


-Make sure that local Aboriginal people know well beforehand who 
the visitor is, and what the purpose of his or her visit will be. 

-Try to ensure that the visitor will get as wide a sample of local 
Aboriginal opinions as possible. This will not only help the visitor, 
it will also help to develop trust if no favouritism is shown. 

-Make· sure that background information the visitor may require is 
at your fingertips. 

-Be fair about Aboriginal viewpoints if the visitor asks for your 
interpretation. Personal opinions and prejudices can influence 
visitors who have no time to make their own assessments. Rather 
than saying: 'Don't listen to that Charlie -, he's absolutely 
hopeless,' it would be fairer to say: 'I personally don't like Charlie 

' 
-Make a meeting between the visitor and Aboriginal people a first 

priority. Aborigines are sceptical about the visitor who spends 
most of his time at white people's houses. 

Initiating Grand Projects 
Most people are impressed by visible signs of progress, such as new 

buildings, roads, factories and so on. The field of Aboriginal 
advancement is littered with the remains of projects which were the 
inspiration of white workers, but failed to meet Aboriginal needs. 

For example, the building of expensive and sophisticated hospitals 
may satisfy our sense of progress. However, in many instances these 
have been little used because planners did not find out what kinds of 
facilities Aboriginal people would use. Projects such as turtle farm­
ing and fish processing have failed for similar reasons. 

Often small-scale 'invisible' programmes in community organiza­
tion are more worthwhile and appropriate than 'grand projects'. 
While this is not the place to argue the merits of various types of 
project organization, it is common sense to recognize that the needs 
of the Aboriginal community are more important than the glory 
which large projects may reflect on a worker or an' organisation. 

Inter-Departmental Co-operation 
Officers of various Departments often work alongside each other, 

and in smaller communities they usually meet socially as well. In 
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some towns, members of one Department may represent another, 
e.g. Community Welfare people may do some Social Security work. 
At times, however, workers may find they are frustrated by a lack of 
inter-departmental co-ordination, an overlap of responsibilities, and 
even actual conflict of goals. 

Aborigines of course, find the same problems and pressures 
operating on them. They may feel hounded by a horde of govern­
ment workers, all of them more or less telling them what to do, how 
to behave, what to eat, what to think, and how to raise their children. 

To minimise personal frustrations and to help along the rather 
cumbersome machinery of government, workers should know the 
answers to the following questions. 

-What problems do people in other Departments face? 
-What goals are they trying to achieve? 
-What are the functions, responsibilities and limits of power of 

other Departments and organizations? 

It is also very useful to have some idea where funds can be obtained 
for projects. The local Department of Aboriginal Affairs office is 
probably the best place to start looking for this information. 

In general a worker begins to understand the total picture by being 
alert, and interested in other people's roles and problems. People 
love to talk about their job and its problems if the listener is at all 
sympathetic. 

Divided Loyalties 
Workers can be faced with a situation where the interests of the 

Department are different from those of the Aboriginal people they 
are working with. Teachers are only one kind of officer who 
commonly fact this situation. For example, people in a community 
may want to take their children with them to ceremonies, funerals or 
family gatherings. Learning about thir own country and being with 
their parents is educationally important from the Aboriginal point of 
view. Attending school is important from the Education Depart­
ment's point of view. In such instances compromise needs to be made 
by both parties, and the worker has to be prepared to be the 
mediator. 
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Sorting Out Areas of Responsibility 
At times the functions of Departments overlap. This can mean that 

no Department is prepared to take responsibility for a particular 
problem, as for example, in the case with school truancy where the 
Education Department, Community Welfare and Police Depart­
ments all have some responsibility. Good inter-departmental co­
operation can resolve many such problems. For example, at one 
Aboriginal school children were leaving for lunch but not returning 
to afternoon classes, the apparent reason being that there was no 
lunch for them. In this case the teachers and the Department for 
Community Welfare homemaker organized mothers to meet at a 
particular kitchen. Sandwich ingredients were arranged. The mothers 
prepared lunches which were delivered to the school before the lunch 
break. Mothers paid for the foodstuffs used every fortnight. In this 
way children were encouraged to stay at school all day. 

Timing Meetings 
A convenient meeting time for you is not necessarily a good time. 

for Aboriginal people. Initially meal times and times when people 
could be asleep should be avoided. Waking a person could be 
interfering with their 'dreaming'. This is particularly important with 
men. In some places a visitor at meal time should be given food and a 
certain amount of embarrassment could be caused by your arrival. 
Where drinking is a problem, morning visits are usually more 
productive. Certain days are usually reserved for shopping. Normally 
these are the days when pension cheques are received, and they are 
seldom useful for appointments, except when people make a point 
of visiting the town in which your office is located on that day. 

Appointments made more than a week ahead are often forgotten. 
To many traditional Aborigines this is a 'longtime'. Calendars are 
seldom used except by westernized urban Aborigines. 

Placing Meetings 
Often the place of meetings is determined by your job. In this case, 

make allowance for the fact that a meeting on your territory (the 
office) could cause an Aboriginal person to feel uncomfortable. 
When meeting a person at their own house or 'spot' take note that 
you are on their territory and that you need to abide by their notions 
of how to behave. For instance, the whole business of standing and 
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sitting is important when there are no chairs. The worker may not 
feel comfortable on the floor or the ground, yet standing could seem 
to be very formal, especially if the Aboriginal people are squatting or 
sitting. It is best to take your cues from your hosts. If they stand, you 
stand. If they sit, you sit. 

Using Gimmicks 
Some workers in the past have used gimmicks or tricks to impress 

Aborigines, hoping that this would make them accepted. There is a 
story of one worker who took out his false teeth, in order to awe the 
'ignorant natives' with his powers. It need hardly be said that 
Aborigines are generally unimpressed by such ploys. 
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I wonder who on earth his dentist is! 

Name Dropping 
Some workers make the mistake of using 'name dropping' as a 

type of gimmick for establishing links with people. It is important to 
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begin to get to know people before mentioning the names of other 
people you know, as a general rule. Otherwise, it is possible to be 
seen as aligned to the 'wrong people'. This is not to say that 
establishing common links is not a vital part of developing relation­
ships - it just requires sensitivity. 

Being Seen 
As was mentioned earlier, Aboriginal people live a more public life 

than most westerners, and are available to each other most of the 
time. The worker who spends most of his early period at home, or in 
his office will find it difficult to develop fuller relationships with 
Aborigines. It is important to spend time with local people. 

Drawing the Line 
Aboriginal and white opinions about a 'reasonable request' are 

often different. Workers sometimes feel 'strung out' by constant 
requests, which seem unreasonable, and sometimes downright rude. 
The irritation is often added to by a simple language problem - · 
Aborigines asking for something often sound as though they're 
giving a command. Common requests framed this way include: 

'Give me a lift ... ! ' 
'Buy me ... !' 
'Got any cigarettes?' 
'Lend me some money ... ! ' 

Sometimes Aborigines may be testing your generosity and 
responses out when they ask for these things. At other times it may be 
a sign of trust. All the requests mentioned would be very reasonable 
between most Aboriginal people. But there are Aborigines who 
would like to see if you are a sucker who can be exploited. In respon­
ding to requests it would be wise to avoid extremes. Workers who 
refuse too many requests will produce resentment. Those who accede 
to all requests too easily later feel 'used up' and resentful. 

One common cause of problems is when workers are called on for 
help during leisure hours. Concepts like the working day and 
weekend are not very important to traditional people. While most 
workers probably err in the direction of over-emphasising privacy, 
there are many who create their own problems and start to feel 'burnt 
out' by not ensuring sufficient privacy and leisure refreshment. 
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Responding to Aggression 
At times workers may be confronted by an angry man or woman, 

possibly drunk, who demands this or that, or tells the worker. exactly 
what he (or she) thinks of him. While we tend to be hurt and msulted 
by such behaviour, especially in an office situation, a sudden out­
burst of temper is not consid.ered to be a sign of rudeness or ~e~tal 
instability by traditionally oriented Aborigines. Although Abongm~s 
prefer peaceful relationships, and often go to great lengths to .av~ld 
conflict, a sudden outburst of anger is a common way of rehevmg 
pressure and resentment. In this way long-term feuds and grudges are 
avoided. 

J 

Aggression! Aggression! How to deal with aggression! 

Claims and accusations made in this situation are likely to be 
exaggerated, and the worker may only be the focal point of anger 
about many other things. At the same time it is wise to take note of 
what is being said; such outbursts do indicate how a person feels and 
gives a clue about what things are bothering him. 
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Obviously there can be no hard and fast guidelines for dealing with 
anger, People have their own responses to anger. In some situations 
it might be advisable just to listen as calmly as possible. Where a 
demand you cannot meet is being made, a firm refusal, together with 
an explanation is usually the best line to take. Making half promises 
as a way of avoiding a difficult situation can lay the groundwork for 
more problems later. It may be helpful to see the person the follow­
ing day to explain the situation and restore the relationship. 

But other responses could be more appropriate. A worker from 
Central Australia relates how an Aboriginal man lost his temper 
when he wouldn't lend him his utility. The Aborigine kicked the vehi­
cle and hit it with a stick. The worker responded by rushing over to 
the man's hut, kicking and hitting it with equal vigour. This resolved 
the situation. However, such tactics are probably only advisable 
when the worker is experienced and confident in his role. 

Another worker tells a story in which he inadvertantly caused a 
tribal man to become insulted. The man carne to his house, rattling 
spears. In this case the worker apologised, at the same time pointing . 
out how they had a long-standing friendship, had gone hunting 
together and so forth. The situation was also resolved. 

Getting Angry 

There are occasions when workers lose their tempers- it happens 
to all of us in much less frustrating situations. However, it helps if the 
person or people you lose your temper with understand why you are 
angry. Otherwise they are likely to think you are most unreasonable 
or even a little crazy. For example, a worker in Central Australia was 
heading a work team. It was hot and work was progressing slowly. At 
one point he found three men were sharing an axe, each taking a 
blow at a tree in turn. He lost his temper. The Aboriginal workers 
couldn't understand what he was getting upset about, and they walk­
ed off the job. 

Abuse of Power 

There is a rather sad record of abuse of power by white officials in 
their dealings with Aborigines. Usually it has been justified by the 
argument that 'they dop't understand anything else', or even 'they 
don't really feel pain'. Such weak excuses hardly need comment, yet 
the frustration of isolation, heat and misunderstanding can lead 
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officers to become deeply cynical. Local attitudes may support heavy 
handed behaviour and patronizing attitudes - and officers who 
adopt fair minded procedures may even find themselves being made 
fun of. 

This issue can become even touchier when bullying or intimidation 
of Aboriginal people is being carried out by a superior, a colleague, 
or a member of another Department. No formula can be offered for 
solving this problem. Perhaps the most productive approach is to en­
courage Aborigines to stand up for their rights, both as individuals 
and communities. In some cases it might be appropriate to refer the 
matter to the Aboriginal Legal Service. 

Being a Martyr 
There may be reasons why a worker may sometimes feel that local 

Aborigines do not appreciate 'special efforts' being made for them­
whether in normal working hours or outside. Such reasons include: 

Aborigines feeling that yet another 'whitefella idea' has been 
tried to assist them. 
The worker's 'martyr complex' often comes in a period of 
pressure, fatigue or depresssion. 
The worker may expect appreciation to be shown as in his/her 
culture. People of all cultures express appreciation in their own 
time, way and place. 

Taking Yourself Too Seriously 
A field officer needs to balance a serious approach to his duties 

(for thoroughness) with humour and lightheartedness. The worker 
who can share laughter and fun (as well as sorrow or worry) with 
local people will obviously be consulted more often, and will develop 
deeper relationships. 

Making Promises 
A field officer is a long way from where major decisions are being 

made. But to local Aborigines and others, the worker may seem to be 
an important person, carrying a great deal of authority. 

At times workers themselves get inflated ideas about their ability to 
make decisions, and make promises they can't keep. This is a very 
touchy area, and trust has often been lost when workers have failed 
to deliver the goods. Also Aborigines sometimes think that a sugges-
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tion or some programme mentioned as a possibility is as good as 
done. This may happen because Aborigines, like most people, do not 
fully understand the workings of government bureaucracy. Or it may 
happen because of language problems. If a.worker says: 'Setting up a 
playground could be a possibility', this may then be understood as: 
'We will set up a playground'. 

Therefore it is extremely important to explain how a decision will 
be reached, and what the limits of your influence and authority are. 

Competition for Aboriginal Loyalties 
In some communities competition d'evelops between workers as to 

how popular they are with Aborigines. People may say 'but of 
course, you know the Aborigines don't like Jones'. Or workers may 
play on their supposed acceptance in the Aboriginal community, 
mentioning the fact that they have been given a kinship 'skin' or 
label. In fact, some workers have been known to ask for 'skins' as a 
sort of seal of approval. While Aborigines may go along with them, 
they may also laugh at such people behind their backs, or resent them 
for being 'pushy'. 

This kind of competition can be destructive to any team effort, and 
it is usually a sign that the person who indulges in it is feeling in­
secure. While workers need not 'cover up' for other workers, or de­
fend them against reasonable criticism, an endless round of gossip 
and criticism makes for a destructive atmosphere. 

Expectations 
Workers go out to remote areas mainly because they are hired to 

do a job, whether it be project officer, teacher, or nurse. After a 
while it may become clear that the things they expected to achieve in 
their jobs will not eventuate. This then sets the stage for feeling of 
frustration, or guilt or cynicism, and it may lead to application for a 
transfer, resignation or half-hearted involvement. 

If you find yourself in this situation the following questions may 
help to sort out your thoughts. 
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Is the pace you and your Department have set for the project a 
reasonable one? As you will know by now, Aborigines do not 
usually feel as strongly as we do about achieving goals quickly. 
Does your project involve changing Aboriginal people in some 
way? Is there agreement among Aborigines that this is a good 

thing? Perhaps Aboriginal people are making life hard for you 
because they do not understand or even approve of what you are 
trying to do. In this case you need to go back to basic discussions 
with the Aboriginal community (see Consultation, p.47). This 
may involve changing your approach and your expectations 
about the goals you have set yourself. 
How do Aboriginal people see you and your role? If the previous 
worker worker had a different way of doing things, Aborigines 
may have gotten used to the style of that worker. Even if you 
think your approach is superior, there could be resistance. Time 
and a gradual acceptance of new ways will usually resolve such a 
problem. 
Are you taking on problems unnecessarily? Many Aboriginal 
problems should be referred back to the Aboriginal community. 
As an example, one worker found too many people on his vehi­
cle, and he found it difficult to remove anyone. Each person he 
asked accused him of favouritism. Finally he told everyone in the 
camp that he would lose his license if he overloaded, and that 
they must decide who was going. After this the problem was dealt 
with by the Aboriginal community. 

Working with Aboriginal Staff 
In the past, few Aborigines were appointed to the staff of govern­

ment departments or voluntary agencies, even those working directly 
in Aboriginal communities. Fortunately, this has begun to change, 
and most departments and agencies now employ a few Aborigines, 
mainly as aides (not having full professional status), but in some 
cases as professional staff. Since most workers in remote areas will be 
working with Aboriginal colleagues at some stage, the following 
points may be useful. 

Appointing Aboriginal Staff 
Aboriginal people are currently appointed for the following types 

of reasons: 
To improve communication between the organisation and 
Aboriginal people. 
To enable the organisation to operate more appropriately for 
Aboriginal community needs. 
To involve Aboriginal people throughout the organisation and 
within the professions. 
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_ To provide stability and continuity of service in remote areas. 
The selection of the right person for the position may involve some 

of the following factors: 
English fluency: does the job require a person able to under­
stand, speak and write English? 
Aboriginal language fluency: Would it be an advantage for the 
staff member to be able to speak a local Aboriginal language? 
Age: An older person is likely to command more respect in the 
Aboriginal community, but may not have much formal educa­
tion or fluency in English. 
Tradition-orientation: Some Aboriginal people are oriented more 
towards Euro-Australian culture, others towards their own tradi­
tional culture. Some jobs require a person who has 'been through 
the Law', because of the respect that this carries, or the 
understanding it brings. Such an Aboriginal staff member will be 
aware of sensitive areas and likely complications. Problems have 
arisen when non-traditional people have been appointed to work 
as aides with traditional communities. 
Community standing: Similarly, an Aboriginal person who has 
widespread connections in a local area is likely to be a valuable 
worker. 

Training Aboriginal Staff 
An Aboriginal who is appointed to a professional position has 

usually completed a required course of training. It is the para­
professional - the Aboriginal aide or assistant - who is in greater 
need of training. Such training should include a combination of on­
the-job supervised experience, and an extension of education in 
appropriate subjects. The employing authority is generally in the best 
position to offer the former, and Mount Lawley Campus of the 
W .A. College of Advanced Education offers two correspondence 
courses for Aboriginal people in remote areas. These courses are: 
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General Education Certificate: To enable Aborigines to continue 
their education, especially to help in. their jobs. 
Advanced Education Entry Certificate: To enable Aborigines to 
gain skills and qualifications necessary for entry into tertiary 
courses for full professional training. 

Both these courses are conducted by correspondence so that 

Aboriginal people can continue to live and work in their home com­
munities. Local tutors are employed to assist in studies (See Appen-
dix Two for details). 

Learning to Work with Aboriginal Staff 
It is not only the Aboriginal staff who have to learn and train. 

Equally, non-Aboriginal staff need special training, both pre-service 
and in-service, in order to be able to work effectively with Aboriginal 
staff. 

If the Aboriginal staff are appointed to professional positions, all 
staff should be beware of: 

Tendency for some staff and outsiders (clients, community 
members) to regard or treat the Aboriginal professional as a 
para-professional (aide or assistant). 
Overloading Aboriginal staff who probably take on many com­
munity responsibilities and be subject to many unique pressures 
within their professional work. 

If the Aboriginal staff are in para-professional roles, there is a 
need for: 

A proper teamwork approach, with a wide sharing of duties as 
well as some specialisation based on cultural and personal skills. 
Allocation o(reasonable tasks to the Aboriginal staff, not merely 
the routine, monotonous ones. 
Development of a sound training course with the components 
described in the preceding section. 

Last man we had wasn't very outgoing! 
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Unsatisfactory Adjustments by Workers 
Throughout these last two chapters we have been concerned with 

some of the problems workers face in their social and working life. 
While every worker ultimately finds an individual way of adjusting, 
there are several types of adjustment that can be unsatisfactory in the 
long term. They include the following: 

Retreat Into Family and Home 
This is a very common but unsatisfactory judgement, arising when 

workers find their social and working situation too difficult. The in­
dividual finds that he or she does not really like the company of 
others in the local white community, but at the same time, he or she 
does not want strong links with the Aboriginal people. Effectively the 
person just goes through the motions and looks to the family for 
warmth and comfort. 

This response cancels out the worker's effectiveness. It is also 
likely to create strains and tensions within the family, or at least give 
its members a sense of being at odds with others in the community. In . 
most circumstances it leads to the early resignation of the worker. 
But there are cases where the worker will stay on for economic and 
career reasons. Equally, unwillingness to admit defeat could be the 
main factor. Whatever the case may be, such retreatism is an 
unsatisfactory adjustment. This is not to say that the sense of family 
or even privacy should be frowned on, or even that this kind of 
retreat is unjustifiable during particularly difficult periods. But in the 
long term it is detrimental to work effectiveness, and possibly to the 
emotional health of the family concerned. 

Retreat Into the White Community: At times a worker finds that the 
effort of relating to Aboriginal people is too great, or he/she may 
fear that an open show of friendliness would not be acceptable to 
others in the white community. This could be a real problem, or 
something that arises out of a fear of breaking with convention. In 
order to be more acceptable, some workers may be disparaging about 
Aborigines when they are in the company of other whites. This is a 
very common but unsatisfactory adjustment that probably won't 
create personal problems for workers or their families, but it will 
most likely create barriers in working relationships. It also means the 
worker will fail to gain the satisfactions that go with working with 
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Aborigines. Relationships will be shallow, with little trust or 
understanding. 

Going 'Native': Some workers feel strongly for Aborigines, so much 
so that they wish to identify as completely as possible. In very 
isolated circumstances this sometimes works, though it has serious 
drawbacks. For example, a worker at an isolated Central Australian 
outstation camped with a group. of Aborigines for six months. 
Initially he refused to stay at white people's houses when he went to 
the nearby settlement of Warburton, feeling that this would cut him 
off from Aboriginal people. 

Probably because of the role he took, Aboriginal people pressed 
him for the same rights and obligations that they practiced. He was 
asked for his shirt, trousers, blanket, and vehicle all in one day. He 
was unwilling to part with these basic possessions, even though he 
could probably have been clothed and fed by those who were obliged 
to him if he knew who they were. · 

The point here is that it is as difficult for a western person to enter 
into Aboriginal culture totally, as it is for a traditionally oriented 
person to enter western culture in one leap. The person can easily 
become a 'nowhere man', cut off from his own culture, but not fully 
accepted into Aboriginal culture. 

Other problems also occur. The major one is that workers who 
completely identify with local Aborigines and reject their own culture 
often appear uncooperative, negative and unrealistic in the view of 
senior officers and other local workers. These workers may find 
support withdrawn or reduced, or may be transferred to a 'safer' 
locality. 

Conclusion 
The answer to adjustment in the new situation lies in finding a 

balance between extremes. Constantly bending over backwards to 
help can exhaust a worker, while adopting a formal and distant 
stance will alienate Aboriginal people. Wishing you were somewhere 
else will make you feel dissatisfied, while being wholly absorbed in an 
isolated community can put you out of touch with the wider world. 
Learning to walk this tightrope can be difficult at first, but is essen-

tial. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION 

Introduction 
Awareness of language problems is extremely important in 

working with people of another culture. We not only speak our 
language, but the very nature of our language influences the way we 
think. So even when people have learned something of each other's 
language, some misunderstandings almost always arise. 

Many other factors also enter into communication. Our eyes, 
hands and bodies can convey more than words in many situations, 
and Aborigines use all of these ways of communicating differently to 
ourselves. 

While many communication problems are subtle, and beyond the 
scope of this Handbook, practical guidelines given in this chapter 
may be useful in the initial stages. 

The Nature of Aboriginal Languages 
Most 'white' Australians know little about Aboriginal languages 

apart from the fact that they provide some interesting place names. 
Some people hold the mistaken belief that there is an Aboriginal 
language, which is primitive, containing maybe a few hundred 
words, and which really has no future in the modern world. 

In fact: 
-Aboriginal societies represent an astonishing number of languages 

and dialects. Many of these languages were unrelated. The size of 
speech communities varied between 60 and 2,000 people. Many 
Aborigines are multi-lingual, speaking several languages. 

-The grammar of Aboriginal languages is rtch and complex, and 
can express the same thoughts and messages as the languages of so­
called civilized nations. Anyone learning an Aboriginal language 
will talk of impressive and intricate grammatical devices. 

-The vocabularies of Aboriginal languages are as elaborate and as 
large as other languages. However, the vocabulary serves 
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Aboriginal interest, having lots of words dealing with plants, 
animals, hunting, religious beliefs and kinship. Lacking words for 
technical subjects, Aborigines have enlarged their vocabularies by: 

a. Expanding the meanings of words. For example, Wanumbal 
people of the Kimberley named the aeroplane kandjal or 

eaglehawk. 
b. Borrowing. Thus mission has become midjin. In the same 
way English has borrowed words like spaghetti and 
kindergarten. 

In this way speakers of Aboriginal languages are able to deal 
with the modern technical world, but still retain the language 
that best expresses their culture and tradition. 

-There is now a widespread recognition that language is an 
important part of the identity of a people, and that it is important 
to respect Aboriginal languages. 

Survival of Aboriginal Languages· 
While it is clear that Aboriginal languages could function in 

modern society, it is not certain how much chance of survival they 
have under pressure of a technologically oriented society. 

The Western Desert language and its dialects are an example where 
speakers stretch ~ver a vast area. In two centres (Warburton and 
Ernabella) bilingual programmes have been a notable success. 
Primers and other secular and religious books have been printed in 
the Western Desert dialects of Pitjantjatjarra and Ngaanyatjarra, 
raising them to literate languages. 

On the other hand many Aboriginal languages and dialects have 
disappeared completely, while others have only a few surviving 
speakers. Moreover, some communities contain speakers of four or 
five different languages and this can cause considerable problems. 
Finally, Aborigines are more mobile than in the past, and linguistic 
boundaries are less distinct. 

Despite the problems Aboriginal people are becoming more 
conscious than ever that their languages are important. 

Language and Everyday Communication 
Obviously the best solution to the language problem is for the 

worker to become fluent in the local language. This is not always 
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practical, but an effort to learn at least some 'key' words is always 
appreciated. It shows a level of interest and respect which will have 
many side benefits. It can also be an endless source of mutual mirth, 
creating a relaxed and friendly feeling. 

In many areas Aborigines speak excellent English, and for some it 
is their native language. Even so, it can take a while to get used to 
their distinctive accent. In some places Aborigines speak what is 
termed Aboriginal English. As happened in most colonial situations, 
Aborigines learned a kind of simplified English which was partly 
based on grammatical patterns of their native languages. Many white 
people thought Aborigines were unable to learn to speak 
grammatical English, and found Aboriginal English 'cute'. In this 
way language became another form of discrimination. 

This does not mean that every worker has to correct Aboriginal 
people's English. In fact it is likely that you will 'pick up' some of the 
common words and sentence structures of Aboriginal English. There 
is nothing wrong with that. It is when people falsely 'put on' 
Aboriginal English that Aborigines often feel they are being mocked · 
or condescended to. 

In communicating effectively the following hints may be of use: 
-Speak clearly and slowly when the person with whom you are 

speaking is not fluent in English. 
-Be careful of figurative speech. Expressions such as 'clear as mud', 

'it's raining cats and dogs', can be confusing to a person who is 
unfamiliar with them. 

-Avoid complex constructions. A phrase such as: 'You didn't do 
that, did you?' may cause confusion. 

-Don't lose your temper or raise your voice when a person doesn't 
understand you. This will only make a person frightened, 
confused or angry. 

If an Aboriginal person laughs when he or she has not understood 
you, it is probably due to embarrassment, not glee at your 
misfortune. Of course it is possible for an Aboriginal person not to 
want to understand a particular thing you have to say, but it would 
be unwise to jump to conclusions. Perhaps there is a good reason for 
evasiveness that you do not understand. It would be wise to make 
sure before you take exasperated action. 
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So where's this woman b'long you now? 
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You are required, of course, to render us fully cognizant of all 
the pertinant information as regards your litigation. 

Specific Problems 

Time: Some excellent examples of language problems are presented 
in the South Australian Culture Training Manual for Medical 
Workers.~ In trying to get a medical history a nurse has the following 
conversatiOn:-

Nurse: 'Have you been sick like this before?' 
Patient: 'Yes.' 
Nurse: 'How long ago?' 
Patient: 'Long time ago.' 
Nurse: 'Can you tell me when it was? Was it more than six 
months ago?' 
Patient: 'Yes, long time ago.' 
Nurse: 'Was it perhaps more than ten years ago?' 
Patient: 'Yes, long time ago.' 

I. See further reading list on p.94. 
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Without understanding the situation it might be thought the 
patient was dimwitted or unco-operative. In fact it is simply that time 
has a different meaning, so that while the individual words are 
understood, the concepts they stand for are not. Had the nurse been 
aware that Aborigines identify time by stages of life or historical 
events, she could simply have asked 'when was it?' or 'was it before 
the recent flood?' etc. 

Numbers: Older Aborigines sometimes find western mathematics a 
problem. Traditionally Aborigines had no need to count beyond five 
or six; anything beyond that number was 'many'. Fractions were also 
unknown. In such situations ingenuity needs to be used, or a younger 
person consulted. 

The Use of Interpreters: While the use of interpreters may at times be 
indispensable in your work, a number of possible hazards exist. You 
will need to make sure that the interpreter knows the exact dialect of 
the person you wish to talk to. Miscommunication has often 
occurred because the interpreter gave the general gist of the conversa­
tion, but changed some meanings because he did not pick up 
everything that was being said. In one dialect, for example, the word 
for 'hit' might be the same as the word for 'kill' in another dialect. 
Misinterpretation in a police report or court room could have dire 
consequences. For the same reasons the interpreter needs to speak 
reasonable English. It is also wise to find out how the interpreter and 
your client or informant are related. The rules of conduct in h'ow 
people relate to brother, sister, parents, nieces, nephews, etc. may 
make it improper to broach certain subjects when both are present. 

Names: We usually identify people by their christian and surnames, 
but an Aboriginal man may have several 'personal' names. These 
may include everyday names, including nicknames for use between 
kinsmen, and ritual names for use only on specific occasions or in 
certain circumstances. People can also be referred to by their section 
name, subsection name or moiety name. They could also be referred 
to by their cult or totemic name. Or identification could be made by 
referring to their position in the kinship system, with the individual's 
relationship to someone else stressed rather than his/her own name. 

So depending on the situation involved an individual could be 
identified in any number of ways. For example, he may be called 
Kumaranynga (his personal name) by some people, or Tjampu ('left 
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handed'), his nick name. He may be called Tjakamarra (his 
subsection name) by others. He might also be referred to as X's uncle 
or Y's father. These are all appropriate labels, not necessarily an 
indication that people are trying to be evasive. As was mentioned in 
Chapter. Two, names of the recently deceased are also avoided, so 
that others with the same name may change their name. 

Other Forms of Communication 
Language is only one form of communication. The way we look at 

people, how we hold our bodies, whether or not we touch them: these 
are all ways of communicating. Aborigines have also developed a 
form of sign language with their hands which is used in silent 
communication, and much can be said in this way. 

Communicating With Eyes: In normal conversation Aborgines 
generally look directly at each other. However, there are many situa­
tions where direct looking is considered impolite. If an argument is 
going on in a camp situation everyone listens and watches - but this 
is done unobtrusively. 
Physical Contact: Aboriginal men touch each other more often than 
would be normal among white people. Certain kinsmen in particular 
may walk together hand in hand. Handshaking in now a common 
form of greeting, but the bone crushing handshake is definitely out 
and in general hands are held longer than we are accustomed to. 

Further Reading 
BRUMBY, E. & VASOLYI, E.-Language Problems and 
Aboriginal Education. Aboriginal Teacher Education Programme. 
Mt Lawley C.A.E. 1977. W.A. 208pp. 
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CONCLUDING COMI\1ENTS 

Introduction 
In concluding, it is fitting that Aboriginal people should have the 

last word. Because of the need for brevity only a few comments have 
been selected to illustrate, from an Aboriginal point of view, some of 
the main points made in the previous chapters. 

Treat Us As People 
It doesn't matter if a person makes mistakes. But when he is stuck 

up or talks down to me I get mad inside. Nearly every day I get some 
little reminder that white people look down on me. Well, you learn to 
ignore it I suppose. But then it happens when you think someone 
should know better. I'm a teacher aide, and this morning we were in 
a group at an in-service course. The teacher treated us like children. 
'Put your pens down. ' 'Don't touch the blackboard, will you?' I was 
so angry it was hard to concentrate. Why do they do things like that? 
We were all grown up people. I am older than she is. 

Teacher Aide 

Fortunately some Aboriginal people also have positive experiences 
with workers. 

There was a new social welfare chap came to town. When he got 
there he told a few people he was sorry he never worked with 
Aboriginal people before. He said he's only read books. He didn't 
talk much and kept to himself a fair bit. We thought he was going to 
be hopeless. But everybody noticed he was polite. And after a while 
he made friends with some young fellers. Now they all like him, he 
says hello to people, he stops for a yarn. It turned out he was the shy 
one. 

Welfare Aide 

Teach Us To Do Things Ourselves 
Many Aboriginal people want to be more involved. They want 

white workers to teach Aboriginal people some of their skills, and to 
involve them in projects. The Aboriginal· manager of one community 
stated: 
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When things are built by people who live here they think of them as 
their own things. A bloke who helped build a hall will stop the kids 
from damaging it. He worked hard to build that. But when a contrac­
tor comes in and builds things then people don't care. They don't 
think it's their own. They've got no pride in it. Plenty more where it 
comes]rom. 

Or as a man from the Western Desert put it: 
We want white people to help us. They know how to do things we 

can't understand. But they've got to teach us too. If a nurse comes 
she should teach some of the women. Or the storekeeper. He could 
get an Aboriginal to help him. To teach him the job. 

Respect Our Authority 
More Aboriginal people are in positions where they have some 

authority over white workers. In a few cases they have found this 
authority being undermined: 

In this community people should come to the office before they do 
anything. There is even a sign up about it. But some people just drive 
in and take no notice. It would be different if a white person was in 
charge. 

We Have Our Way Of Treating White People 
When a new worker comes we give him a fair go. The bloke will be 

nervous for a while. If he works with us someone might ask for a 
smoke. If he says no people talk about it. If he says yes, we might do 
something for him. If he's rude we let him know in different ways. 
We don't talk to him. Sort a keep out of his way. When he asks us 
something we don't do it. After a while the feller leaves. They gotta 
work with us, not against us. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

FORMULATION AND ADMINISTRATION 

OF GOVERNMENT POLICIES 

DEPARTMENT OF ABORIGINAL AFFAIRS 

Throughout Australia the Department of Aboriginal Affairs is 
responsible for matters concerning Aboriginal people. D.A.A. seeks 
to encourage and assist Aboriginal people, to act on their behalf in 
their efforts to improve their situation in areas of housing, health, 
education and employment. 

There are many other departments and organizations involved in 
Aboriginal affairs and D;A.A. acts as a co-ordinating body develop­
ing general policies and guidelines for all the activities of these 
groups. 

Functions of D.A.A. 
The functions of this Department have been established as being 

to: 
(a) provide for consultation with persons of Aboriginal descent; 
(b) recognize and support as may be necessary the traditional 

Aboriginal culture; 
(c) promote opportunity for the involvement of persons of 

Aboriginal descent in the affairs of the community, and pro­
mote the involvement of all sectors of the community in the 
advancement of Aboriginal affairs; 

(d) foster the involvement of persons of Aboriginal descent in their 
own enterprises in all aspects of commerce, industry and 
production, including agriculture; 

(e) provide consultative, planning and advisory services in relation 
to the economic, social and cultural activities of persons of 
Aboriginal descent, and advise on the adequacy, implementa-

81 



tion and co-ordination of services provided or to be provided 
from other sources; 

(f) make available such services as may be necessary to promote the 
effective control and management of land held in trust by or for 
persons of Aboriginal descent; and 

(g) generally to take, instigate or support such action as is necessary 
to promote the economic, social and cultural advancement of 
persons of Aboriginal descent in Western Australia, and to that 
end to apportion, apply or distribute the moneys available to it. 

Organization and Structure of D.A.A. . 
Now that the Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority is associated 

with the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, the two organizations 
operate jointly. 

Community Development Work 
Through the Community Development section of D.A.A., advice 

and support are available to Aboriginal groups and communities. 
These activities may be of a social or cultural nature such as local 
advancement groups developing facilities like community centres, or 
business ventures like market gardens, pastoral properties or fishing 
activities. It is the D.A.A. officers in the Field Services section who 
provide this support. 

Field Services 
There are seven regional offices of D.A.A. in W.A. and each is 

staffed by: 
Area Officer: senior officer responsible for the co-ordination of all 
programmes in the region. 
Senior Community Advisor: responsible for providing support and 
advice to Aboriginal groups and communities. 
Investigations Officer: deals with aspects of funding and manage­
ment of projects in the area - investigates whether D.A.A. can 
support projects. 
Field Officers: Aboriginal people employed to work in all the 
communities in the region. Usually one field officer per region. 
Involved in consultation with communities, helps groups work out 
what programmes they want, etc. 
Clerical Staff: deal with clerical and other office duties. 
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Community Services 
In some Aboriginal communities a D.A.A. community advisor is 

directly involved to support, co-ordinate and assist in its various 
development programmes. Community advisors do not act as 
administrators and they may be involved in many of the local pro­
grammes themselves, seeing this as a means of educating the local 
people to take increasing responsibility and control over their own 
affairs. 

In addition to providing personnel to support communities, 
D.A.A. is also able to provide financial support for groups who are 
undertaking new ventures. To meet the housing needs of Aboriginal 
people D.A.A. makes funds available to housing societies within 
communities. 

Research and Extension Services 
The duties of this section include providing current statistical 

information researching areas relevant to Aboriginal affairs and 
making information about D.A.A. and Aboriginal people available 
to the general public. 

Funding Role Of D.A.A. 
The Department is responsible for making funds available to 

communities, groups and organizations for the following reasons: 
Capital Fund: loans are made available to Aboriginal groups and 
individuals for approved enterprises. 
State Grants: State departments and agencies receive funds from 
D.A.A. to support their activities in meeting the educational, health, 
housing and welfare needs of Aborigines. 
Direct Grants to Communities: Aboriginal groups and communities 
can receive funds directly from D.A.A. to enable them to undertake 
various programmes at the local level. 
General Grants: There are other Aboriginal groups which have 
received financial support for programmes designed to improve 
conditions for Aboriginal people. 

Contact: The Department of Aboriginal Affairs 
CAGA House Postal Address: 
256 Adelaide Tee P.O. Box N1127 
Perth, W.A. 6000. Perth, W.A. 6001. 
Telephone: 09-325 3511 
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ABORIGINAL AFFAIRS PLANNING AUTHORITY (A.A.P.A.) 

Although the Department of Aboriginal Affairs is primarily respon­
sible for administering the Commonwealth Government's Aboriginal 
policies; the State Government is also involved in Aboriginal Affairs 
through the A.A.P.A. The Administrative Head of the A.A.P.A. is 
also the State Director of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. In 
effect the A.A.P .A. is composed of three main bodies. These 
include: 

Area Aboriginal Consultative Committees 

There are seven such committees, each of them meeting bi­
annually in Perth, Bunbury, Kalgoorlie, Geraldton, Port Hedland, 
Derby and Wyndham. Committees consist of Aboriginal people and 
they are involved in: 

a. Funding and programming matters. 

b. Setting priorities for the allocation of funds between communities 
and organizations within their own areas. . 

c. Discussion of general issues concerning policy. 

Aboriginal Advisory Council 

This committee is composed of fourteen members chosen from the 
~even Area .Aboriginal Consultative Committees. A wide range of 
Issues are discussed in the Council, including matters which cannot 
be resolved at the local level. Discussions and consultations with 
State or Federal Ministers may eventuate from decisions made by the 
Advisory Council. 

Aboriginal Affairs Co-ordinating Committee 

This is a statutory committee composed of members of most State 
and Federal Departments which are in any way involved with 
Aborigines. It meets monthly to discuss and plan a co-ordinated 
approach. 

Contact: Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority 
256 Adelaide Tee, Perth 6000. 

Telephone: 
09-325 3511 
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ABORIGINAL LANDS TRUST 

The Aboriginal Lands Trust is a statutory body under the 
Aboriginal Planning Authority Act of 1972-73. In its Annual Report 
of June 1977 its role was described (p.24): 

'The main role of the Trust is as a land holding body and in this 
capacity it holds land under various forms of tenure; as 
reserves, as freehold, as leases under The Land Act and as leases 
under the Mining Act.' 

The Trust endeavours to restrict this role to that of land 
holding with the management of land, including its usage, being 
the prerogative of the resident Aboriginal population. It, 
however, has two functional aspects regarding reserves: 

a. Reserve Entry Permits 
Permits are issued by the Trust after approval has been 
received from the community. 

b. Mining 
The Trust's role in respect of mining is to consult with the 
people and act in accordance with their wishes. It forms a 
buffer relieving Aboriginal communities from the pressure 
of mining companies and attempts to influence govern­
ment policy as sought by the people. 

In addition to its main role as a land holding body, the Trust also 
acquires land. It supports requests by Aborgines and provides the ad­
ministrative service for its acquisition. In this role it seeks funds. It 
also instigates the acquisition of land where the need is apparent but 
where there is no vocal current Aboriginal interest. In this regard its 
aim is to cater for the future needs of Aborigines. 

Contact: Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority. 
256 Adelaide Tee., Perth 6000. 

Telephone: 
09-325 3511 

85 



Cultural Training Manual for Teachers in Aboriginal Communities 
Written by Gordon O'Brien, Daniel Plooij and Albert Whitelaw, 

these manuals were published by the School of Social Sciences, 
Flinders University, South Australia in 1975. Both of them relate to 
traditionally oriented Pitjantjatjara people. They are organized so 
that the reader becomes an active participant trying to solve problems 
that could occur when working with Aborigines. Excellent reading, 
simply presented. 

Gilbert, K.-Living Black 
Allan Lane, The Penguin Press, Melbourne, 1977, 305 pages. 

A series of interviews by an Aboriginal with other Aborigines. 
Interesting in developing some idea of the range of lifestyles, 
opinions and aspirations of Aborigines around Australia. 

Stuart, D.-Ilbarana 
J .M. Dent & Sons, London, 1972. lOOpp. 

Stuart, a journalist, wrote this book after spending a great deal of 
time in close contact with a traditional Aboriginal community. It tells 
of the life of a young boy and his experiences in initiation. 
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