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I am a historical linguist whose research is centered around language change and the documentation of the languages of Indigenous Australia. Since completing my Ph.D. at Harvard in
2004, I have been developing a research program covering both synchronic and diachronic analyses of language. Most of my pre-tenure work focused exclusively on Australia. Following tenure,
I have continued and expanded this program in two ways: by using Australian languages to study
patterns of change and make inferences about diachrony in human society more generally, and by
working on the documentation and revitalization of Native languages in Australia and the USA. My
research program can be summarized as investigating the consequences of taking an ‘evolutionary’ view of language change: that is, treating language as an evolutionary system with the same
properties as other evolutionary systems (such as biological organisms). This research program is
described here.
I use computational phylogenetic methods in conjunction with traditional comparative linguistic methods to investigate language history. Such computational methods are new in linguistics (see Holden (2002) and Gray et al. (2009) for early applications) but are the natural extension
of earlier research that addressed questions of language relationship by using quantitative data.
Phylogenetic methods have allowed progress in questions both of linguistic evolution (beyond relationship) and of specific details of Australian prehistory (Bowern 2010b). In Bowern and Atkinson
(2012), I present the results of a Bayesian phylogenetic analysis of 200 words of basic vocabulary in
195 Pama-Nyungan languages. Work on Pama-Nyungan over the last hundred years has assumed
that higher relations in the tree are not recoverable, due to a combination of extensive language
contact, rapid language change, and poor data quality. I show that higher structure is recoverable
and present the first fully articulated tree of Pama-Nyungan languages. This work built on four
years’ investigation into language relationships based on traditional methods in historical linguistics, particularly the comparative method, and several years of work investigating the potential for
applying phylogenetic methods to language.
Subsequent papers have built on this original phylogeny (Haynie et al. 2014, Zhou and Bowern
2015) to study change in subdomains of language. For example, Zhou and Bowern (2015) examined the evolution of numeral systems. Australian language systems are typically low-limit (that is,
include words for one, two, three, four, but do not extend infinitely), but the upper limits vary. We
looked at the internal structure of these low-limit systems and tested the extent to which the formation of higher numerals are dependent on lower ones. A further paper is currently under review
(Haynie and Bowern under review) that investigates the phylogenetics of color systems in PamaNyungan. Previous work on color, including Berlin and Kaye (1969), Kay and Maffi (1999) and Kay
and Regier (2007) (among many others), concentrates on perceptual and cognitive constraints on
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color naming. We show that these systems are also subject to phylogenetic pressure, and that the
evolutionary predictions of previous work do not fully account for the actual data. In this way, this
work connects historical linguistics to cognitive science, and historical linguistics provides crucial insight into the structure of systems of this type. I take the view that modern languages have
the properties they do because of a) the constraints of physiological and cognitive constraints on
language production; b) prior language states (that is, the structures that were already present in
prior stages of the language); and c) aspects of language transmission. These papers show that
while cognition constrains linguistic systems, other changes (such as semantic variation between
items of a particular color and the name for the color itself) lead to the real range of typological
systems being more varied than one might expect.
Further extensions of this phylogenetic work use findings from linguistics to look at evolution
of culture and society, co-evolution with genetics, and the ways in which ecology interacts with
the evolution of subsistence and land tenure. With colleagues in geography, ecology, and anthropology, I am Co-PI on a large grant from the National Science Foundation’s SBSS grant program to
investigate questions of cultural change, both related to language (such as how many languages
might have been spoken by paleolithic hunter-gatherers before large agricultural expansions) and
cultural and societal change (such as how agricultural practices develop and spread) (Kirby et al.
Under Review). I have also recently partnered with geneticists (Malaspinas et al. in press) to investigate the coevolution of language and genes in Australia; this paper is in press at Nature. A
further major research grant in this area (on which I am a co-PI) is currently under review with the
Australian Research Council.
Australia’s 400 Indigenous languages are significantly under-studied compared with languages
in other parts of the world. The languages were described late; extensive documentation efforts
date only from the 1960s (although there is material from earlier). The field of historical linguistics
in particular has been hampered by an unconstrained approach which has favored very general
theories of change which make little reference either to the details of the languages or to known
tendencies of change from elsewhere in the world. My work shows conclusively that Australian
languages change like any other.
The vast majority of Australia’s languages are either moribund or highly endangered, and detailed description is urgent in many parts of the country. My work on Bardi has involved recording
narratives, songs and song language, and eliciting grammatical and lexical items. Communityoriented results of the fieldwork have included a 2000-word supplement (Bowern 2003) to the
published Bardi dictionary (Aklif 1999), an electronic dictionary, three books of narratives (Bowern
1999, 2002, 2004), a learner’s guide (Bowern et al. 2010), and basic classroom materials for use in
the One Arm Point School’s Bardi language program. Research protocols on Australian Indigenous
endangered languages require a strong component of community participation and communityoriented results and so I have spent some time in making research materials available to community members. An 866-page reference grammar of Bardi was published with Mouton de Gruyter
(Bowern 2012). I have also published articles on the language (Bowern 2008a,b, 2009, 2010c, in
press).
This work has also extended in two directions: to work with other Australian groups, and to
work in Native North America. My recent work on Australian languages includes archival work
with fieldnotes collected by others (a grammar of Ngalia, for example, has been accepted for publication with Asia Pacific Linguistics) and work on a 800,000 word database (Bowern 2016). I
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have also collaborated on other grammars (Tjupan, Cundeelee Wangka, Kuwarra) and a dictionary (Yugambeh). At a more general outreach level, I am the regional curator for the Australian
section of the online catalog of endangered languages at endangeredlanguages.com, the infrastructure of which was provided by Google. Work with YolNu languages from Arnhem Land is ongoing. Within Native North America, I have recently begun a long-term collaboration with members
of the Shinnecock, Unkechaug, and Mohegan Nations of Connecticut and Long Island. Currently,
we are identifying materials which contain examples of the languages, with the aim of creating a
grammar of the language for use by linguists and community members.
My fieldwork in Aboriginal Australia has led me to publish on field methodology, most notably
Bowern (2008c), Bowern (2010a) and Bowern and Warner (2015). My book Linguistic Fieldwork
was published in 2008 (reviews have appeared in Language, Linguistic Typology, and the Australian
Journal of Linguistics and have been positive); in it I strongly advocate an integrative approach to
documentation that combines the insights from ethnography and observation with structured and
theoretically motivated data collection. A new edition was published in 2015.
Thus in summary, my post-tenure work has considerably expanded the scope of my earlier
research by elucidating the histories of language and culture in Australia and beyond. I retain a
program that is grounded in the comparative method but which capitalizes on the power of phylogenetic methods. I combine theoretical work with empirical investigation of specific phenomena.
This varied approach has proven to be a valuable way to gain insight into human prehistory, and
one that I plan to continue.
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