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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction 

      Australia had remained to be an undiscovered continent until Dutch explorers 

accidentally landed on Western Australia in the seventeenth century. Many early 

explorers and historians came to this new continent with grand hope and expectation 

but they were disappointed seeing the particular Australian landscape, the barren red 

earth, the desolate desert and dry weather, which were drastically different from their 

homeland. They considered Australia “the incomplete land,” “the weird, uncouth, 

harsh and inhospitable land” cursed by God (Ingram 15). From the viewpoint of these 

early explorers, those who lived in this cursed land were supposed to be condemned 

by God to “perpetual barbarism” (Ingram 15). William Dampier, a sailor in 1688, 

wrote that “the inhabitants of this country are the Miserablest people in the world” 

(qtd. in Ingram 15). The primitive lifestyle of the Aborigines1 in the eyes of the 

European discoverers was barbaric, a life that was akin to that of animals rather than 

of human beings.  

      The denigrating prejudice was heated after Captain James Cook landed on 

Botany Bay in 1770, declaring Australia as the possession of King George III. Later in 

1788, in order to solve the problem of overpopulation in British prisons, the first 

governor Arthur Phillip, along with a group of convicts and settlers, arrived in Sydney, 

officially starting British colonization in Australia. However, the increasing contact 

between the White and Aborigines did not bring understanding; instead, it brought 

more intense conflicts and criticism. Aborigines were depicted as “less manlike than a 
                                                

1 According to Oxford English Dictionary, the word “aboriginal” refers to the native inhabitant 
of any land. Aboriginals and Aborigines with capital A particularly indicate the indigenous people in 
Australia. See http:// www. oed.com.tw. 
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grinning, chattering monkey,” “nothing but nomadic huntsmen, and this very 

circumstance [was] the reason for their low intelligence level […]” and their rituals 

“[were] utterly revolting and fiendish” (Nelson 30). These comments not only reject 

Aborigines as human beings but also denigrate their culture.  

      However, in comparison with the stay of the European for less than two 

hundred years, indigenous Australians have lived in Australia for 40,000 years 

(Ingram 11).2 They develop their own system of religion and mythology, social 

conventions, language and arts, keeping a harmonious relation with the environment, 

observing a life that can make both the environment and human beings prosperous.3 

Unlike the demeaning image that the White have imposed on them, Australian 

Aborigines, neither ignorant nor uncultured, live a life that has been passed down 

from their ancestors for thousands of years without many changes. Recently, scholars 

from all fields start to appreciate the value of Aboriginal culture.4 Even Claude 

Levi-Strauss, the famous French anthropologist, regards Aborigines as “intellectual 

aristocrats” (Macintyre 13), subverting the traditional image of Aborigines as 

barbarians. But Aborigines are driven to extinction by the White who intend to 

possess their land. Both the number of the population and their culture are endangered. 

Because of large scale of massacres and diseases brought by the European overseas, 

the number of Aborigines has been decreased drastically. The last Tasmanian native 

                                                
2 The archaeological evidence shows that the Aboriginal culture has existed for 60,000 years, but 

recent finding points out that the time can be extended to 120,000 to 150,000 years (Lawlor 9).  
 
3 Bergamini points out that the population of the Aborigines before being colonized by the White 

remained near 300,000 for thousands of years because the land could only support this amount of food 
based on their food-gathering skill (170). Lightening the burden on the land and not extracting 
unnecessary resources from the environment are how Aborigines can survive in the severe 
surroundings of Australia. 

 
4 In addition to the control over their population, economists notice that they know how to use 

surpluses to make trade with each other. Linguists are amazed by the variety of languages in different 
tribes. Anthropologists appreciate their sophisticated religious system which gives them guide in social 
relations and daily activities (Macintyre 12-13). 
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died in 1876 and Aborigines in the mainland reduced from 300,000 to 41,000 

full-bloods (Bergamini 169). Even until now, under the protection of the government, 

Aborigines are still the minority in comparison with the large number of immigrants. 

According to the 2002 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey, 

the population of Aborigines5 is 458,500, comprising 2.4% of the total Australian 

population (“National Aboriginal”). They once were the sole inhabitants on the land 

but now they have become the minority in Australian society. 

      Small in number, however, does not mean insignificance. As Bill Ashcroft, 

Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin point out, there is a stronger subversive power in the 

writing of Aborigines than that of the settler society because Australian Aborigines are 

“doubly marginalized” (144).6 Aboriginality that stems from Aboriginal myths 

enables Aboriginal writers to develop an artistic system that is totally not European 

(Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 144). Namely, Aboriginality is the power to subvert the 

colonialism. More and more Aboriginal writers use English, the colonizer’s language, 

to declare their identity as indigenous Australians. Under such a circumstance, the 

black theatre movement in the early 1970s generated several Aboriginal plays, such as 

Kevin Gilbert’s The Cherry Picker (1971), Robert Merritt’s The Cake Man (1975), 

and Jack Davis’s a series of plays (Williams 32). Their most important concern is to 

reconstruct their Aboriginal history which was once silenced or erased by the 

                                                
5 This statistic does not refer only to full-blood Aborigines because they are rare nowadays. 

According to Australian Census Survey, an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander is: “[A] person of 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent; a person who identifies as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander and a person who is accepted by the Aboriginal community in which he or she lives” 
(“National Aboriginal”). 

 
6 Australia, as a settler colony, was exploited economically by the British Empire, receiving 

unconditionally the import of the livestock, plants, even convicts from Britain. British Whites exploited 
the immigrated Whites (mainly British convicts, settlers and few Dutchmen) for their cheap labor and 
local resources. However, the immigrated Whites (White Australians) further oppressed Aborigines for 
their own profit, dispossessing them of their lands. Hence, the marginalized position of indigenous 
Australians should be caused by not only the oppression of the local White Australians but also the 
imperial power of the British Empire. That is why Ashcroft depicts the Aborigines as being “doubly 
marginalized.” 
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colonizers (Crane 394). This urge to reconstruct Aboriginal history is also the main 

concern for Jack Davis, both an indigenous poet and playwright. Davis, in many of his 

plays, interweaves the recorded historical texts and fictive depiction of indigenous life, 

posing some doubts and questions to the discrepancy in history. The rich presentation 

of Aboriginal culture in his plays also makes the non-indigenous readers familiar with 

these people who are nearly extinct.  

Compared with other minority drama, such as that of African Americans, the 

natives in America or in Canada, plays written by Australian Aborigines draw less 

attention from the critics. Even though Jack Davis has been ranked as one of the 

major playwrights in Aboriginal theater, the criticism about his plays is still limited. 

However, issues of indigenous Australians are worthy of further research. Therefore, 

with the reference to Mikhail Bakhtin’s idea of the chronotope, Pierre Nora’s concept 

of memory and related Aboriginal culture, this thesis aims to discuss that Jack Davis, 

in The First Born trilogy, presents the oppression of Aboriginal people by White 

Australians and displays Aborigines’ persistence in survival through the 

reconstruction of Aboriginal memory and the empowerment of Aboriginality. 

1.2 The Dramatist: Jack Davis 

      Jack Davis (1912-2000) is widely acknowledged as the most significant 

Aboriginal playwright in Australia, influencing and encouraging the development of 

Aboriginal theater (Olubas 59; Shoemaker, “Paper Tracks” 250; Morrissey 315). He is 

celebrated for the realistic portrayal of Aboriginal life and this characteristic has a 

close link to his childhood experience. Both of his parents were Aborigines who were 

raised in White families7 and the Davis family was the only Aboriginal family in a 

                                                
7 Owing to the government policy, many of Aboriginal children were taken away from their 

parents and sent to be raised in White families. Cutting away from the Aboriginal heritage to better 
assimilate into White society, these people are called “the Stolen Generations.” The phenomenon of 
such forced assimilation policy will be further discussed in Chapter Two, pp. 25-28. 
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White community. When Davis was fourteen, he, along with his father and brother, 

was sent to the Moore River Settlement under the promise of farmer training and 

work opportunity from the Protector of Aborigines, A. O. Neville. But they soon 

found out that the promise failed to be realized and they had to lead a difficult life in 

the Settlement. This experience becomes the material for his play, No Sugar, which 

also takes place in the Moore River Settlement, and in which Neville is one of the 

characters. More importantly, the days in the Settlement gave Davis the chance to 

reconnect himself to his Aboriginal heritage. He learned not only the Aboriginal 

language of his tribe, the Nyoongah language, but also stories that were passed down 

by the elders (Olubas para. 1-4). The mixture of English and Aboriginal language 

becomes one of his characteristics in writing. 

      Davis, owing to his financial condition and background, did not choose to be a 

writer in the first place. He had been “a mill hand, an engine driver, a lay preacher, a 

boundary rider, a boxer, a horse breaker and a stockman” (Turcotte 181). But he had 

developed the interest in writing in his teens, even learning on his own by reading a 

dictionary (Turcotte 187). When he starts writing, Davis’s works are mainly related to 

Aboriginal issues. In 1970, he published the collection of poetry The First Born and 

Other Poems, and as an editor, he issued Aboriginal and Islander Identity, a magazine 

about Aboriginal topics in 1972. After the second poetry collection Jagaradoo: Poems 

from Aboriginal Australia (1977), Davis started to write play scripts. His first play 

Kullark (Home), produced in 1978, was about the first contact between the White 

settlers and indigenous people in the nineteenth century and the lasting trauma to the 

present day. In 1982, The Dreamers, which forms a trilogy, The First Born,8 with his 

                                                
8 The name of the trilogy, The First Born, echoes one of Davis’s poems with the same title. This 

poem is said to be Davis’s favorite poem (Turcotte 195). 
 

          Where are my first-born, said the brown land, sighing; 
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two later plays No Sugar and Barungin, presents the conflicts and suffering in an 

urban Aboriginal family. Commissioned to write for the festival of Perth, Davis 

produced his most celebrated play No Sugar in 1985 and won the Australian Writer’s 

Guild Award for the best stage play of the year in 1987. The third play of the trilogy 

Barungin (Smell the Wind) in 1988 deals with the death of indigenous people in 

custody. In Our Town (1990), his last full-length play, is about the love affair between 

an Aboriginal service man and a non-Aboriginal woman (Olubas para. 8-18; Akerholt 

225-6). 

      Jack Davis devoted his whole life to Aboriginal writing as well as political 

activities. He had served many key positions in Aboriginal Institutions, such as the 

president of Aboriginal Advancement Council, to strive for the welfare of indigenous 

people.9 No matter whether he took the literary or political approach, his goal was to 

preserve Aboriginal culture and to make his people, who were nearly wiped out, 

                                                                                                                                       
          They came out of my womb long, long ago. 
          They were formed of my dust—why, why are they crying 
          And the light of their being barely aglow? 
 
          I strain my ears for the sound of their laughter. 
          Where are the laws and the legends I gave? 
          Tell me what happened, you whom I bore after. 
          Now only their spirits dwell in the caves 
 
          You are silent, you cringe from replying. 
          A question is there, like a blow on the face. 
          The answer is there when I look at the dying, 
          At the death and neglect of my dark proud race. (qtd. in Turcotte 195) 
 
According to Robert Lawlor, indigenous Australians possess the oldest known human culture (9), so 
they can certainly be regarded as “the first born” of the land. From the perspective of mother earth 
searching sorrowfully for her first-born, this poem questions why the later-born, that is, the 
non-Aboriginals, persecute Aboriginals, taking away their laughter, laws and legends. But the last line 
of the poem indicates that even though the first-born are dying, there is still pride left in them. Sharing 
a similar theme with this poem, Davis’s trilogy also endeavors to highlight the oppression of the White 
to Aboriginals and the persistence of Aboriginals to remain their pride. That is why Davis uses “The 
First Born” as the title of the trilogy.  
 

9 In addition to his efforts in promoting Aboriginal culture in literature, Davis also relieazed his 
beliefs through political movements. During his office as the president of Aboriginal Advancement 
Council, he strived to make changes in government policies to improve Aboriginal welfare. He later 
became the first chairman of the Aboriginal Lands Trust in Western Australia. For more information, 
please see Brigitta Olubas’s article in Dictionary of Literary Biography, Volume 325: Australian Writers, 
1975-2000. 
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visible to the world. 

1.3 Plot Summary: The Dreamers 

      The Dreamers is about the contemporary urban Aboriginal life in the 1980s, 

which deals with the persisting Aboriginal culture in the westernized surroundings. 

The Wallitch family endures a bad living condition in the suburbs, having no hot 

water and no locks on the doors. Roy, the father, has no job, fooling around and 

drinking whole day with Eli, his cousin. The heavy burden of keeping the family 

functioning and taking care of three kids, Peter, Meena and Shane, falls on Dolly, the 

mother. 

      One day, when Dolly is out for shopping, Eli and Peter lure Roy to use Meena 

and Shane’s lunch money to buy alcohol and invite Uncle Worru, who just returns 

from the hospital after being treated for drinking too much, to join their drinking. 

Influenced by the wine, Worru tells them stories from his memory and even dances a 

little tribal dance. After Dolly is home, she is furious about the drinking of Roy, who 

dashes out of door to avoid her anger. Worru and Dolly reminisce the good time in the 

past through Worru’s stories. Later, when the family members gather around at the 

dinner table, Dolly is informed that Peter is caught by the police because of stealing a 

car. Dolly and Roy rush to the police station to bail Peter out. 

      Six months later, Worru appears to be very sick, murmuring from his sleep. 

Dolly promises him to take him to see the Nyoongah doctor rather than to the hospital. 

Peter is in jail again. Dolly pays him a visit and also brings her nephew Robert, a legal 

aid officer, home. While Worru sleeps in his room, four adults play card games 

outside. After a while, when Eli is fighting with Robert, who accuses him of cheating 

in the game, Worru suddenly falls from his bed and is unconscious. After Worru is 

sent to the hospital, he still insists that he wants to see the Nyoongah doctor. The 
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whole family, waiting anxiously at home, worries about Worru’s health. However, 

when Dolly comes back from the hospital, she brings the sad news that Worru has 

passed away. The play ends with Dolly reciting a poem which describes how Worru is 

such a skillful and energetic hunter in his prime and now he is back to his path of 

Dreaming. 

1.4 Plot Summary: No Sugar 

      No Sugar is the story of a Nyoongah family in the 1930s fighting against the 

White administration, which gradually deprives them of their land and culture. The 

Millimurra family includes three generations: Gran, the grandmother, Milly and Sam, 

Milly’s brother Jimmy and their three children, Joe, Cissie and David. They live in 

Northam, in the south-western part of Australia, depending on the government rations 

and hunting rabbits for their living. Because of the Depression, A. O. Neville, the 

chief Protector of the Aborigines, decides to cut down the ration of soap and meat, 

making Aborigines’ lives more difficult. Moreover, taking the epidemic of scabs as 

the excuse, Neville forces all Aborigines in Northam to move to the Moore River 

Settlement. After fruitless complaint to the authority, the Millimurra family and other 

Aborigines have no other way but to forsake their homes and belongings and move to 

a distant land. 

      After the family settles down in the Settlement, Joe meets Mary, an Aboriginal 

girl from another tribe, and falls in love with her. One night, Mary, leaving the 

compound without permission, runs to tell Joe that Neal, the Superintendent of the 

Moor River Settlement, assigns her to the job in the hospital, which implies his 

intention of raping her. Joe decides to run away with Mary to his homeland, Northam. 

Joe and Mary, after defeating the tracker Billy who takes the order from Neal to catch 

them, return to Northam but find out that their belongings are not under good 
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protection as the local government had promised. After living in Northam for a few 

months, Joe is arrested and Mary is sent back to the Moore River Settlement. 

Although she is pregnant, she is severely whipped by Neal because of her refusal to 

work in the hospital. Few months later, she gives birth to a baby boy and Joe is set 

free from the prison. Finally, Neal gives Joe permission that he and Mary can move 

out of this Settlement and live wherever they want except Northam. Hence, Joe, Mary 

and their newborn baby, with the blessings of the whole family, leave to find their new 

home. 

1.5 Plot Summary: Barungin (Smell the Wind) 

      Barungin starts with a funeral. A fundamentalist preacher delivers a long 

speech and keeps repeating human beings are sinners, making the Aboriginal 

mourners restless and uneasy. After the ceremony, the Wallitch family, including 

Granny Doll, Meena, the mother, and her cousin, Shane, come home. Meena’s little 

daughter, Little Doll, tells Meena that she is chosen to participate in a swimming 

contest. Peegun, a family friend and having an affair with Meena, also lives with the 

family. Both Shane and Peegun have no proper job, making their living by busking. 

Meena’s fourteen-year-old son, Micky, is inflicted by bad habits, such as smoking, 

drinking and stealing. Peter, Meena’s brother, is in prison and can be released soon. 

Meena’s husband, Arnie, who has been in prison for three years, comes home at the 

end of Act I.  

      One day, when the family is out, Micky turns on his stolen tap recorder, but is 

discovered by Peegun. Peegun promises not to tell Meena and hides all of Micky’s 

stolen stuff in his car. That night, Peter comes home and is welcomed by the family. 

When learning Little Doll will go to the swimming carnival next day, Peter volunteers 

to use Peegun’s car to drive Little Doll to the carnival. However, Peter and the 
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children do not come home at the estimated time. Because of a riot, the police need to 

go over every Aborigine’s car. They find Micky’s stolen stuff in Peter’s car. Peter is 

arrested by the police and found dead in his cell that night. The play ends with Peter’s 

funeral. Meena reads a list of Aborigines who died in custody from 1833, while Shane 

reads Davis’s poem “John Pat.” 

1.6 Literature Review 

      The immediate theater reviews were more positive than negative. The viewers 

are impressed by the vivid portrayal of indigenous life. Davis in an interview notes 

that because the trilogy presents the life of many Aborigines living in Perth, many 

indigenous theater-goers, identifying with the characters, feel angry when seeing the 

plight of their people (Turcotte 186). Betty Caplan wrote the review on Riverside 

Studio’s No Sugar in which Davis himself played the role of Billy. She advises the 

viewers not to look for delicacy of style because the prop and the lighting are quite 

rough (Caplan 46). But she praises the expressive presentation of the struggle between 

Aborigines and their oppressors (Caplan 46). 

      Concerning the form of Davis’s plays, critics praise Davis’s combination of 

Western theatrical traditions and Aboriginal culture. The Western theatrical tradition 

that Davis employs is realism, clear and detailed description of characters and 

incidents to represent the reality. Brian Dibble and Margaret Macintyre state that 

Davis undertakes the Western form of theater and the idea of history “to insert the 

dominated into the culture of the oppressor and hence to appropriate the 

appropriators,” (41) finding the voice for his once silenced people. Taking advantage 

of history as his material, Davis at the same time keeps a distance from it by including 

“ahistory memory of the Nyoongah people” to challenge official record (Dibble and 

Macintyre 42). Gilbert and Tompkins think that Davis does not intend to seek 
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“historical verisimilitude,” because historical documents are stored in the control of 

the White and recorded in the European perspective (Post-colonial Drama 140). 

Davis knows by heart that the Western theatrical conventions and history are the 

means to make Aboriginality visible. Therefore, in Davis’s plays, the realistic 

presentation of everyday life often coexists with the supernatural elements in 

Aboriginal culture.  

Both Narogin Mudrooroo and Dennis Carroll think it good for Davis to 

incorporate the western and Aboriginal elements in his plays. The hybrid writing 

style is named as “Aboriginal realism” by Mudrooroo, one of the forerunners of 

Australian Aboriginal writing. Mudrooroo explains that “Aboriginal realism expands 

European realism by taking in certain supernatural aspects, characters and situations 

found in Aboriginal storytelling” (qtd. in Maufort 56). Besides, the frequent uses of 

Aboriginal rituals, myths, chants and language in Davis’s plays “create a markedly 

hybrid revitalization of Western poetic stage naturalism. Through these devices, 

Davis emphasizes the contiguity between the real and the supernatural so central in 

Aboriginal culture” (Maufort 56). In addition, the fusion with Aboriginal mythology 

is also mentioned in Dennis Carroll’s article. In “Some Defining Characteristics of 

Australian Aboriginal Drama,” Carroll lists three prominent elements in Aboriginal 

drama: the expression of Aboriginality, the inclusion of Aboriginal myth and the 

contrasting scenes between “the impoverished domestic interior” and the open 

outdoors (100-106). Carroll points out that Davis’s drama includes all these features. 

Hence, Jack Davis, hybridizing two main sources of Australian culture, bridges 

successfully between the recorded history from the White authorities and the oral 

history from Aboriginal experiences, between the realistic convention of the Western 

theater and the supernatural belief in Aboriginal culture. 
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In The Indigenous Literature of Australia, Mudrooroo, an Aboriginal writer, 

gives partly positive and partly negative comments on the stage design and time 

structure in No Sugar on the basis of his understanding of Aboriginal culture. He 

particularly emphasizes the significance of integrating Aboriginal culture in writing. 

According to Mudrooroo, when watching No Sugar, the viewers have to move around 

in accordance with the changing plot and space in order to better realize how 

Aborigines are forced to move in the play (159). Mudrooroo praises this design which 

is close to indigenous theater because indigenous audiences are always willing to 

participate in the play. However, “the restricting of time and reality to a historical 

period (the 1930s) is a lessening in the Aboriginal structure and a stricter adherence to 

genre” (Mudrooroo 159). For Mudrooroo, Davis’s realistic presentation of specific 

time and space reduces the connection of the play to Aboriginal traditions.  

      As for the content of these two plays, there is a debate over Davis’s attitude 

toward the endangered Aboriginal culture: whether he is pessimistic to the fading of 

Aboriginal traditions or he is optimistic in believing the coming of the long-awaited 

compensation for his people’s resistance. Arlene A. Elder observes the pessimistic 

progression in Davis’s three plays, from Kullark, The Dreamers to No Sugar. Elder 

states that the main concern in these plays is the loss of the identity as indigenous 

Australians on account of assimilation into White society. In No Sugar, although Gran 

occasionally wins a little victory over the authority by acting, she still cannot alter the 

fate of her family. “[I]n the neo10 and simultaneous post-historical world, neither 

strategic ‘acting out’ nor a genuine expression of defiance effectively restore power to 

the oppressed community” (Elder 211). No matter what they do, Aborigines cannot 

                                                
10 “Neo-history” is Davis’s term to refer to the time after the coming of the European. Elder 

further explains that neo-history is “the time of foreign exploration and settlement as well as the 
subsequent decades when attempts to valorize the Self in distinction to the Other sharpened among the 
British” (204). 
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resist the oppressor. Furthermore, urban Aborigines in The Dreamers forsake their 

historical identity and the death of Uncle Worru in the end of the play further proves 

that “traditional identity that he represented is now only a memory,” “[confirming] the 

end of Aboriginal history in the neo-historical present” (Elder 213). The death of 

Worru, for Elder, is Davis’s declaration of the death of Aboriginal culture. 

      Mudrooroo also points out that the pessimistic ending is one of the features of 

indigenous drama.11 “There is little movement towards a brighter future. Things will 

always go in much the same way as they have been going on” (Mudrooroo 160). A 

sense of being paralyzed permeates indigenous drama. Mudrooroo also uses Davis’s 

first play Kullark as an example to show that Davis also favors a sorrowful tone to 

end his plays. 

      Nevertheless, other critics hold the opposite opinion and think that Davis still 

bears hopefulness by portraying indigenous Australians’ resistance to the White in 

every way. Helen Gilbert first wrote an article entitled “Historical Re-presentation: 

Performance and Counter-discourse in Jack Davis’s Drama” in 1990 and later she, 

coediting with Joanne Tompkins, published Post-colonial Drama: Theory, Practice 

Politics, applying many examples from Davis’s plays to illustrate postcolonial 

resistance. In 1998, she elaborated the 1990 article to a full chapter in Sightline: Race, 

Gender, and Nation in Contemporary Australian Theatre. Generally speaking, Gilbert 

analyzes the resistance of indigenous Australians in Davis’s plays from the 

perspectives of time/space and body. 

      Gilbert considers time in space “a major locus of counter-discoursivity” 

(“Historical” 92). In The Dreamers, the dreams of Uncle Worru link three kinds of 

                                                
11 The other features of indigenous drama are the frequent use of community rather than 

individual and a sense of humor even in difficulties. These two features are also prominent in Davis’s 
plays. For more information, please see Chapter 10 in Mudrooroo’s The Indigenous Literature of 
Australia. 
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time together: past, present and mythic time, sharing the same space on the stage so as 

to present something out of history (Gilbert, “Historical” 95). The breaking of linear 

time echoes the violation of space. Disobeying spatial rules is a frequent motif in No 

Sugar. Breaking out of compounds and ignoring the rules in prison intentionally 

challenge the authority of the White government (Gilbert, “Historical” 97; Sightline 

63-64). Jimmy in No Sugar is regarded as “a trickster,” “[transforming] the prison cell 

and the courtroom into a form of theatre where he asserts control over the spaces 

designed to segregate and punish him” (Gilbert and Tompkins, Post-colonial Drama 

156). The space which is used to manifest the power of the White authority is 

subverted by Jimmy to show the inconformity of Aborigines. 

      In addition to breaking fixed spatial rules, Gilbert also points out that the body 

is also a way to resist the colonizer because performance can restore the agency of  

the action of the colonized rather than a gazed and manipulated object (Sightline 

66-67). The Aboriginal dancer in The Dreamers plays an important role “not only [to 

reconstitute] Aboriginality through a discourse of the body and its performance but 

also [to recontextualize] the rest of the dramatic action” (Gilbert, Sightline 74). It is 

the dancer who makes it possible that the past of the Aboriginality and the present of 

the dramatic action can coexist on the stage.  

      The absent body of Aborigines, which is summoned in Barungin, becomes the 

witness of the White brutality. Gilbert contends that Meena, in the end of Barungin, 

reads a list of the names of Aborigines who died in custody to commemorate “not 

only the dead explicitly named by Meena but also those other ‘absent friends’ who 

haunt the theatrical spaces of all Davis’s plays” (Sightlines 58). These “absent friends” 

include babies buried in the plantation of the Settlement, Aborigines killed in the 

massacre, and Aborigines dying in custody. These absent bodies are the witnesses of 
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the persecution of the White (Gilbert, Sightlines 58). Through the funeral scene, the 

absent bodies of Aborigines are evoked to accuse the White of their oppression to 

Aborigines. 

      Joanne Tompkins, in “Oral Culture, Theatre, Text: Jack Davis’s Plays,” 

emphasizes that Aborigines, because of White colonization, have to live a hybridized 

life, but they still have their Aboriginal culture foregrounded. Taking Peegun’s 

busking in Barungin as the example, Tompkins points out that “The Magpie Song” 

accompanied by didgeridoo and guitar “connects the traditional repeated ‘songlines’ 

with current Nyoongah concerns” (53). Hence, Tompkins concludes that “this play 

[Barungin] demonstrates the vibrancy, persistence and resistance of the Aboriginal 

heritages and how they continue to survive, even if in hybridized form” (50).  

      According to Gilbert’s and Tompkins’s analysis, Davis emphasizes Australian 

Aborigines’ resistance and refusal to compromise and these struggles are able to help 

them restore their identity. What Gilbert and Tompkins assert corresponds to Brian 

Crow’s commentary on Davis’s Aboriginal theater. He states that Davis’s theater is not 

only “an indictment of white Australian racism, a recuperation of neglected, often 

ignored Aboriginal history” but also “a call to action by Australians black and white” 

(64). These three critics agree that Davis, through dramatizing the plight and 

resistance of Aborigines, hopes to awake more people to be concerned with the 

Aboriginal issues in order to preserve or even revive Aboriginal culture. 

      Distinctive from other critics, Debra Bruch discusses the suffering of 

indigenous Australians in No Sugar by focusing on the three institutive forces: 

government, military and religion. These three authorities play the role of “moral 

police,” considering Aborigines and their culture barbarous. White society’s 

conviction of its cultural superiority “justified the government, military and Christian 
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action against Aborigines in order to ‘civilize’ and spiritually ‘save’ them” (Bruch 54). 

In No Sugar, the government, represented by the Protector A. O. Neville, is portrayed 

as “mechanical and inhuman, a system of finances and policies established to 

propagate government interests” (Bruch 54). The military gains its authority from 

violence, the whipping (Bruch 56), and Christianity is corrupted because the clergy 

appear to be uncompassionate and ineffective to the Aborigines’ difficulties (Bruch 

59). The cruelty of the authorities that is presented in No Sugar shows a great contrast 

to the humanity of Aboriginal people. 

1.7 Purposes 

      The previous study on Jack Davis’s trilogy focuses either on the juxtaposition 

of Western and Aboriginal traditions or on the reaction of Aborigines against the 

White oppressors in a more general concept of space. However, none of the critics 

take the specific social context into consideration. I believe that reading The First 

Born trilogy with an emphasis on Australian history, indigenous memory and culture 

can enrich the understanding of Davis’s plays. Australia as a settler colony of Britain 

engages in a particular relationship with its mother country and with its former 

dwellers, indigenous Australians. Owing to policies appointed by the mother country, 

the British Empire, the settler government alters its attitude towards indigenous 

people from peaceful coexistence, violent massacre to assimilation.12 Different time 

zones bring different influences on the life of Aborigines. Furthermore, Davis assigns 

specific time and space to three plays, stressing the connection between the texts and 
                                                

12 For example, at first, the settlers maintained a peaceful relationship with Aborigines, who 
assisted them to get accustomed to the new environment. But in 1788, the British government decided 
to transport convicts to Australia as a solution to overpopulation in British prisons. This policy brought 
an immense impact on Aboriginal life because the rapid increase of White immigrants occupied their 
living space piece by piece. The conflicts over land ownership and the use of water caused great 
casualties in Aborigines. Later on, when the British government learned about the massacres in 
Australian colony, it was concerned with this circumstance and instructed the governor in Australia to 
protect Aborigines. From then on, the local government changed their attitude toward indigenous 
people from violence to assimilation and established several reserves to protect the remaining 
Aborigines (Macintyre 67-8). 
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specific historical background. Therefore, in order to present the unyielding 

persistence of Aborigines in disadvantaged White society through the preservation of 

Aboriginal memory and the empowerment of Aboriginality, the three aspects of my 

purposes are listed as follows. 

      First, I will use Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope to map out the 

social and political context of the specific time in three plays. As Bakhtin contends, 

the chronotope is to measure how “real historical time and space” is presented in a 

certain genre and to see the relationship with the real and the fictional time and space 

(Vice 200-201). The studying of the particular chronotope is helpful to have better 

understanding of the plays because many events correspond to certain social context. 

By presenting the context of the texts, it can be better visualized how the White 

manipulate Aborigines’ life for their own interest and deprive them of their property 

materially and spiritually.  

      The second purpose of this thesis is to take advantage of Pierre Nora’s idea of 

memory to discuss how Davis reconstructs Aboriginal memory. Because of their 

identity as the ethnic minority and lack of written historical documents, Aborigines 

are considered a group with no history from the perspective of whites’ mainstream 

narrative. However, Nora argues that the oral records are actually one kind of lieux de 

mémoire or sites of memory, preserving collective memory against authorial history. 

In Davis’s plays, the frequent use of Aboriginal stories, songs, dances and even dream 

visions, which are closely related to Aboriginal culture, shows Davis’s attempt to 

reconstruct Aboriginal memory. 

Third, the reference to Aboriginal culture is also significant to understand 

Davis’s plays. He introduces a cultural system that is distinct from the Western one, 

including Aboriginal myth, imagery and symbols. The abundant meanings of 
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Aboriginal myth, imagery and symbols can only be sensible in the context of 

Aboriginal culture. By referring to Aboriginal culture, it is apparent that Davis still 

holds a belief that Aborigines, empowered by their Aboriginality, can gather strength 

to fight for their own existence against the persecution of the White.  

1.8 Theoretical Framework 

      The theoretical framework of this thesis is the concept of the chronotope, 

which is brought forth by Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin in his lengthy essay 

“Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel.” The chronotope, meaning 

time-space literally, is used to discuss “the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and 

spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature” (Bakhtin 84). Bakhtin 

contends that there is an inseparable connection between time and space so that these 

two factors influence each other to create a whole. Different combinations of time and 

space, that is, different chronotopes, result in different kinds of literary genres 

(Bakhtin 84-5). Then, Bakhtin illustrates four kinds of chronotopes with the examples 

from Greek romance to Rabelias’s novels. The specific arrangement of time and space 

in literary works can be traced back to the specific knowledge of that era, such as 

astronomy, theology, attitudes towards life cycle and so on. Therefore, the chronotope 

has a defining significance to the classification of genres as well as to “the image of 

man in literature” (Bakhtin 85). That is to say, understanding the chronotope can 

enhance the realization of the presentation of characters in literary works. 

      To capture the relationship between time and space and the interaction 

between characters and the chronotope, one has to put the text in its social context. As 

Sue Vice points out, the subtitle of Bakhtin’s essay “Notes towards a Historical 

Poetics,” means that “his interest is in how texts relate to their social and political 

contexts; rather than in simply drawing up a typology of how time and space relate to 
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each other within different texts” (201). That is to say, clarifying the relationship of 

time and space in the text is not enough. It is more important to examine the text in 

history by linking the fictional text with the real history. Hence, this thesis will apply 

Bakhtin’s chronotope to associate the plays with their historical context. 

      In addition, Pierre Nora’s account of memory and history is significant to the 

understanding of Davis’s endeavors to redefine Aboriginal history. Pierre Nora, a 

French historiographer, brings forth the idea of lieux de mémoire in his essay 

“Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire.” He first delineates the 

distinction between memory and history. “Memory is life, borne by living societies 

founded in its name. It remains in permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of 

remembering and forgetting […] susceptible to being long dormant and periodically 

revived” (Nora 8). For Nora, memory is always dynamic, filled with the vitality to 

change, closely related to the bearer’s life experience, while “[h]istory […] is the 

reconstruction, always problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer” (Nora 8). 

Compared with memory, history lacks the possibility of variation, only re-presenting 

one side of past events. However, “[h]istory is perpetually suspicious of memory, and 

its true mission is to suppress and destroy it” (Nora 9). That is to say, owing to the 

mutability of memory, history, which is regarded as the authority, distrusts memory 

and is eager to annihilate it. It is why people nowadays talk less and less about 

memory. However, it is the tug of war between memory and history that makes lieux 

de mémoire come into being. 

      Lieux de mémoire or sites of memory are “the ultimate embodiments of a 

memorial consciousness that has barely survived in a historical age that calls out for 

memory because it has abandoned it” (Nora 12). The purpose of these lieux de 

mémoire is to “stop time, to block the work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, 
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to immortalize death, to materialize the immaterial […]” (Nora 19). Namely, by 

constructing lieux de mémoire, those which are under the destruction of history and 

time can be preserved. These lieux de mémoire can be “material, symbolic, and 

functional,” ranging from concrete buildings, such as monuments and museums, to 

rituals with symbolic significance (Nora 19). Hence, Nora’s concept of lieux de 

mémoire subverts the traditional definition of historical records, which values written 

documents. His emphasis on collective memory and lieux de mémoire can facilitate 

the reevaluation of Aboriginal history, which is passed on not through written scripts 

but through orality and rituals.  

1.9 Chapter Layout 

      In order to present the coercion of the White and the persistence of Australian 

Aborigines in maintaining their culture, the thesis is divided into five chapters. 

Chapter One includes the general historical background of the contact between the 

White and Aborigines, the introduction to Jack Davis and his plays, and the criticism 

on Davis’s trilogy. In Chapter Two, I take advantage of Bakhtin’s idea of the 

chronotope to analyze two chronotopes in the plays: the 1930s and 1980s Australia. 

By linking the social context with Davis’s plays, I intend to discuss the severe social 

environment of indigenous Australians who are oppressed by the White Australian 

government and the social consequences of Aborigines’ disadvantaged position in 

society. Chapter Three aims to utilize Pierre Nora’s concept of memory to analyze 

memory of Aboriginal culture preserved in Davis’s plays. On the one hand, Davis 

portrays the gradual disappearance of Aboriginal memory in urban Aborigines’ life, 

who are adapted to westernized lifestyle and value. On the other hand, Davis, through 

stories, dances, and dream visions, creates lieux de mémoire to preserve Aboriginal 

memory. Furthermore, Aboriginality as empowerment against the oppression of the 
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White is to be discussed in Chapter Four. Davis deems that Aborigines can be 

empowered by their traditional religion, ethnic features, music and language to 

accumulate a subversive force to fight against the White persecution and have their 

voice heard. Chapter Five is the concluding chapter to wrap up these three plays. It is 

hoped that by employing Bakhtin’s and Nora’s theories, we will enrich the reading of 

Davis’s The First Born trilogy, and learn more about the beauty of indigenous 

Australians and what they have to offer for such a highly globalized era when 

cross-cultural contacts prevail in our times.


