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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This dissertation arises from resea r ch I conducted while on a year 1 s 

placement study f rom August 1984 at the Australian National University's 

North Australia Research Unit in Darwin , as part of a 8,Sc 1n Sociology 

at the University of Bath. 

In the first few weeks of my placement I joined a research team 

interviewing Aboriginal people about their housing needs in Katherine, 

about 500 kilometres south of Darwin, Shortly afterwa rds I was given 

the val uab le experience of visiting two remote Aboriginal communities to 

help conduct research on the forth com ing Federal election, The 

opportunity to visit Aboriginal communities, t o which access is 

restricted and for which permission must b~ sought, provided some small 

insight into conditions which prevail on settl ements in rural areas. 

My own research was concerned with Aboriginal employment in Darwin , and 

focussed on the enabling factors and constraints of Aboriginal 

participation in the urban labour mark et, This was an opportunity of 

carrying out some original research, as none had previously been 

undertaken on Aboriginal employment in the city, 

NARU 1 s Field Director, Dr, Peter Loveday obtained funding from both the 

Federal Government 1 s Bureau of Labour Market Research and the Norther n 

Territory Government for the research in Darwin and a comparative study 



INTRODUCTION 

This paper is about Australian Abor iginal women and their position in 

contemporary Austral ian society, It centres on changes in government 

polic ies towards Aborigines and the implications of these changes for 

women in the l abour marke t 1 the ir structural relati onship to Aborigi nal 

men and to white society , 

The focus throughout is on Aboriginal women and employment in the 

Northern Territory, an area with the largest percentage of Aborigines in 

the population , Yet I would suggest that the conclusions drawn are 

equa lly applicable to Australia as a whole, 

The great majority of Aboriginal people live outside the major urban 

areas 1 and over forty per cent live in sm;ll country towns and remote 

areas with popu lations of less than 1000 people, Today access is 

r estricted to many self-managed Aboriginal communities which lie in 

reserve areas. Many were formerly government or mission stations, 

established to discou rage the . Abo ri gina l hunter-gatherer way of life and 

to promote, and in some cases enforce, Aboriginal settlement. 

Studies of Aborigines in the workforce are unusua l, main ly because most 

work wh i ch relates to Aborigines and the labour market are concerned 

with Abo r 1g1nal unemp loyment rather than with t heir employment, 

Aboriginal unemployment in Australia is five times higher than 

unemployment for non-Abor1g1nes and in comparative te rms 1 Aboriginal 

poverty is high, Many r e levant policy studies concerned with the 
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alleviation 0t poverty focus on the need for the provision of employment 

for Aborigina1 ~eople. This is equally true for Aborigines who live in 

r emote communities and for those who live in the context of what can be 

called mainstream Australia - essentially a white urban society, 

Yet little attention has been given to the position of Aboriginal people 

in the urban workforce, and still less to Aboriginal womens' 

employmen t. Studies which have considered Aboriginal labour have tended 

to focus on l ow wages and poor conditi ons , particularly in the pastoral 

and mining industries 1 neither of which could be described as urban 

employment, 

On the other hand, studies which fo cus on the increasing number of 

Abori,~ina.l people i...1ho have moved to Austfal ia I s towns and cities 

document their socio-economic circumstances, centering around issues 

such as housing, health and unemployment, These works have been carried 

out in the southern cities, but not in the Northe r n Territory's capital, 

Informed opinion generall y agrees that great improvements in the last 

twenty years or so hav~ resulted in Aboriginal women faring rather 

better than their ma l e counterparts, It is said that many Aboriginal 

women who work in the cities hold the status of having 'respectablei 

jobs in offices, working as telephonists, typists and clerks , In 

cont r ast , Abor1g1nal men - if they have a job at all - are more likely 

to be emp loyed as labourers, 

.-, 
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My own resea r ch confirmed that this was indeed the case in Darwin, Most 

Aboriginal men who had a job were unskilled or semi-skilled manual 

workers 1 and most Aboriginal women were office workers, The study 

showed that few business firms employed Aborigines, who were for the 

most part employed in the public sector, 

I find it significant and surprising that while there are explanations 

for the low socio-economic positions of Aborigines in contemporary 

Australia, most of which revolve around the issues of employment and 

unemployment, there are no explanations for the differences between them 

and their relations to white society, 

This paper aims to fill this gap and make an original contribution to 

the literature by consideri ng relations Between Aboriginal women and 

men, and the particular articulation between Aboriginal women and 

'mainstream' Australia, In examining these relations, I fully recognise 

that they do not operate in a vacuum, They are moulded , developed and 

transformed over time, and it is important to acknowledge the key part 

that government policies play in such developments, It is equally 

important to recognise that changes in official policy targetted toward 

particular groups in society may not necessarily result in similar 

outcomes f or the men and women who make up those groups, 

Over the last three dec~des policies directed towards the assimilation 

and intregration of Abori gines into white Australia have been replaced 

oy current policies dir ected at Aboriginal selt-manage~ent and self -

determination. Although assimilation is now decried ethnocentric, 
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will ar~:Jue that ~ssim1lation 

Aborigina l womEn in the city nave had to pay, and that conversely self-

management now hai led as a major innovation , is for most women living in 

Aborig inal communities little more than rhetor i c, Years or contact 

with white patriachai soc iety has eroded Aboriginal women's traditional 

autonomy and independence within their own society, and has generated 

institutional dependency on whit~ society, which self-mangement of 

Ab6riginal communities has done little to remedy , 

Although policies have shifted in three stages from the mid 1950s, from 

assimilation , t o integration, to self-management, the three themes 

continue to exist side by side in the context of Aborigina l women ' s 

relation to wh ite Australia, The ideology of white male supremacy may 

have been challenged in recent years, bu( current poli c ies merely 

reinforce the reproduction of patriarchal ~elations imposed on 

Aboriginal society. 

This paper is in four sections, the first of which identifies strands of 

thinking in the academic literature and considers its li mitations , As 

the published work on Aborigines in the urban workforce is so li mited , I 

have considered it necessary to include some unpublished works , And 

since the subject is so closely interrelated with other aspects of 

Aboriginal affa irs, I have also included works that while not directly 

concerned with Aboriginal employment, nonetheless impinge on the t opic 

in one way or the other, 
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whit~ sett l ement to the present are documented in the second section, 

and these are related to changes in Aborigina l employment in the 

Northern Territory, 

The third section draws on a current debate within Australian 

anthropological circles, concerned with assessing the role of Aboriginal 

women in traditional society, The section considers the impact of self-

management policies on the employment of women in Aboriginal 

communities and by using my own research findings 1 assesses the 

position of Aboriginal women in the city workforce . Parallels are drawn 

between these women and 'successf ul ' Aboriginal women in the nineteenth 

century, and the view that Aboriginal women have fared better than their 

male counterpar t s is chall enged, 

The final section considers the articulation of government policies with 

employment relations and with gender relations between different groups 

of Aboriginal women, It is argued that cleavages created and reinforced 

by earlier policies have not been remedied by the current policy of 

Aboriginal self-determination, 

While white patriarchal values imposed on Aboriginal society remain 

dominant, the struggle f or equal rights - both as women and as 

Aborigines - has provided common ground for women of differing class and 

regional experiences, It is concluded that emerging opportun ities for 

Aboriginal women to experience an exchange of v iews and comparison ot 

gender and class relations may pave the way for a new solidarity, 



LITERATURE REVIEW 

The following overview of the literature excludes works written by 

Aborigines themselves , If I have any Justi fication for this major 

ommiss1on 1 it is that I wish to present an analysis of officia l and 

ac ademic works centering on Aboriginal emp l oyment, which 1 s seen by many 

as the key sol ution to Aborigina l poverty, Literature written by 

Aborig inal people has only rec ent ly emerged and i s largely made up of 

personal accounts, often autob iographi ca l in nature, Although 

references are made ta some Aborigina l writers in the main body of the 

t ext 1 I hope my reasons will be properly understood if they are excluded 

in this section, 

The last twenty years has seen a burgeoni ng interest in Aboriginal 

affairs, and I have li mited this discussion to literature published 

within the last two decades, Current concern over the high levels of 

Aborig i na l unemployment means that much academic work focusses on 

unemployment and its consequences, rather than on the position of 

Aborigines in the workforce, Where Aboriginal employment has been 

addressed, it has largely centred around mining and pastoralism, the 

major industries in the Northern Territory, Little attention has been 

directed at Aborigines in the the urban workforce, and as far as I am 

aware, until my research in 1985 no research had been conducted on 

Aboriginal par ti ci pati on i n the urban workforce 1 n the Northern 

Territory, 



Where the literature has been concerned with urban dwellers, the focus 

has ~Jst frequently centred around the issues of high levels of 

Aboriginal unemployment, poor housing conditions and the need for 

improved provision of services such as health and education to 

Aboriginal people, 

Similarly the specif ic position of Aboriginal women in the workforce has 

received scant attention, In recent years Australian research on the 

labour market (in commo~ with labour market research in Britain and the 

United States) has turned to a consideration of the place occupied by 

women and attention is increasingly being given to dual labour market 

theories to explain gender seggregation (Sams, 1984), 

However , many works on gender segregatiori in the workforce conflate 

women into a single group without acknowle~~ing that there are class and 

racial dimensions which impinge on the position of women in Australian 

society 1 , In other cases, the specific historical conditions which have 

moulded the contemporary position of Aboriginal women are subsumed 

within~ framework of 'ethnic minorities' (Storer and Hargraves, 1979), 

If Australian labour market research has been colour-blind, much 

Australian anthropology has been remarkab ly gender-blind, Until 

recently anthropological work on Aboriginal cul t ure has overlooked or 

marginalised the ro les played by women in both ceremonial and economic 

life, There is currently a debate within Austral ian anthropology 

concerning women's au tonomy in traditional society, This has important 

implications for my discussion of contemporary relations between 
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Austr al 1~ . and I shall return to this ar ea 1n 2 later section, 

I t seems ~o me that it is possible to identify strands of thinking in 

v.'h i c h I have somewhat arbitrarily . , . . , 
(J 1 \l l .:Jei:J 

into three main approaches, 

Firstly, what I have termed a 1 social wel f are' approach, which arises 

from a number of disciplines, including history, anthropology, geography 

and sociology , and is frequently more descriptive than explanatory, 

Secondly , the 1 economistic' approach, which is generally policy-

orientated towards the reduction of Aboriginal unemployment levels and 

t~e development of the Aboriginal reserves. Thirdly, there are some 

more theoretical approaches, some of wh1ch are directed towards policy-

making and stem from the 1 cul ture of poveity' thesis, and other, more 

radical approaches which examine the relations between Aboriginal 

society and Australian capitalist society , 

Th'E I soc I HL ~.IELFHRE I APPROACH 

It was during the late 1950s and early 1960s that areas of the 

Au;trai i an social sciences other than anthropology became interested in 

Aborigines as a social group, The Australian Social Sciences Research 

Co~ncil funded an 1 Abarigines Project 1 in the mid 1960s. This 

resulted in R0wley!s (1970) major wor k , a trilogy ~hich described the 

poor social ano economic p0sitions of A~or1gines , Attention was drawn 



.l ~ - - -
,:.,::J- 1 • . -11r_;·~c 

living in tr"n::: \"\ I• • ••-. 1 
.. , .. rl : 0. .L 

Rowley was exceptional 1n focussing on a socio-historical - r athe r than 

cultural - explanation ror the position of Aborigines in Australian 

society, Oraw1ng upon the hi story of colonia l administ ration, he was 

hi ghl y critical of former and curren t official strategies , which at 

the t1me rema:ned committed to the ' white Australia! policy, 

particularly concerned with the need for government policies that would 

help ~ntegrate Aborigines into the Australian community, and concludes 

'The real question is whethe P the logic of welfare or the prejudice of 

white Austr~lia is to prevaii'(my • J.. ., • •. 
1 1_. a l IC S .J , 

St.even·;' ( ·1 '3f.4.. 197 ·1 .' '! -:,:,:-., --:. 
t _,. ,..a:. , 1981) work o~ Aboriginal labour in the 

pastoral and mining industries in Northern Australia provides an 

overview of the role of Aborigines in the employment market from the 

days of British colonialism, He particu larly condemns the white 

administration for their failure, over a period of fifteen years, to 

implement provisions by which Aboriginal cattle workers could receive 

higher rates of pay , 

Continuing Stevens' work, an unpublished MA thesis produced in 1975 by 

Hilliker documents the history of Aboriginal wage policy in the Northern 

Territory's pastoral industry, Hilliker makes the key point that the 

economic development of the Northern Territory was seen as v1a private 

industry, in particular the pastoral industry, and as a result of this 

the interests of cattle station owner s were given priority 
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Cri ticisms of go~ernment , pri vate indus try ana trade uni 0~s are made by 

in t he mini ng i ~dustry, Concerned tha t equal emp l oyment opportu~i t1 es 

s hould be pr ovided for Aborigines, Roge rs rec ommends t ha t mining 

compani e s s houl d be required to employ one Aborigine t or each wh i te 

emp l oyee unt il at l eas t 50 per cen t of all emp l oyees i n t he industry 1 s 

wor kforce are Aborigine s . Neither Rogers no r Cousins address the issue 

of whe ther Aboriginal people t hemse l ves want mining jobs2 , 

Young ' s (1 983 ) compa rative study o f incc~e and employment for women in 

three remo t e commun i ties in the Northern Territory highlights the 

scarcity of opportunites and t he fact that women are r arely recommended 

f or pos it ions of responsibi l ity , She no t es the l ac k of officia l 

consultation with women about their economic needs and their dependence 

on government funding for support. Her focus on Aborigina l town 

dwellers in New South Wales ( Young, 1982), is based largely on Rowley 1 s 

empirical work in 1965 and 1980. She provides an overview of the 

socio-economic conditions of urban Aborigines, pointing out that poor 

housing, health and education affects participation in the labour force, 

Young considers that without adequate resources geared to their specific 

needs, Aborigines find it difficult to break out of the circle of 

pove r ty, wh i ch 1s re f lected by the high l evels o r Aboriqinal 

unernp l oyn-tent.. 

Si milarly , wor k based on surveys over a pe r i od of fourteen years in 

Adelaide by Ga l e a nd Wundersitz (1 982 ) s hows that Aborigines in the 

wor kforce are concentrated at the l owe r end of the Job ma rk et. with an 



overal1 high reliance on unemp loyment or otne r state benefits, They 

make the point that Aborigines in Adelaide are generally worse off 

economically now than they were when the first major migrations to the 

cities occurred during the days of full employment in the 1950s, Kinship 

networks which remain prevalent among Aborigines when they move to a 

city environment are emphasised by both Gale and by Young , 

The family networ~ 1s a theme taken up by Collman in an unpublished PhD, 

thesis written in 1979, Describing the access of urban fri nge dwellers 

in central Australia to the Northern Territory pastoral industry, 

Collman notes the importance of links through kinsmen, and the stress 

laid by prospecti ve employers on a family 1 s reputation of 1 proper 

motivation 1 for paid employment, He further argues that the kinship 

idiom is a key factor in the relationshi~ between Aboriginal cattle 

worker s and their white bosses, Collman is notable for the fact that he 

acknowledges the different perspec tives held by Aboriginal men and women 

toward pastoral work, which he argues is la rge ly because of the special 

relationship a man must develop with a boss, 

Loveday's (1985) survey of Aboriginal employment 1n a country town in 

the Northern Territory, carried out in parallel to my own research, 

shows that Aboriginal people want work and are prepared to move 

permanently in search of it, Nevertheless 1 although they consitute one 

third of the town 1 s population, Aborigines constitute lit tle more than 

one-tenth of full time employees, Borrowing economic termi nology, 

Loved~y suggests that more attention showld be drawn to the 1demand 1 
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A collation of emp: r ic al research on Aborigines in Australia is 

presented by economis t s Al tman and Ni euwenhuysen ( 1979), The data. 

presented tocusses on a r eas s uch as unemployment, health 1 housing and 

education , Strong ly advocating economic growth , they equate improvements 

in Aboriginal health and education with increased productivity , and 

emphasise the need for Aborigina l participation in the labour force, 

The history and the fa i:u re of schemes designed to reduce Aboriginal 

unemployment i s conside red by Cousi ns an~ Nieuwenhuysen (1983), They 

argue that the subsequent failure of thes~ schemes has been due to lack 

of interest on the part of both the government and industry, Again 

advocating economic deve l opment , Cousins and Nieuwenhuysen consider that 

any reduction in Aboriginal poverty is unlikely without employment 

growth within the Aboriginal communities themsel ves , 

Stanley (1 985) takes the point of t he development of Aboriginal 

communities a step f~rther by examining the viability of t he economic 

resources available, He consider s that l and is a minor resource, as he 

a r gues that much Aborigina l land is almost useless, He further points 

that few Aboriginal enterp r ises c&n generate enough capital for 

expansion let alone other ac t ivities , Unl iki:::- r11ost economists, who seem 



to consider economi c growth is viable, Stan ley ta~es a pessi mistic view 

and he concludes that the realistic prognosis fo r the development of 

Aboriginal communities is not good, 

THEOt1'£T I CPIL f4PPROACHES 

The Cul t.ure of Povert.:.,..-

For many policy makers Aboriginal employment is the key to breaking the 

vicious circle of poverty into which many Aborigina l people are locked, 

Much of the literature from the late 1960s is influenced by the 

1 culture of poverty' 3 thesis (Lewis, 1966), 

Drawing directly on Lewis' wor k, Schappef (1969) looking at the needs of 

Aborigines, emphasised the psychological effects of the ' culture of 

poverty', His work identifies the necessity of freedom from want, 

disease, ignorance, squalor and, crucially idleness as central to 

'Aboriginal advancement 1
, 

At worst, such an approach places the blame for Aboriginal poverty 

squarely on Aborigines themselves, One such example is the work 

undertaken for the Commission of Inquiry in to Poverty by Hill (1975) who 

s t udied two country towns in Western Australia, Hill argues that 

Aborigi nal poverty has come about through the misspendi ng of income and 

1 lack of motivation to help themselves , 1 
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Mor~ recen t ra01cal approaches have been deve~oped which examine 

rel~l1ons between Aborigines and white society , 

Had.:.i.•i. g ( 197::: ) uses the concept or ; internal colonial ism' developed by 

Harold Wolpe (1975 ) in relation to Sou th Africa as a mode l for the 

Australian situation. Hartwig argues that a differentiati on between 

r aci al and class exploitation needs to be made , and highligh ts 

differences between South Afr ica and Austra lia. For Wolpe 1 s model of 

i nte rnal colonialism in South Africa shows the need of that country t o 

conserve the non-capitalist mode of production to further its own 

interests . By contr.~st _. interna l co lonia.l ism in. Austra.lia has a 

differing need, Hartwig argues, for the (then current ) Australian 

assimilation po licy reflected the aim of dissolving the Aboriginal mode 

of production ( tradit i onally a hunter - gatherer economy) in northern 

Aust1-a l ia, 

Inst.i t.ut.ional Dependenc}.-· 

Drakakis-Smith (1 983) has recently produced some further work on this 

theme , with the emphasis on the consumption, rather than the productive 

role of the Aboriginal mode of production , He argues that consumption 

of the products of white cap i talist soc iety has i ncrease d Abor iginal 

dependency and has insti tut iona li sed Abor i gines rather than giving them 

the freedom of self-dete rmina tion , He ma i ntains that Aboriginal-white 

relations have developed i n distinct stages, the first and sec ond stages 



Abori9inal-white capit.ali·;;t. relations . 

Stanley (1985) s t ates his aim i s t o examine how closely large Aboriginal 

communi ties follow the 'unde r deve l oped country' paradigm from 

comparative theoretical work, He concludes that although there are some 

similarities between Abo ri gines in communities and people in the Third 

Wor ld , at least the latter have some degree of control over their own 

de;tinites, whereas Aborigines are largely dependant on white society, 

However, by positing control over their destinies of Third World 

countries in his analysis, Stanley takes no account of the influence of 

international capita li sm on the Third World , In fact he makes no 

mention of factors outside the national economies, which is a glaring 

ommission in a comparative analysis of tRis kind, 

The institutional dependency of Aborigi nes is also raised by Thiele 

(1982) in his radical assessment of the hi s tory - and the failure - of 

the first Aborigina l cattle s tation, Thi el e a r gues tha t the official 

policy of Aborigin3.l 1 self-management.' is in e ffect a way of reducing 

conflict and maintaini ng social control over Aborigines, in such a way 

that Aboriginal people unknowingly contribute to and r eproduce their 

social and ecoGomic inequality, He argues that 'self-determination 1 

within the context of European domination is a contradiction in terms, 

In contrast to writers such as Stanley, Drakakis-Smith and Thiele, 

Alexander (1984) rejects the institutional dependency argument, Like 

Drakakis-Smith, he uses the consumption mc~el but argues that Aborigines 
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It is true that Rowley (1970) documentec the maJor differences and 

policy implications between what he called ·s2 tt leo 1 and 'colonial' 

Australia, Similarly, Altman and Nieuwenhysen ( 1979) dist inguish two 

basic geographic groups corresponding to ' se ttl ed ' and 1 remote' areas, 

But tn1s analysis i s too simplistic for two reasons, Firstly
1 

'remote' 

Australia has poc kets of urbanisation which to all intents and purposes 

are virtually indi~tinguishable from ' settled' Australia, Although 

geographically remote from other centres 1 surburban life in Alice 

Springs or Darwin appears remarkably similar to that in the southern 

cities, Many urban Aborigines have been through the mainstream 

Australian educational system, own their own homes in the suburbs, drive 

their children to school and themselves to work , 

Secondly, there can be major differences in lifestyle between Aboriginal 

people who live in the same town, By no means do all urban Aborigines 

l1ve a surburban life, Some may live in 'towns camps 1 which may be on 

land specifically set aside for Aborigines , In some cases lacking the 

facilities of modern urbanisation, their lifestyle comes closer to 

resembling those in the remote Aboriginal communities more than their 

neighbours in their suburban homes, 

In terms of lifestyle variations, a more realist i c division than 

' remote' and ' settled' Australia would posit a continuum with those who 

have set up their own outstations at one end, and those who adopt 

suburban living at the other, with those living 1n town and fringe camps 

and Aboriginal communities lying along a line b2tween these two poles. 
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In the same way as the l iter~ture is often misl eading iG conflating 

Aboriginal peop1e I would argue that it can be misleading to ignore the 

conflict that can and does exist between them, Much or thi s has been a 

direc t resujt of qovernment intervention, 

Government policies directed towards settlement have frequently resulted 

in inter-group t ens ion. 1n contemporary Australia there remain over 

fifty dif f e rent Abor1ginal Language 5, many of them still spoken as a 

~Jther tongue, Imposed settl ement has meant, among other things , that 

members of va rious li nguistic groups have been gathered together on land 

that i s neither pa rt of their traditional country nor connected with 

the ir dreaming, The Abo ri gina l relationship to the land is a complex 

one, with deep rel1g1ous, philisophical and indeed psychological 

significance, and confl1c~ can and does ~rise when differing groups are 

compelled to live in close proxi mity to each other, 

Some ti mes the situa tion can be eased by the positioning of dwelling-

places , I n this way people speaking the same language may be able to 

live far enough away from others to avoid clashes, If they are not 

fortunate enough to be settled on their own land, groups may be able to 

compromise by positioning their houses so that they face the direct ion 

of their traditional country6 , 

As young people are increasing ly exposed to the trappings of European 

ways, attempts to adopt them may be a source of confl ict between young 

and old . The wearing of makeup or the adoption of the current trend 
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f or sho rt hem l i nes is d cur rent sourc e or fr i ction be t ween some parents 

and daughters . 

A mar~ recent so l ution to the conflicts inherent in settlement life is 

t he outstation movement r eferred to above. Increasing numbers of 

Aborigines are leav inq settlements, most often in sma ll family groups , 

LO establish smal l camps in their own country, Thus they can escape 

the confines p l aced upon them by enforced settlement, and to return to a 

more traditionally-orientated way of life, 

Today many people of mixed descent who have been brought up 1n a 

suburban environment and who may aspire to European values, may be 

dismissed as 1 yellowfellas 1 by the more traditionally orientated people, 

Traditional values include knowledge o f tusto@ary law , ceremonies of 

religious significance, and contain rules which govern relationships to 

the extent that some individuals may not address each other directly, 

Aborigines who uphold these values (which includes some who live in town 

camps) may feel contemptuous towards others who infringe these most 

basic rules and disparage their western-style 1 success ', Indeed it is 

true to say that Abor i ginal people who wor k for government agencies, may 

be as distrusted as white government officials, 

Positive government pol i cies in areas such as housi ng and employment 

have provided pos i tive material benefi t for those who identi fy 

themse l ves as Aborigines, and there has certain l y been a growing 

confidence and a resurgencE of Aboriginal pride over the last two 

decades, And yet the re are some who see themselves primarily~~ 



A~s t r~i~ans d2~yi ng t heir Aboriginal her 1~~g2. Othe r s w~il e not 

disavowing thei~ Aboriginality 1 deny tha t t~ere are any rea l differences 

Today the re is a complex inte rplay in the relations of Aboriginai 

women to both white Australian soc 1et}· and to Aborigina l men. 

Aboriginal womens 1 access to the resources offe red by mainstream 

subordinate to men . 

The anthropological literature and goverment orf ic1als alike have failed 

. to acknowledge the importance of womens' trad it ional contri bution to the 

main ta inance of Abor i ginal law! 7 and Abor1g1nal men have capitalised on 

this f a1 lure. The marginali sat i on of so~e traditionally-or:entated 

arena of contemporar y white Australian politics8 , Yet there are some 

urban Aboriginal women whose employment position put them at a relative 

advantage to their urban male counterparts , 

The relationships be tween Aboriginal people, an~ relations between 

groups of Abor i gines and white mainstream Austra l ia have developed 

unevenly since the earlies t days of white occupation , The fai lure of 

contemporary wor k to e /pl ore the contrad1ct1ons and the tensions between 

relationships based on cl ass, gende r and lingu istic group divisions is , 

l would argue, a se rio~s weakness, 



The point 1s n0i s1mply ~11 academic one, For when po1 1c y decisions ~re 

based a ~ least inf luenced - by serious studies of the position o f 

Aborigines 1n Austra li an soc i ety, such a fail ure may wel l serve to 

reinfo rc e thesE divisions and undermine prospects for Aborigina l 

"; I • ! 

so11oa r 1t\ , 



CHANGES IN GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND THE EMPLOYMENT OF ABORIGINES IN THE 

NORTHERN TERRI TORY 

In the iast section I nighligh ted wha t I see as s hortcomings in the 

contempora ry literature , I now a im to outline shi fts in government 

policies towards Aborigines, their impact in creat ing and reinforcing 

divisi0ns among Aborigines, and the implications of the polic ies for 

Aborigin~ l employment in the Northern Territory, 

Policy during the nineteenth century was heavily influenced by the 

notion that Aborigines would inevitably become extinct i n the face of 

superior white culture, Faced with ever-increasing attacks from 

European settlers as they fanned out across Australi a and from imported 

di s eases for which they had no resistenc~, Aborigina l numbers rapidly 

\ 

Although some Europeans saw this with regret, the 

inexorability of Aboriginal extinction was accepted, and it was 

considered that as Aborigines were unlikely ever to be able to 

contribute to society, the best that cou l d be done was to 'soothe the 

pillow of a dying race' 9 , In effect this meant little more than 

rounding Aborigines up and keeping them toge t he r on settlements until 

the i nev itable occured. The tension and inter-group conflict created by 

such a policy was doub t l ess viewed by white administrators as part of 

thi s inevitable process, 

Th is 1 protec~ioni st 1 policy resulted in legislati on w~ich governed 

almost every aspect of Aborigines' li ves, The Abor i q inal s Ord1nance 

vested powerful control over the day to day living of Aborigina l peoole 

-22~ 



wards oi the Director, which meant that as their legal guardian 1 he 

held any property belonging to them as trustee. His permission had first 

to be gained before any @ajor moves, such as marriage or leaving a 

se ttlemEnt , could ta~E place, upon l engthy bureaucratic proceaures, 

exemptions could be made for individuals: the exemption certificate 

became known with contempt among Aborigines as the 1 doq licensel. 

The expansion oi the cattle industry into the Northern Territory from 

the beginning of the last century and the opening of goldfields in the 

Top End 1 0 increasingly aliBnated Aboriginal land, Conflict arose as the 

needs of the settlers came into conflict with the needs of Aborigines, 

but by 1899 an official report noted that the 11 native men and wo@en i~ 

~nd about Palmerston ( now Darwin ) ware i~ a fair way of becoming good 

and useful workers;,. ,up country and on the the goldfields where both 

men and women to sorne e~d.ent. work for the i r living 1
', However the same 

report stated that outside the boundaries of the more settled districts, 

relations between white pastoralists and Aborigines remained harsh, 

Over the course of the next fifty years , pastoral stations were 

established throughout the Northern Territory and Aborigirial labour 

backcame the backbone of the cattle indus~ry, 

During the 1930s figures were produced to a somewhat surprised 

2dministration, that showed that Aborigines were not dying out after 

- - , 1 . ·' ··-...:., _. _, 



all , M0 r tal1 t 12s had decreased, particularl y among intants 1although 

they remain Le this day fa r hi qher than fo r othe r Austr~l1ans) and the 

Aborig inal popu~ation was increasing, 

Clearly the government had to think aga in, Although segregation of 

thought to be capa~le of ultimately r eso lving itself , However , the 

segregati on of a growing population was seen as likely to produce future 

It was finally agreed 'that 1f Abor igines we re not becoming 

exti nc t, then they would eventua lly have to be assimi la ted i nto 

mainstream white Australian socie ty, Assimilati on was adopted as 

official policy at the Aus tral i an State and Fede ral conference of 1937, 

It took the next fifteen years for assimil~tion to be transla ted into a 

more formal form, fhe policy document produced by the Native Welfare 

Meet ing of Commonwea!th and State Mini sters held on 3rd and 4th 

September 195 1 read; 

11 All Abo ri 1;; ine·3 shall 2.tta in the same manner of 
living as other Australians, enjoying the same 
right~ and privil eges 1 accepting the same 
responsibi liti es, observing the same customs, and 
being influenced by t he same beliefs , hopes and 
loyal ties, 11 

One of the maJor 1ntluen ce 5 in this more f ormal adoption of assimi la tion 

policy was undoubtedl y the experi ence of World War II, Lacking in 

manpower, the Australian government had employed Aborigines iG the war 

economy, and they had proved themselves willing and proficient wor~ers, 

Europeans who had never encountered Aborigi nes before, but neverthe~ess 

--24-
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~t 1s 'air ~o say t hat generally from the mid 1950s on0ards, settlements 

became r egar ded as transitional to teach Aborigines Eu ropean ways, 

But it s eems that th1s tr ~ining did not include the ~u ropean notion of a 

Cash wages were not paid to any 

Aborigines working on the government settlements, Free accommodation 

and rations we re offered, together with a small amount of oocKe~ money, 

In the Nor the rn Territory in 1969, this amounted to $7,20 a week, 

This is not ~v say that before the war no official policies were 

directed at training any Aboriginal people, Even before the end of the 

last century it was considered that 'half-castes', by vir tue of their 

pa~t - European ancestry 1 might be capable of making some so rt of 

contr1oution to soc:etv , Accordingly, ef~orts were made to 1 rescue 1 

them from the influences of Aboriginal life, In practise this meant the 

ri::)u11din1_;i up of !h.3lf--cast.e ' children from Aborigina l caff1ps
1 

forcibly 

This practice was further encouraged by government subsidies as late as 

1'3.1::,t. un:::;1::r t.he a.-:::isirn1lation policy, with the introduction of ·=-. new 

scheme, This 3cheme was specifically designed to reach part-Aboriginal 

ch ildren living in the Northern Territory, and to transfer theffi to 

insti t ut i ons in souther n States 1 where they might learn 1 suitable 1 

Aborigines and the forced removal of one particular cateqory led 

directly to the cleavages and divisions between rura l dwellers and a new 



Scheme int roduced into the Northern Terri to~; by the Federa l government 

1n ~969 meant some a llevi a t ion of hardsh ip f0r many, for in the late 

~960s no unemploymen t benefit s were available to those living on 

Northern Te rr itory missions or settlements. Considerable numbers of 

Abo ri gines drifted into the settlements fro~i cat~le stations, towns and 

bush communi ti es, and by 1973 over 4,000 Aborigi nes in No rthern 

Territory were employed under the scheme . 

But if the object of the scheme was to provide traini ng in useful skills 

a nd thus enable Abo ri ginal people t o enter the labour f orce provided by 

the European economy, it was a failure , Few vocationa l skills training 

facil i~ies had been prov i ded, and there was a lack of properly skilled 

staff to carry out the training, The tfa1ning al l owance became a 

euphemism for low pay for low sta tus work, At rates well below award 

wages 16
1 the scheme was later to be condemned as a 1 di sguised form of 

handout' by a Senate Standing Committee (1975), The Trairiing Allowance 

Scheme was terminated by Australia ' s Labour government in December 

197316
, 

The int.roduct.ii:..,n c,f Self-Nanagement:. and Self-··De t.etminat.ion 

Until 1967, Section 127 of the Federal Consitution h~d excluded 

Aborigines 'o f full descent' f rom thE national census counts. /\ .­
n:., 

members of the Australian population, one could argue, officially they 

simply did not e/i st. Section 51 (XXVI) had prohibited the Federal 
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'T '"'I.~· •• -· -· . + , .- ,-
.:. I !'...J 1. 1 ... ,;;.1. 1.:.:.. ,_[!I ~-1= neEc tor Aboriginal self-management was also m~ted 

a Comm~tt2E of Review on Industry in 197~. But it 

ev1aent1y to be self-@anagement only in so far as it conformed to the 

expec\ations of ~u~op2ans. For while it agreed that Aborigines should 

have a real ~ay i0 the rLlnning of tne1r own affairs, tne report stated 

t.hc\t they 
;, net::•d t.o be led t.o under ·stai.nd the obl i~::Jations 

this independance implies under the law and the 
penalties for non-observance and these condit ions 
;,,,.1ill n2c;d t.o be policed, 11 1 8 (My it.2.lic-3) 

During the next few year s , the new key words of 'se lf-management and 

1 self-determ ination 1 were introduced, replacing the concept of 

1 integration 1
, Government settlements and mission stations were to be 

becOffie self-determining Abor1g1nal communities, deciding the pace and 

nature of thei~ own future development, 

An Aboriginal Land Righ t s (Northern Territory) Bill was introduced by 

the Labour Government, It was agreed that Aboriginal Trust Funds 

should be given full title to all Northern Territory mi ssion and reserve 

areas (with the exception of the Bagot reserve in Darwin) and that two 

Land Councils should be established in the Northern Territor y to bargain 

for mining royalties, 

Aborig:nal hopes were high, But The Land Rights Bill did not allow 

although they were g1v2n full title ~o thei r lands, provision was made 

for thE right of veto by Aborigines to be overriden by 1nsert1on o~ a 

c1~us2 givrng prior ity to the 1 nat1onal interest', The Act was passed 



the government decided 

t h~t ~Jn 10g operations were 1n the 'national interes t' , Today a 

Range r Uranium mine at Jabiru . 

It sho~~d be emphasised t ha t f or many years the development of the 

Northern Territory pastor al i ndustr y was regarded by t he Federal 

adm i nistration as essential ~o the economic development of this vast 

expanse of Lerr1:ory, When it came to a showdown between Aboriginal and 

pastoral interests , Abori gina l interests were always the fi rst to be 

The same was to rem~in tr ue when major mining interests turned their 

attention towards the Northern Territory, Today pastoralism and gold-

min i ng h~ve dec l ined 19
, but within the la~t two decades the mining of 

other minerals, notably bauxite and uranium, has become of greater 

significance, and the Nabalco and Ranger Uranium operations are now an 

important source of r evenue, 

At the time these mi n i ng operations were established 1 it was argued 

that they wou ld bring wealth and prosperity to the area, and provide 

valuab l e oppor tunities for l earning new skills to the l ocal people 

throug~ the prov1s10G of jobs, But this was not to be, Although it i s 

true to say that Jobs wer e made avai l ab l e 1 a survey carried out among 

mining companies over the two years 1967-1969 (Rogers, 1973), found that 

of Aboriginal wor kers, ~early 50 per cent were work ing in unskil l ed 

In the mining industry, these jobs are likely to be dusty, and 

dir ty if not dangerous . 



d1rectl/ i 11 .~ srnd.1 l 

nu~ber of joos being created in A~origi nal communities, in the counci l 

offices, and for thE maintenance of the communities roads and 

further widened cleavages between Aboriginal people , Fo1· kinship 

networks play an 1mportant part in traditionally-orientated Aboriginal 

life, and those se l ected for Jobs by the community councils are likely 

to be members of the same family , Mino~ity linguistic groups within a 

community may therefore find themselves more powerless a s a result ot 

se lf-management policies than they previously we re , 

It is also important to recognise that self-management has had more 

impact on the day to day lives 0f Aborig 1nal people living in 

settlements than it has on those who l1v~s 1n towns and cities, For 

those living 1n suburban ar eas. the policy change may hold little rea l 

si 1;1ni f icance, 

G'overnment. Emplo_: .. ·went. 

Throughout the Northern Territory there is little prospect of emp loyment 

outside the urban areas, As most Aboriginal peop le in the Northern 

Territory l1ve outside the towns, permanent employment possibil ities for 

the majority are remote, Where Aborigines have been able to find work, 

th2y remain overwhelmingly concentrated at the lower end of the labour 

r:-,ad.:et., 



expansion of th2 puoli c service nas taken place, ana it is ~ow a major 

i l1 tiP? few TerritoricillS r1ccess,3.r\/ 

experience or qual~fications for the more seni or posi~ions, a major 

recruitment program has int roduced pub li c servants from all over 

Australia into tne Northern Terri tory public service , 

Departments of bo th the Federal and Northern Terri t o~ y governments 

.operate in areas which bring them into contact with many Aborigines, and 

both areas of the public service recognise that they have a particu lar 

need to employ sta ff who comm~nicate well with Aborigina l people, 

which provide an interface between government departments and their 

Aboriginal clients, Aboriginal health w6rkers and teachers' aides are 

'· 
empl oyed on the communities, and liason units with Aboriginal peop le 

acting as 'brokers ' have been set up in areas such as Soci al Security 

and Employment. 

In 1980 the then Chief Minis ter of the Northern Territory announced that 

positive measures would be taken to recruit Aborigina l people in the 

Northern Territory public service, and further promised that by the end 

of the decade, twenty percent of the Northern Territory public service 

workforc~ would be Aborig i nal people, Controversy sti l~ E/ists about 

the numbers of Aborigina l people currently working i n the Northern 

Territory pub lic se rvice, and positive s t eps to recruit Aborigines 

appear to be de~endent on individual departments (Manuel, 1985b) 

regardless of the nuffibers involved, it 1s true to say that most 

••• 1, 

,. ' 



~a Do~rers or r out ine ott1ce wor kers, 



POLICY CHANGES ANO WOMEN'S EMPLOYMENT IN THE NORTHERN TERR ITORY 

In this section I arm to oLl tline the changes faced by Abor1g1nal women 

1n the context of the contempo :ary Australian labour market. bY 

oraw1ng on ray ow~ a nd o thers ' resEarch I ~ope to show that shifts in 

government policy have had cif~er1ng effects on groups of Aboriginal 

But 1t is important __ recognise that cnanges do not ope rate in 

a vacuum, and I would like to reLate these briefly t0 the positron of 

women in Aboriginal society, 

remarkably blino to the questioG of gend~r. The focu5 within 

anthropologr has largely centred on the recording of what remained o f 

' contemporary s tone age man 1 before 1 he 1 and 'his' culture di ssappear ed 

completely , A notable ea r ly exception was anthropologi s t Phyll is Kaberry 

(1939) 1 who was better able to g r asp an unde rs tanding of gende r 

rel a tionships than most in her profession, and argued that ther e was 

equality among the s exes i n Aboriginal s0cietv, 

By pointing to this glaring ommission, recent writings nave redres sed 

the imbalance, and have estab li5hed that women played a significant part 

in trad1tiona~ Aboriginal economi c, rel1g1ous and po lit~c~l culture, 

labour based on gender 2 0 , But 2s independent producers and as 



AborigiGal cultur~ 2~ large, 

ceremonies 1 2/ercising 1~eir rights ana responsio~ liLies ~or their own 

sites, women heid pow~; ~nd auLonomy from men (Bel l, 1983j 

1 We talk for 0ur hunting business, ceremony 
We used to go hunting, and feed th2 men 

too.,, And we h~ving other c2r emony 1 our own wit~ 
tnE woman herse1f, that important nobody see,, , 
Men never used to boss ever the wo~an. We are 

The change rrom ~ hunter-gatherer lifestyle to one on a European-run 

s2ttl2ment itself h2~ ~ neqa~1ve impact on the pos1t1on of women within 

traditional Aboriginal society, The mass migration or European settlers 

6nd in particular the S t .. 3 t. j_ 1=:tllS ~ 1-.. - . 
\..•1 lC 

settlement of Aborigines, Ever-diminishing tr~ditional hunting grounas 

were increas1ng1y tak2n over as grazing ground by p2stofalists, 

Encouraged, or in some cases forced, to settle in specific areas by 

governmen t administrations, the Aborigines 1 ability to hunt and gather 

even their most basic foods was increasingly rest ricted. 

Once their role as the chief suppliers of food was taken over by 

eit~er via the cash 2conomy or 

in Australia 1n effect meant 
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running their 0wn health ~20tr0s. w~1cn has been seen as an 1nd1c~tion 

Government recogn1t.lon of :he need for Aboriginal involvement as part of 

self-managEment po} 1cv ~ac resultea in economic status for scme women. 

1 n he3. 1 ~-r and 

-. l 1 
,:.., .... J. 

I I ' "I', ·: eaucat1on are more 1 1K21y to be chosen on the 

b~sis of thei~ kinship relation to ~rominent council members than by in 

~uropean terms, more objective criteri~. 

self-~anagem2mt, while c~2~t1ng em~loymerit opportunities for some, has 

generated inequalities between kinship groups~~ . 

Inequalities may also exist 1n the provision of services to Abor igi nal 

women (Wade-Marshall, 1982), 

Nevertheless conditions for these women in employment, health ~nd 

education have certainly improved in recent years, and despite t he 

uphill struggle agai~st male attitudes, women are increasingly voicing 

the1r opinions on community dec:sions th~t affect fa~ily life, and the i r 

role ~s educators 0f 1oun~ childr2n, 

s~t if i t 1s true lo say that some gains h~ve Q20n made oy ~ural 
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rac1~11y preJud1ced and d1scrim1nate aga1nst Aboriginal women, Perhaps 

thE\ do , but the :ssu~ 1s more complex tha7 a s1mp12 Gatter of racially 

they d0 not employ Aboriginal workers because Aboriginal people rarely 

Why ~ho~ld this be? Perhaps the answer lies in the work experiences of 

My research discovered that most of the 

Abor1g1nal people inte rv iewed had previousl y worked in European-run 

firffis :n their first jobs and many had subsequent experience of working 

Indeed when asked what sort 

0f orga~isat1on ~~ey would prefer to work 1or, very few (less than two 

per cent) said they thought a non-Aboriginal business firm was best, 

In vie~ cf the unpleasant experiences of so many Aboriginal workers in 

private comp~nies, it is not surprising that they avo1a them whe n 

looking 1 or a job, 

But positive recruitment policies in Darwin 1 s public sector has led to a 

attitudes 1n the public service means that Ab0rginal women have 

not easi ~y ass2ss2~7 4 ~ut 1n areas such as Social Security, Education, 

HE~lth and Employment and the Federal Dep~rtment of Aboriginal Affairs , 



Over the last ten LO fitteen years. an increasing numoer of Aboriginal·-

run organis~tions have been establisned, They vary in obJect1ves and 

in size from smal l co-op~rat1ves invol ,·ed in the proauc~1on ot arts and 

crafts, or the provision of specialised services for & local community, 

to nation-wide organisations ;uch ct~ lhose providing accommoaation or 

legal aid to Abor1g1nes throu~hout Australia, Although in Darwin the 

numbers employed are small, never theless Jobs have been created for 

Aborigin~!-r~n organisations, 

That positive action in recruitment and training within the public 

se~vice has created a space for some Aboriginal women to enter the 

employment market, there can be litt l e doubt, The continuing campaign 

for equal employment opportunities over the last decade has resulted in 

more jobs being made availab!e for Aboriginal women, some of whom have 

good jobs and econoffi1c independence. 

But: would su~gest .... 1 !-:;,.1.. 
.-, ... - .-.. --r-· 
~l.l\... :__c.:-::;-;:.• tel'ii"IS, 

There is evidence to s~ggest that sue~ a dramatic ch~Gge ~•1 t~2 status 

.!.. i... -/_., it:' 



Diane Barwick ( 1978) h6S docum2nte~ a rapia increase 1n t~e st~tus ot 

unintended one - of the European administrat1on 1 s dec1s:on 

tribes in mission and gov~:nmeni st~tions, 

L 1-...... 
·. ·t ,r.::· 

Barwick notes thE fact that early histories on Aboriginal society give 

very little information about the traditional roles of women, although 

considerable political infl uence amon~ the 

lingui stic groups, Howev~r, by anc lar~e the evidence ava1:able 

pointed to a traditioGally patriarc~a! soc~etv, and desoite Howitt's 

case, Barwick leans towards this view, 

The decision to settle the semi-nomadic tribes and train them in 

agricultural practices was based on the administration's belief that 

this would turn them into self-sufficient ~easant farmers, But 

Aborginal social relations and political practices ~ere not t aken :nto 

consiaeration by the European stat ioG m~nag2rs, 

J.ife 

the men's economic ~nd political auth0ritv. 



.·-. -. . ·- - ' ~., - .·~ ·-. _...: 
-:;:, £ ; •~ C I l '- ,_: :_.; I ·='- '-1 ::: 1-1 . , __ if 

Meanw~1le . t he women were encouraged by t he m1ss1onar1es ~c Lake up 

and lace-mak i ng were 

-. ,, + .-­
•::.1 I ' .. • ::l 

woman ~ece1ved a :c~ter or thanks from Queer V:c to ria for~ lace collar 

sma~!holde~s and ~orticultura lists, the women ec,:,nomi c 

:mpo 1· Lance, ~oreover, by conforming to the expectations o~ th2 mission 

stat1on, th0y found a ni~he for themselves within the ~hur ch, and 

r espectibil1ty ?s nomemakers, it was said, were l adi2s 

8ut what dia it mean to be a lady in the Victoria of the 1880s? Under 

the l aw, i t cert&inly did not mean having achieved 1 personhood 1 

i n 8r1tain during this period, a woman's identity was conflated with, or 

under the direction · of a father or a husband, A married women as a 

sepa r a te en~ity was non-existent 2s far as legal rights were concerned, 

As one &e~in1st writer has succinctly stated, !her body, earnings , 

,{: - \·· .- ~ 
t ..l.i ::1• .. • assertions of women 1 s a~tonomy 1n trad1\ional 
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position of Barwi~K 

Aborigines 01vergE. 

'ri-. . --.,. 
r.. · I 1c:.:.: 'J have co~ t ormec to - · ! IC 

desirability of p~i~ employ~2~ t among ooth men and women high lighted by 

figures underestimate t-rie 

numbers of unemp!oy2d Abo1·1g~nal ~omen who want jobs, 

unemployment benefiL tor wome~ i s g0vern~d jy whitE official perceptions 

and is restrict2d, A3 Wood ~1 985) argues 1 the management of access 

(and the generation of resources ) requires au thoritative classification, 

label being applied ~o them can result in severe hardship, Wa.de--

~arshall's (19S2) work on the ~rov1sio~ of services to Ab0riginal 

communities in the Northe~n Territory suggests that many women may not 

claim unemployment benefit because the y either do not know they are 

conf1d0~c0 to makE their 

do not permit marri2~ wo~0n :o rece1ve unemployment benefit 1n their own 

right 1 as offici&l ~olic y 1s governed GY the Europ2~n model of men as 

heads of th2 nucl2~r fam1 ~y ~Gd respons1bi2 tor the econo~ic maintenance 
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qualific2t1ons ga1~2c as ~ r es~1 ~ . 

work deni ed to them, 

in other countries , Austral:aG 

become interestet in occupationa~ segrefation, Much of this work has 

been iGfluenced by the concept of ~~e ' dual ~aoour marKet', 

labour mar ket, which is based on the principles of supply and d2m~nci in 

2 competitive situation, The hypothesis argues that 'primary ' and 

'secondary' labour markets, charac terised by ~igh and 10w job 5ecurity 1 

pay, status and prospects respect1vely 1 e : .1s t and that t~ey operate not 

in competition to one another, but in parallel, 

Selby-Smith, 1984) indicate that the options available to women ar2 

restr1c~ed to those Joos operating w: th1n ' secondary sector', 

~he spec1 f ity of Aboriginal 
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TOWARDS A NEW PERSPECTIVE 

homogeneous category, I would suggest that academic po~icy analysis has 

suffered from the lac~· or an analyt1c~l framework which a sociological 

perspective can provide, for it has failed to recognise that shifts 1n 

class. ~eg:ona1 and l~ngu1stic, and gender divisions amonq Aboriginal 

1 now want !0 consolidate the findings I have presented an~ conside~ the 

usefulness of the lite~ature in an analysis of the structural relations 

employment re:ation to contemporary white ALlstra l1a, I aim 

:o critically examine current government policy, and assess the 

impli cations for the future, 

Although this is a sociological dissertation, it is not my intention to 

try to 'fit' any one sociological perspective to the discussion, 

Sociology as a discipline owes much to economics, history, ~olit1c2l 

sci~nce aGd other areas within the social sciences , as well as offering 

~ ~ritiqu2 of them . Indeed I would argue that the more overlap between 

the ~1scipliGes the more fruitf ul will be studies of the typE this 

dissertatio~ has presen~eo, I certainly would wish to acknowledge my 

debt ~o anthro~ological, economic, political and ;emin1st thought in 

developing my own Tramework, 

__ r: 1 __ _ 
. _1 i 
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The issue of Aborigina~ employment continues to be~ pr~me concern for 

five decades, since ~he 

and aesp1te shifts in 

policies since then, the central concern has esse~tially remained the 

the provision of skills and ~~ai11ing seen necessary to allieviate 

~0verty and/or to turn Aborigines 1nto 'useful member_ of society' 

HS Loveday (1985) has rightly pointed out, whenever the problems of 

Aboriginal employment and ' ' un,-=-mp 1. oyrnen 1. considered, most et the 

~ttent:on h2s oeen focussed o~ the !supply sidei of the emplcyment 

In othe~ words the problem has been defined in t2rms ot 

Ajorigina] people, their lack of motivat~~n or of skills, and their 

i~ the labour market, 

My rEsear ch has shown that urban Aboriginal men and women in the 

No r thern Ter ritory· give every indication of ho lding the same perceptions 

tcwar~s paid employment as non-Aborigines, They are motivated, they 

nave ambit ions, and they have no wish to li ve on state h~ndouts, 1here 

tow~rds wha t I have termed a !social welfare 1 ~pproac~, anci borrowing 

ec0nomists' t.E(~inology, Loveday arg~es that ~tt0ntion could usefully be 
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.-· ·- , .-. -- .. -=- -''="·"" ,_ .t ; new government poli cies 

d i fferent situ2- ~ons? 

Aborigin0l com~~~it 12s commun i ti es and those in susuroan ar~d~, 

~Gssible by tMe introduction of pol1cies di~ected at Aboriginal self-

Small but growing numbers of Aborig1n~l people, 

disenchanted ~i t ~ the settl ement life ~ave moved awa\' from Aborigi nal 

~ommunities to s2t up camp on their own , 

some small semblance of the ir trad it ional way of 11te, 

not imply that their relat i ons with other groups is bro~en, 

Aboriginal people, in common with non-Abori gines, wish to take advantage 

of some of the benefits that white society has to offer , and the 

provision o f services such as health ana educa tion means that 

communicat10ns between outstations and the lar ge r se ttlements remain, 

chil dren at the settlement 

we:fare cheques and pPov:sions, 
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Henc e the current ~0lf-determination poli cy may bring som~ ~osit:ve 

allowed theffi to ~~Ld~~ the wor5t excesses of community lifE and perhaps 

may yet provide the~ with thE opportun:ty of redressing the imbal2Gce 

relations :.vhi t.e 

Sel f"-de t.ermi na t. ion and ~1;_-)men .1. 11 t1bor i gi na 1 set. t. J ement.:5 

10 what extent Mas institutional dependence been removed oy policies 

espousing self-management and self-determination within Aborigin~l 

c ori"1mun 1 ties? They are now run on a day to day basis by councils whose 

members are elected f rom within their own communities, But despite the 

new keywords, paternalism sti ll abounds, 

The Department of Aboriginal Affairs employs community advisers whose 

role 1s to act as assistants to community councils, Few council members 

have ha~ the eauca~1on to equip ~nem with the complexities of accounting 

-roceaures or the adm1n:;trative SKil ~s sEen necessa ry 1n the smooth 

~unn1ng of a township, In effect the p1~cing of white goverment 

~av:sors onto Aborigi~al communi~1es 1s a means or ensuring they are run 

in line wit~ European notions ot !OC21 gover·~ment , 
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APPENDIX I 

Equal fJpport.unities in Datk-1in? f~bc,;• igines in t.h2 liorkforce 

Methodology: 

This research, conducted in 1984 - 1985, focussed on t he enabling 

fact.ors and the constr-aint.s ·actin1~ upon Abori,~inal participation in the 

wdrkforce in Darwin , 

Two sources of data were used: semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with s i~ty three major employe~s in the city, and a 

questionnaire was administered to 208 Aboriginal people, 

The 198 1 Australian census shows the total working population of Darwin 

at 29,897, The employing organisations interviewed employed a total of 

13,200 people - approximately forty-three per cent of the city's 

WO l' k f Or C e , 

The employers interviewed contained a cross-section of major private 

sector organisations, identified as such by the Darw in office of the 

Federal Department of Employment, and of public sector drganisations , 

Most of the selec t ed public sector departments were either involved with 

Aboriginal affairs, or had a significant proportion of Aboriginal 

employees, This means that the overall picture may have been more 

' positive' than one which presented a representative sample of all 

Darwin employers, which would h~ve included government departments 
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APPENDI X 2 

Equal Dpp .. :>/'t.u111 t.es i n [Ja, 1111·1. Rt:>crigines 111 th.:: ,,,1._,rl f_ "c-

.Sem1=-s tructuPe•::! lnterv: ews~ ,,., t '-1 E11opl ,:iyei·s. 
type of questions ~~ke~ ~e·2 th f0llow1Gg: 

f12le or Female 

What Jo~s do ~hev 0ccupy 

Have any been pro~J~et ~l~h1n the last 12 months 

Hav~ y,Ju r,e;.i•d ,:f a 1iy g,Jvt?rnr.;2nt tr2.in1n,;;/emj:jl•J)'i11Eii: scr-,t:'i112s 

specificdlly for Abor1g1na. peop_e 

~ere they effective 

'- ... ~ ,;\,"'€: therr a.t:4 .f~t?S to w•,_ r 

'" t'-,c: ·e all),' ,j1tft?12nce _, t,etwee Hb0:,r;g1nes 1n •t2 _1 \ i _ 
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