second century CE. The failed Bar-Kokhba Revolt against the Romans in Judea in CE 132-5 marks the symbolic end of the period of spoken Hebrew. I believe that the Mishnah was codified around 200 CE among other things for the very reason that Hebrew was then dying as a mother tongue. Rabbi Judah haNasi and his collaborators might have realised that if they did not act then to redact the oral tradition, it would have been too late because Jews were already speaking languages other than Hebrew. (In fact, the Gemara, the other component of the Babylonian Talmud, which was codified around 500 CE, was written in Aramaic rather than in Hebrew.)
For approximately 1,750 years thereafter, Hebrew was not spoken. A most important liturgical and literary language, it occasionally served as a lingua franca – a means of communication between people who do not share a mother tongue – for Jews of the Diaspora, but not as a native language.
The genetic classification of Israeli has preoccupied scholars since its genesis. The still regnant, albeit pregnant, traditional thesis suggests that Israeli is Semitic: Hebrew revived. The revisionist antithesis defines Israeli as Indo-European: Yiddish relexified, i.e. Yiddish, the revivalists’ mother tongue, is the “substratum”, whilst Hebrew is only a “superstratum” providing the vocabulary (cf. Horvath & Wexler 1997). According to my own mosaic (rather than Mosaic) synthesis, “genetically modified” Israeli is a “semi-engineered” multi-layered language, which is a Semito-European, or Eurasian, hybrid, i.e. both Semitic (Afro-Asiatic) and (Indo-)European. It is based simultaneously on “sleeping beauty” / “walking dead” Hebrew, “máme lóshn” (mother tongue) Yiddish, both being primary contributors, and many other languages spoken by revivalists, e.g. Russian, Polish, Ladino (Judeo-Spanish), Arabic, German and English. Israeli is therefore not a case of rétsakh yídish (Israeli for “murder of Yiddish”) but rather of yídish rédt zikh (Yiddish for “Yiddish speaks itself” [beneath Israeli]). 
I propose that the vernacularization of Hebrew – a language lacking native speakers between the second and nineteenth centuries – was partially a success and partially a failure. It is hard to provide an exact quantification for such a multi-variable enterprise but just in case Joshua/Shikl Fishman, a most important sociologist of language, puts a Glock 17 handgun to my head, I would roughly estimate that on a subjective 1-10 scale, 10 being a complete success, the Hebrew revival is at 6 or 7.

More specifically, I propose the following continuum approximations for the extent to which “Israeli” can be considered Hebrew: mindset/spirit: 1 (i.e. European), discourse (communicative tools, speech acts): 1, sounds (phonetics and phonology): 2, semantics (meaning, associations, connotations, semantic networkings): 3, word order (syntax): 3, general vocabulary: 5, word formation: 7, verbal conjugations: 9, basic vocabulary: 10 (i.e. Hebrew). 
The factors leading to the partial failure of the Hebrew revival had little to do with a lack of motivation or zealousness, or with economic or political variables, not even with the fact that the revivalists, such as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, were not linguistically sophisticated as contemporary modern linguists. It is simply the case that one cannot negate one’s most recent roots – be they cultural or linguistic – even if one is keen to deny one’s parents and grandparents’ (diasporic Yiddish) heritage in search of (Biblical Hebrew) cultural ancientness. It is thus most unlikely that a clinically-dead language can be revived without cross-fertilization from the revivalists’ mother tongue(s). 
From the perspective of cultural heritage, attempts to revive a no-longer-spoken tongue should be supported and celebrated. But we should refrain from a purist’s approach and feel no shame about hybridity.
So was the Hebrew revival then a failure? “Everything is relative!” In the famous “duckrabbit” picture (cf. Wittgenstein 1953: Part 2, Section 11), one could see either a duck or a rabbit. Just like the American consul at Puccini’s Madama Butterfly, non ho studiato ornitologia (I have not studied ornithology). Yet, I propose that one see in the rare bird Israeli either a phoenix (Hebrew) rising from the ashes or a cuckoo (Yiddish) laying its egg in the nest of another bird tricking it into believing that it is its own offspring. Israeli is thus a phonenicuckoo cross with some characteristics of a magpie, the latter representing the ongoing borrowing – or rather “copying” or “stealing” – e.g. from American English.

The Hebrew revival cannot be considered a failure tout court because without the zealous, obsessive, enthusiastic efforts of the symbolic father of Israeli, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda (born Perelman) and of teachers, writers, poets, journalists, intellectuals, political figures, linguists and others – that many other Jews at the time saw as fruitless and pointless – Israelis would have spoken a language (such as English, German, Arabic and Yiddish) that could hardly be considered Hebrew. To call such a hypothetical language “Hebrew” would have not only been misleading but also wrong. To call today’s Israeli “Hebrew” may be misleading but not wrong: Hybridic Israeli is based on Hebrew as much as it is based on Yiddish. So although the revivalists could not avoid the subconscious influence of their mother tongue(s), they did manage at the same time to consciously revive some components of clinically-dead Hebrew.
On the other hand, had Arabic-speaking Moroccan Jews arrived in Israel before Yiddish-speaking Ashkenazim, and provided that they had similar ideology and motivation to those of Ben-Yehuda and his collaborators, there is no doubt in my mind that the language resulting from their hypothetical revival would have been much more Semitic than is Israeli.

Hybridity and the Congruence Principle
If you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his head. If you talk to him in his language, that goes to his heart.








            (Nelson Mandela)

Israeli is not an evolutionary phase of Hebrew but rather a new hybrid language, simultaneously based on Hebrew, Yiddish, and a plethora of other languages spoken by Jewish pioneers in Palestine in the 1880s–1930s. Thus, Yiddish is not a “foreign language” vis-à-vis Israeli, and the word intuítsya “intuition” – to give but one example out of thousands – is not a loan word but rather an integral part of Israeli from its very beginning.

According to the Congruence Principle, the more revivalists speak contributing languages with a specific linguistic feature, the more likely this feature is to prevail in the emergent language. Based on feature pool statistics, this principle weakens August Schleicher’s famous Family Tree theory in historical linguistics, which often gives the wrong impression that every language has only one parent.
For example, má nishmà, the common Israeli “what’s up?” greeting, looks like a calque – loan translation – of the Yiddish phrase vos hért zikh, usually pronounced vsértsekh and literally meaning “what’s heard?” but actually functioning as a common greeting. However, a Romanian-speaking immigrant to Israel might have used má nishmà because of Romanian ce se aude, a Polish-speaker Jew because of Polish co słychać and a Russian-speaker due to Что слышно chto slyshno, all meaning and functioning the same way.
Similarly, most revivalists spoke languages, mainly Yiddish, that lacked that Semitic pharyngeal gulp ‘ayin (represented, for instance, by the apostrophe in my Christian – actually Jewish – name Ghil‘ad). Naturally, their children – the ones who, in fact, shaped the real character of Israeli – could not buy the argument “do as I say, don’t do as I do!”. The result is that most Israelis do not have this sound in their speech.
My research analyses the hitherto-overlooked camouflaged semantic networking transferred from one language to another. Whereas mechanisms as calques (loan translations such as superman, from German Übermensch), phono-semantic matches (e.g. crayfish, from Old French crevice, a cognate of crab that has little to do with fish; Zuckermann 2003) and portmanteau blends (e.g. motel, from motor+hotel, or sprummer, from spring+summer (a proposed additional season occurring between spring and summer)) have been studied, there is a need to uncover concealed semantic links between words in the Target Language which reflect – often subconsciously – semantic networking in the Source Language. Consider the Israeli word gakhlilít “firefly, glow-worm” – coined by poet laureate Hayyim Nahman Bialik (1873-1934). This word is semantically and etymologically linked to the Biblical Hebrew word gaħelet “burning coal, glowing ember”. Morphologically, Israeli gakhlilít derives from Hebrew gaħelet plus the reduplication of its third radical [l]. However, no Israeli dictionary reveals the crucial semantic networking aspect, namely that the Israeli concoction, gakhlilít, in fact replicates a European mindset, apparent for example in the Yiddish word glivórem “firefly”, lit. “glow” (cf. gaħelet) + “worm”, or in German Glühwürmchen.

And yet contemporary Israelis are indoctrinated to believe that they speak the same language as the Prophet Isaiah, “with mistakes”. It is thus high time to acknowledge that Israeli is very different from the ancient Hebrew. In the immortal words of Jerry Seinfeld, “not that there’s anything wrong with that!” We should embrace – rather than chastise – the multisourcedness of Israeli! 
Almost all revivalists were native Yiddish-speakers who wanted to speak Hebrew, with Semitic grammar and pronunciation, like Arabs. Research should be conducted on the Hebrew revivalists’ perception of the “noble savage” Arab: on the one hand an enemy and on the other an enviable Semite riding a Middle-Eastern camel, entering a biblical city and speaking a Semitic tongue with autochthonous pharyngeal consonants.
Not only were the revivalists European but their revivalist campaign was inspired by European – e.g. Bulgarian – nationalism. At the time, although territory and language were at the heart of European nationalism, the Jews possessed neither a national territory nor a unifying national language. Zionism could be considered a fascinating manifestation of European discourses channelled into the Holy Land – cf. George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda (1876).
In Reversing Language Shift, Fishman (1991: 287) argues that RLS efforts often originate from Europe. In the case of Hebrew, he is even more right than he might have thought: Not only sociologically – the mindset behind the motivation to revive the language was a reflection of a European nationalism – but also linguistically: the mindset of the emerging language itself is European. The revivalists attempts (1) to deny their (more recent) roots in search of Biblical ancientness, (2) negate diasporism and disown the “weak, persecuted” exilic Jew, and (3) avoid hybridity (as reflected in Slavonized, Romance/Semitic-influenced, Germanic Yiddish itself, which they despised) could not fully succeed. Ironically, although they have engaged in a campaign for linguistic purity, the emerging Israeli language often mirrors the very scorned syncretism and despised diasporism the revivalists sought to erase. 

The reason is simple: the revival of a no-longer spoken language is most unlikely without influences from the mother tongue(s) of those at the forefront of the revival. Thus, when most native Israeli-speakers speak Israeli, their intonation is much more similar to that of Yiddish, the mother tongue of most revivalists, than to that of Arabic or any other language belonging to the Semitic branch of the Afro-Asiatic family.
Let my people know!: Do Israelis really understand Hebrew?
Language is a guide to “social reality”. Though language is not ordinarily thought of as of essential interest to the students of social science, it powerfully conditions all our thinking about social problems and processes. Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much at the mercy of the particular language which has become the medium of expression for their society. It is quite an illusion to imagine that one adjusts to reality essentially without the use of language and that language is merely an incidental means of solving specific problems of communication or reflection. The fact of the matter is that the “real world” is to a large extent unconsciously built upon the language habits of the group. No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be considered as representing the same social reality. The worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached.






                  (Sapir 1921)
One of the arguments against my synthesis has been that Israelis can easily understand the Hebrew Bible. The otherwise perspicacious intellectual Avi(ezer) Ravitzky wrote that “Modern Greek, for example, boasts many similarities to its ancestor, yet a speaker of the current language must struggle to read ancient texts. The modern Hebrew speaker, however, moves smoothly through the Bible” (2000: 13-14). Leaving aside the crucial difference between the evolution of Classical into Modern Greek and the unparalleled genesis of Israeli, the alleged smoothness is mere myth.
Israelis not only do not understand the Bible, but much worse: they misunderstand it without even realizing it! By and large, Israeli-speakers are the worst students in advanced studies of the Bible. Notwithstanding, Israel’s Education Ministry axiomatically assumes that Israeli is simply an organic evolution of Hebrew and that the Bible is thus written in the very same language – albeit in a higher register, of course – spoken by Israeli pupils at primary and secondary schools. The publishers of Hartom-Cassuto and other volumes providing numerous glosses to the unfathomable Biblical verses, have benefited a lot from such a purism prism, which might be somewhat related to self-righteousness, hubris, simply conservatism or blindness on behalf of Israel’s educational system.
Israelis might understand the most general meaning of “bereshit- bara ’elohim ’et hashamayim we’et ha’arets” (Genesis 1:1: In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth) but very few would be able to explain the construct-state nomen regens (nismákh) bereshít-: in the beginning of what? And how many Israelis could fathom this sentence from the perspective of the temporal sequence of creation: were the heaven and the earth created at the same time? Is it, therefore, possible that the expression “the heaven and the earth” here refers to “the world” in general? And which Israeli-speaker uses a Verb-Subject-Object word order (a.k.a. constituent order) as in “created God the heaven and the earth”? Ask Israelis what “’avaním shaħaqú máyim” (Job 14:19) means and they will tell you that the stones eroded the water. On second thought, they might guess that semantically it would make more sense that the water eroded the stones. Yet such an Object-Verb-Subject order is ungrammatical in Israeli (see Zuckermann 2008a, 2009).
How many Israelis can really fathom “tohu wavohu” or “təhom” (Genesis 1:2), the Israeli misleading senses being “mess” and “abyss” respectively? Or “haşvi yisra’el ‘al bamotekha ħalal” (II Samuel 1:19: The beauty of Israel is slain upon thy high places)? Most Israelis understand “yéled sha‘ashu‘ím” (Jeremiah 31:19, King James 20) as “playboy” rather than “pleasant child”. “Bá’u baním ‘ad mashbér” (Isaiah 37:3) is interpreted by Israelis as “children arrived at a crisis” rather than as “children arrived at the mouth of the womb, to be born”. “’Adam lə‘amal yullad” (Job 5:7) is taken to mean “man was born to do productive work” rather than “mischief” or “trouble” – in the Bible this sentence stands as an accusation of the inherent wickedness of mankind. 
Against this background, I was delighted to hear about the project recently launched by the experienced Bible teacher Avraham Ahuvia, as well as the insightful publisher Rafi Mozes, acronymized in the biblionym (in both senses) “Tanakh RAM.” Since I am writing this paragraph from Bris bane (haBesorim ברית' בין הבת'רים) – cf. “covenant between (the parts)” (Genesis 15) – let me provide an example from Genesis 15:9: Who knows what “‘egla meshulleshet” is?: a triangular heifer? three calves? a third heifer? a cow weighing three weight units? a three-legged heifer?... If you studied the RAM Bible, you would know because its translation into Israeli is as egla bat shalosh (“an heifer of three years old”, see also the King James Version, which is, obiter dictum, often more accessible to Israelis that the Hebrew Bible itself). 
Some Hebrew normativists repeat the red herring that if we correct Israelis’ alleged “grammatical mistakes” they would be more likely to understand Classical Hebrew. Does an Israeli saying “asara shkalim” (10 shekels) have more chances to understand “‘egla meshulleshet” than if he stuck to the actually more commonly grammatical “eser shekel”? 
Obviously, one could give thousands of other examples, and from post-Biblical Hebrew too. For instance, how many Israelis can follow the meaning of the Passover Haggadah or the Hanukkah hymn “Ma‘oz Tsur Yeshu‘ati”? Is Hebrew “menabeaħ” (blaspheming) indeed related, after all, to Israeli “novéakh” (barking)? Most importantly, however, the available examples are far from being only lexical: Israelis are incapable of recognizing moods and aspects in the Bible. For example, “nappíla goralót wened‘á” (Jonah 1:7) was thought by some Israelis I have examined to be rhetorical future rather than cohortative, the latter apparent, for example, in Israeli “yeushar hataktsiv!” (may the budget be approved!).
Despite eleven years of Biblical training, Israeli-speakers still understand the perfect aspect (e.g. ’amar “said” as in “I will have said…”) as if it were past tense. The imperfect aspect (e.g. yomar “would/will say” as in “I thought I would say…”) is misunderstood as the future tense. In reality, a Biblical verb in the perfect aspect can refer to a completed action in the future – cf., mutatis mutandis, the Israeli colloquial question “záznu?” (literally, “have we gone/moved?”), utterable instead of “yala bay”, i.e. “let’s go”. I remember my tironut (IDF recruit training) commander ordering us in a sadaút session (“fieldcraft”, etymologically unrelated to sadism): “od khamésh dakót hayítem kan!” (Within five minutes you will have been here), hayítem being in Israeli grammatically past but actually referring in this specific colloquial case to an action in the future. In the Bible, heyitém refers regularly – not only colloquially – to an action that has been completed, regardless of whether or not it is in the past or future – hence the term “aspect” rather than “tense”. Such Biblical mindset is in harsh contradistinction to the Weltanschauung of the Homo sapiens sapiens israelicus vulgaris and to the way Israelis read the Bible.
Negating the Diaspora, Ben-Yehuda would have been most content had Israelis spoken Biblical Hebrew. Had the Hebrew revival been fully successful, we would indeed have spoken a language closer to ancient Hebrew than Modern English is to Chaucer because we would have bypassed more than 1,750 years of natural development. On the other hand, let us assume for a moment that Hebrew had never died as a spoken language by the second century CE and it continued to be the mother tongue of generations of Jews. They eventually returned to the Holy Land, continuing to speak Hebrew. From the perspective of mutual intelligibility, it might well be the case that that Hebrew would have differed more from Biblical Hebrew than does Israeli, but this says little about the genetics of actual Israeli.
Given such a magnificent hybridic yíkhes (heritage), as well as the omnipresent misunderstandings of the Hebrew Bible by Israelis, Israel’s Education Ministry should revise the way it teaches the Bible and treat it as foreign language classes – just like Latin, employing the most advanced alternative methods of second language teaching, which can be most joyful and memorable. Such a measure has the potential to reduce Israeli pupils’ disdain for Bible lessons, as well as to attract more secular Jews to Biblical scholarship.
Tanakh RAM fulfills the mission of “red ’el ha‘am” not only in its Hebrew meaning (Go down to the people) but also – more importantly – in its Yiddish meaning (“red” meaning “speak!”, as opposed to its colorful communist sense). Ahuvia’s translation is most useful and dignified. Given its high register, however, I predict that the future promises consequent translations into more colloquial forms of Israeli, a beautifully multi-layered and intricately multi-sourced language, of which we should be proud.
On the other hand – and as if the picture were not complex enough – Yadin and Zuckermann (2010) demonstrate the success of Zionism in deifying the Israeli State by shrewdly employing divine Hebrew terms and turning them into signifiers for nationalist referents (on “lexical engineering”, see also Zuckermann 2006c). For example, Biblical Hebrew mishkån meant “dwelling-place” and “Tabernacle of the Congregation” (where Moses kept the Ark in the wilderness) and “inner sanctum” (known as ’ohel mo’ed). Israeli mishkán haknéset, however, refers to “the Knesset (Israeli Parliament) building”. Translating mishkán haknéset as “The Knesset Building” (as in the official Knesset website) is lacking. The word mishkán is loaded with holiness and evokes sanctity (cf. sanctuary), as if Members of Knesset (cf. MPs) were at the very least angels or seraphs. Another example, not mentioned by Yadin and Zuckermann, is mékhes: Whereas in the Hebrew Bible it was a tribute to God (e.g. Numbers 31:37), in Israeli is it “customs” paid to the State. 
Lessons from the Promised Land to the Lucky Country

A Senegalese poet said “In the end we will conserve only what we love. We love only what we understand, and we will understand only what we are taught.” We must learn about other cultures in order to understand, in order to love, and in order to preserve our common world heritage.
(Cellist Yo Yo Ma, White House Conference on Culture and Diplomacy, 28 November 2000)

Reversing language shift (see the revolutionary work by Fishman, e.g. 1980, 1991, 2001; as well as Evans 2009) is a key issue. Unfortunately, one of the main findings of the most recent National Indigenous Languages Survey Report (2005) was that the situation of Australia’s languages is grave (in both senses). Of an original number of over 250 known Australian Indigenous languages, only about 145 Indigenous languages are still spoken and the vast majority of these, about 110, are critically endangered: they are spoken only by small groups of people, mostly over 40 years old. 
Eighteen languages are strong in the sense of being spoken by all age groups, but three or four of these are showing some disturbing signs of moving into endangerment. So practically, of an original number of over 250 known Australian Indigenous languages, only 6% (i.e. 15) are in a healthy condition. 

Many other languages are not fully spoken by anybody, but some of their words and phrases are commonly used, and there is community support in some parts of the country for reclamation and heritage learning programmes for such languages: either in revival proper (e.g. extensive courses similar to Israel’s ulpaním) or only in postvernacular maintenance (teaching Aboriginal people some words and concepts related to the dead language – cf. postvernacular Yiddish among secular Jews in the United States – see Shandler 2005).
Why should we revive Aboriginal languages? Here are two of the reasons:

(1) Deontological reason: Aboriginal tongues deserve to be revived for historical justice. I hear again and again “native title” but where is the “native tongue title”? Is land more important than langue and (cultural) lens? 

(2) Utilitarian reason: Revival of sleeping Aboriginal languages can result in the empowerment of people who have lost their heritage and purpose in life.
What lessons could be drawn from the Hebrew revival in the Promised Land for current attempts to resuscitate (as well as to maintain as post-vernacular) no-longer spoken Aboriginal languages in the Lucky – or is it unlucky – Country?
Although they too encountered hostility and animosity, the fin-de-siècle Hebrew revivalists had several advantages compared with Australian revivalists, e.g. 
(1) Documentation: extensive – consider, for example, the Hebrew Bible and the Mishnah.

(2) 
Prestige: Hebrew was considered a prestigious language (as opposed to Yiddish, for instance).

(3) 
Uniqueness: Jews from all over the globe only had Hebrew in common (Aramaic was not as prominent), whereas there are dozens of “sleeping” Aboriginal languages and it would be hard to choose only one unifying tongue, unless one resorts to Aboriginal English.
(4)
National self-determination: revived Hebrew was aimed to be the language of an envisioned state.

(5) 
Literary use: Jews have been exposed to literary Hebrew throughout the generations, e.g. when praying in the synagogue.

(6) 
Lack of ownership: Unlike in the case of Aboriginal languages, anybody has the right to speak Hebrew without getting permission from the Jews.

(7) 
Borrowing: Loanwords and foreign words are not considered theft. In fact, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda loved borrowing from Arabic, Aramaic and other Semitic languages. 
(8) 
Lack of place restriction: Hebrew could be and was revived all over the globe – consider Haim Leib Hazan’s coinage mishkafáim ‘glasses’ in 1890 in Grodno.

And yet, as we have already seen, Hebrew revivalists, who wished to speak pure Hebrew, failed in their purism prism, the result being a fascinating and multifaceted Israeli language, both multi-layered and multi-sourced. I predict that any attempt to revive an Aboriginal language will result in a hybrid, combining components from Australian English, Aboriginal English, other Aboriginal languages and the target Aboriginal tongue.

Let me give you some examples from Kaurna, pronounced [ga:na], which is spoken around Adelaide (cf. עדלאידע), and which my colleague Rob Amery is involved with. Influence from English (Aboriginal or Australian English) on Kaurna is far-reaching. For example:
· At the level of phonology we often get spelling pronunciations - especially for sequences of er (as in yerlo and yerta for instance), ur (as in purle or purlaitye). The r in these words belongs with the consonant (it should be retroflex) but many times we hear an er vowel as in English slur or sir. The vowel should be /a/ in yerlo and yerta, and /u/ in purle and purlaitye. Stress if often placed wrongly on the second syllable instead of the first. 

· At the level of vocabulary, we sometimes get calques (loan translations). Knowingly – and jocularly – cricket (the game) was replicated as yertabiritti (the term for the insect with the same name in English).
· Word order is free in Kaurna as in other Aboriginal languages, though it tended to be SOV (Subject-Object-Verb). Naturally, we get kids and users of Kaurna language tending to produce more SVO (Subject-Verb-Object) sentences as in English.
· English semantics tends to carry through to Kaurna words.
· The most pervasive influence from English is at the level of discourse. Almost everything said or written is translated from English. Thus, the turn of phrase and the idiom are from English.
That is of course not to say that we should not revive dormant languages. Aderabe! We should encourage revivalists to be more realistic and less puristic, and not to chastise English loanwords and pronunciation within the emergent language. Crucial insights can also be drawn from Israeli about which language components are more revivable than others. Words and conjugations, for instance, are easier to revitalize than intonation, discourse, associations and connotations.
Some Aboriginal people distinguish between usership and ownership. I even have a friend who claimed that he owned a language although he only knew one single word of it: its name. Consequently, some indigenous Australians do not find it important to revive their tongue. I, on the other hand, have always believed in Australia’s very own roadside dictum: “Stop, revive, survive!”
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