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To THE EDITOR: The Ear, Nose and
Throat Department at the Royal Darwin Hos-
pital services an area of about 550 000 km in
the Northern Territory. As part of our remit
involves dealing with conditions affecting the
organs of speech and hearing, a proportion of
our patients have communication handicaps.

We have frequently encountered the use of
“Hand Talk” among Indigenous patients with
communication handicaps, and we feel this
merits highlighting to your readership.

Hand Talk is an established sign language
within and between Aboriginal groups in the
NT. Although various groups have different
signing systems, there are enough similarities
between them to enable inter-group commu-
nication. Its existence is thought to date as far
back as other spoken Aboriginal languages
that have now been lost. Theories about its
conception include a means of overcoming
language barriers between different language
groups, a silent form of communication dur-
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ing hunting expeditions, a means of conver-
sation for women during long periods of
mourning when speech is prohibited, and a
means of communication for deaf or aphonic
individuals.'

While completely separate from estab-
lished Western sign languages, Hand Talk is a
sophisticated and intricate means of commu-
nication that allows complex interactions to
take place and proficient individuals to inte-
grate into their society

In the course of our service delivery in
Darwin and to outlying districts, we have
been struck by both the frequency with
which Hand Talk is used in an impromptu
manner and the proficiency users exhibit in
communicating with it.

The significance of this requires an appre-
ciation of the difficulties of applying Western-
type communication rehabilitation to Indige-
nous Australians in remote regions. For
example, providing hearing aids, a basic and
standard form of communication rehabilita-
tion in urban areas of Australia, can face
numerous obstacles in a remote setting.
These include lack of a service provider and
technical and maintenance support, poor
compliance, and logistical problems (some-
thing as simple as running out of hearing aid
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batteries can be a major problem for those in
remote areas).

While no data are available on the ubiquity
of Hand Talk, it clearly represents a valuable
part of Aboriginal culture with an important
practical function in a situation where West-
ern models of communication rehabilitation
are difficult to apply. While attempts to
improve conventional communication reha-
bilitation should continue, these should be
combined with efforts to foster Hand Talk
through education and facilitating its dissem-
ination by existing users so it does not suffer
the fate of other lost Indigenous languages.>
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