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Chapter Two 

The Chronotope 

 

We belong to the ground 

It is our power and we must stay 

Close to it or maybe 

We will get lost. 

Narritjin Maymuru (qtd. in Isaac 99) 

2.1 Introduction 

      This poem is written by Narritjin Maymuru, a famous Aboriginal bark-painter, 

expressing the intimate relationship between Aborigines and the land. Living on the 

land where their Ancestors have trodden, Aborigines are content with their lifestyle 

and value their culture. However, the intrusion of the White destroys the balance, 

forcing Aborigines to cut away from their former life and adopt the European value 

system. From the early transference in the 1930s to the migration to the cities in the 

1980s, Aborigines leave the land, which symbolizes the traditional heritage, and “get 

lost” in whites’ world. Being the minority in Australian society, they fall into a 

disadvantaged position in the socio-economical system, suffer racial discrimination in 

the legal system, change their religious belief, and most seriously, they lose their 

enthusiasm for life because of the addiction to drinking. 

      In The First Born trilogy, Davis vividly presents the disadvantaged position of 

Aborigines in Australian society and their severe social environment. By the detailed 

depiction of the social and historical environment, his plays better visualize the 

oppression of the White Australian government to Aborigines. As Mikhail Bakhtin 

contends, the created world in the text is out of the reflection of the actual world (253) 
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and the abstract ideas— “philosophical and social generalizations, ideas, analyses of 

cause and effect—gravitate toward the chronotope and through it take on flesh and 

blood, permitting the imaging power of art to do its work” (250). That is to say, 

connecting the text with its real social context can make art more substantial and bring 

forth art’s social influence. As Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson define the 

chronotope as “a field of historical, biographical and social relations” (371), the 

application of Bakhtin’s chronotope to the reading of Davis’s plays can facilitate the 

understanding of the victimization of Aborigines under the particular social 

environment. Therefore, in this chapter, I argue that by referring to the social context 

of each time period, Davis’s trilogy manifests the coercion of White Australian society 

to Aborigines and the social consequences of Aborigines’ disadvantaged position in 

the chronotope of the 1930s and the 1980s. 

2.2 The chronotope of No Sugar (the 1930s) 

A. Government policies 

      In No Sugar, Aborigines in the 1930s fell into a disadvantaged position in 

Australian society because they suffered from oppressive government policies which 

took away their ability of self-determination, the unfair economic status and working 

opportunities, the discriminating legal system and forceful Christianity. Concerning 

government policies at that time, the 1930s was the time when the Australian 

government enforced the policy of assimilation on Aborigines, which was accelerated 

by the establishment of a Chief Protector of Aborigines. According to Gary Jackson 

and Claire Smith, the duty of a Chief Protector of Aborigines was to “exercise a 

general supervision and care over all matters affecting the welfare of Aborigines and 

to protect them against immorality, injustice, imposition and fraud” (331). That is to 

say, the Chief Protector had the power to control every aspect of Aboriginal life. Also, 
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the Protectors assumed that the traditional Aboriginal system would someday fade 

away and the young generation could be assimilated into Australian society, so the 

policies they made often undermined traditional Aboriginal values (Jackson and Smith 

331). This is the historical background of No Sugar.  

      In this play, these assimilative policies, enforced by the Protector, A. O. 

Neville, take no regard for the autonomy of Aborigines, forcing them to be adapted to 

European ways of life. He, in the letter to Mr. Neal, the Superintendent of the Moore 

River Native Settlement, expresses his determination to make Aborigines “civilized.”  

          […] I’m a great believer that if you provide the native the basic 

accoutrements of civilization you’re half way to civilizing him. I’d like to 

see each child issued with a handkerchief and instructed on its use. […] 

Likewise, as discussed, the stores branch will henceforth be supplying 

limited supplies of toilet paper for use in the dormitory lavatories. (No 

Sugar 1501)13 

Neville contends that it is urgent to issue handkerchiefs to Aboriginal children and 

teach them to use toilet paper so that they can be civilized to fit into Australian society. 

The so-called civilization is actually Europeanization. Neville imposes his European 

standard upon Aborigines and concludes that they need to learn to be civilized. 

However, he does not take the particularity of Aboriginal culture into consideration, 

forcing Aboriginal people to modify their ways of life which they have observed for 

generations. 

      Among government policies, one of the most radical changes they bring to 

Aboriginal life is the transference. Taking the epidemic of scabs as an excuse, which 

is proved false by Matron’s inspection in the Moore River Settlement, Neville gives 

                                                
13 Hereafter, No Sugar will be abbreviated as NS in all parenthetical documentation. 
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orders to Sergeant Carrol that all Aboriginal people in Northam have to be transferred 

to the Moore River Settlement. Without considering the conveyances and livestock 

which are essential in Aboriginal life, Neville only cares about how to settle the 

transference down as conveniently as possible (NS 1510). Because of Neville’s order, 

Aborigines in Northam, including the Millimurra family, have no time to pack their 

belongings and are forced to move to a place, distant and strange to them.  

      Leaving homeland is a traumatic experience, especially to Aboriginal people, 

because they have developed an affectionate and dependent relationship with land for 

generations. In Aboriginal creation myth, the Ancestors in the Dreamtime14 made 

what Australia looks like today by walking and singing through the continent. The 

sacred paths which they trod have been passed down from generation to generation, 

becoming the dreaming of every individual, a spiritual heritage from their Ancestors 

and the land (Isaacs 34). Hence, the reverence and affection that indigenous 

Australians bestow on land is beyond the imagination of the White. The land plays the 

role not only as a food-provider to nourish Aborigines materially but also as the 

source of strength spiritually. In No Sugar, Neville’s order of transference may be out 

of political consideration as Jimmy congests, but it further causes Aborigines’ 

disconnection to their homeland as well as Aborigines’ estrangement from their 

culture.  

      In addition to the forced transference, the problem of “the Stolen 

Generations”15 or “Lost Generation” also leaves an unhealable wound in Aboriginal 

                                                
14 For a more thorough discussion of the Dreamtime and the Dreaming, please see Chapter Four, 

pp. 78-79. 
 
15 On February 12, 2008, Australia Prime Minister Kevin Rudd made a formal apology to all 

Aboriginals for the mistreatment of government policies and laws. He especially apologized for the 
Stolen Generations policies.  

We apologise especially for the removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 
from their families, their communities and their country. For the pain, suffering and hurt of 
these stolen generations, their descendants and for their families left behind, we say sorry. 
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memory. This inhuman policy is motivated by the White’s belief in European 

superiority to and denigration of Aboriginal culture. “The Stolen Generations” refer to 

Aboriginal people who were removed from their family and raised in White families 

or missions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. At that time, the 

government believed that if Aboriginal children grew up in their Aboriginal family, 

they would become “vagrants and outcasts and not only a disgrace, but a menace to 

society” (qtd. in Lavarch 89). The White authority held the belief that Aboriginal 

children, especially half-castes, children with mixed descents, needed to be removed 

from their parents so that they could learn to be civilized and be integrated into 

Australian society as soon as possible. One local Protector, James Isdell, stated:  

          The half-caste is intellectually above the aborigine, and it is the duty of 

the State that they be given a chance to lead a better life than their 

mothers. I would not hesitate for one moment to separate any half-caste 

from its aboriginal mother, no matter how frantic her momentary grief 

might be at the time. They soon forget their offspring. (qtd. in Lavarch 

91) 

In Isdell’s statement, there is a strong sense of European superiority and denigration 

of Aborigines. He assumes that the half-castes, owing to their half descent from the 

White, have higher intellectual capability. In order to have a better environment, these 

half-caste children should be separated from their Aboriginal mothers, who have 

lower intelligence and momentary emotions. Using race as the indicator of 

                                                                                                                                       
[…] And for the indignity and degradation thus inflicted on a proud people and a proud 
culture, we say sorry. (“Full Text”) 

At the end of the apology, Rudd made a promise that the Australian government resolved to improve 
the condition of Aboriginals in life expectancy, education and economic opportunity (“Full text”). The 
apology gained mixed responses. Thousands of Australians cheered for Rudd after his speech while 
many Aboriginal leaders called Rudd’s statement a “cut-price sorry” because the government refused to 
issue compensation with the apology (“Australia Apology”). Noel Pearson, a famous Aboriginal leader, 
concluded that “Blackfellas will get the words, the whitefellas keep the money” (“Australia Apology”). 
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intelligence shows Isdell’s European pomposity. He denigrates not only Aborigines’ 

intelligence but also their affection for their children.  

      Under the order of the White authority, which took Isdell’s side, a large 

number of Aboriginal children were removed to live in missions or Settlement 

dormitories during the nineteenth century, but their lives were not as satisfying as the 

authority promised. A 1989 national survey on indigenous health discovers that nearly 

a half (47%) of Aboriginal respondents have been removed from their family in their 

childhood (Lavarch 31). After they were separated from their family, they were to 

“receive a European education, be trained in domestic and stock work and then sent 

out to approved work situation” (Lavarch 91). However, the living condition in 

dormitories was not satisfying as the Protector assumed. An Aboriginal woman 

describes the life in dormitories: “We were locked up at night. All the boys, young 

girls. […] I’m not going to complain about it because, you know, I survived. A lot of 

kids died. Depression time it was pretty hard” (qtd. in Lavarch 92). Although she does 

not give a realistic depiction of how bad the living condition was in dormitories, her 

evasive attitude contrarily highlights her reluctance to recall the traumatic memory 

there. 

      In No Sugar, through the portrayal of Mary, the compound girl in the Moore 

River Settlement, who resists Matron’s visit to her baby fanatically, Davis 

demonstrates the intense affection of an Aboriginal mother to her child and the cruelty 

of the Stolen Generations policy. From her personal experience, Mary knows by heart 

that how strong the grief can be when children are forced to leave their mother. It is 

the reason why she, after she gives birth to her baby, resists the visit of Matron 

hysterically. Regardless of her feeble body after childbirth, she keeps yelling: “No. 

Don’t let Matron see Baby. Granny, go and hide him. Please, please, don’t let Matron 
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take him away” (NS 1528). Even when Matron explains that she just wants to check 

the condition of the baby, Mary still shows strong insistence: “No, don’t touch him! 

You’re not having my baby, leave him alone!” (NS 1528) Mary’s worries do not come 

from nothing because many Aboriginal babies are taken away from their mothers as 

soon as they are born. Mary’s frantic resistance highlights not only the strong 

affection of an Aboriginal mother to her child but also how inhuman the policy is. 

In fact, the removal of Aboriginal children results from the arrogance of the 

White. Aboriginal children, if they want to fit into Australian society, have to be 

civilized; that is, they are uprooted from their Aboriginal life, values and culture so as 

to win the acceptance of the non-Aborigines. Besides, the White also express their 

depreciation for Aboriginal culture, denying the autonomy and ability of Aboriginal 

parents to raise their own children. When the White authority is proud to rescue 

Aboriginal children from their “barbarous” parents and to give them a brighter future, 

it actually deprives them not only of the family bonding between parents and children, 

but also of their heritage to their Aboriginal culture. 

B. The economic status 

      No Sugar is set in Western Australia from 1929 to 1934. It was the time when 

Australia was greatly stricken by the Depression. The hard time actually can be traced 

back to a decade earlier. Out of the loyalty to the British Empire, Australia 

participated in World War I, standing at the Allied Powers’ side. During the wartime, 

Australia consumed a large amount of resources and personnel to support the frontline 

in Europe. Although victory came to the Allied Powers’ side eventually, the 

consumption of warfare shook the economy in Australia. Furthermore, the following 

Depression struck Australia greatly. Economy contracted and the rate of 

unemployment rose. As Macintyre points out, Australia, relying heavily on export, 
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suffered more severely than the European countries in the Depression. Its 

unemployment level was even higher than that of Britain and most other industrial 

countries (176). Under the influence of the Depression, both the White and Aboriginal 

families led a hard life at that time, but Aborigines were still in a more disadvantaged 

position. The inequality in social welfare and working opportunities is clearly 

presented in No Sugar, showing that Aboriginals are not acknowledged as part of 

Australian society.  

      As No Sugar starts, the description of the action of each Millimurra family 

member gives the atmosphere of self-content.  

          […] SAM MILLIMURRA prepares mugs of tea, lacing them generously 

with sugar. He passes one to JOE who is absorbed in the special 

centenary edition of the Western Mail. GRAN and MILLY sort clothes 

for washing. DAVID and CISSIE play cricket with a home-made bat and 

ball. JIMMY sharpens an axe, bush fashion. (1498) 

Depending on government rations and home-made tools, the Aboriginal family still 

enjoys a sufficient life at this moment. They still have sugar in their tea, newspapers 

to read, soap to wash clothes and even make their own cricket appliance for 

entertainment.  

      However, the letter of A. O. Neville to the Minister calls this happy life to an 

end. Neville’s distribution of subsidies and the name of his office show that the 

Australian government does not treat Aborigines equally. Neville, the Chief Protector 

of Aborigines, mentions the current budget on Aborigines: “[…] Item one: the native 

weekly ration currently costs this Department two shillings and four pence per week. 

Perhaps this bears comparison with the sustenance paid to white unemployed which I 

believe is seven shillings per week” (NS 1500). The cost of Aboriginal rations is less 
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than half of the sustenance paid to the unemployed Whites. The unequal distribution 

of subsidies presents that the Australian government enforces double standards 

because it does not regard indigenous Australians as its citizens. The denial of 

Aborigines as part of Australians is further revealed by the name of Neville’s office: 

“Government of Western Australia, Fisheries, Forestry, Wildlife and Aborigines” (NS 

1499). The name implies that Aborigines are classified with natural features or 

animals, not part of Australian society. In other words, the Australian government 

does not distribute equal rights and welfare to Aborigines as it does to the White, only 

treating Aborigines as second-rate citizens.  

      The neglect of the human right of indigenous Australians causes Neville to 

make the second suggestion to the Minister. He says that “The proposal budget cut of 

three thousand one hundred and thirty-four pounds could be met by discontinuing the 

supply of meat in native rations. Soap was discontinued this financial year” (NS 1500). 

Clearly aware that the cost of the Native rations is lower than that of the unemployed 

White, Neville still decides to curtail the spending on Aborigines’ rations to meet the 

budget. Even though the cutting of budget is a necessary act during the Depression, 

the government would rather sacrifice the material needs of indigenous Australians in 

order to protect the benefit of the White majority. 

       Neville’s concise and indifferent statement of cutting the rations makes a 

great impact upon the Aboriginal life immediately. Right in the next scene, when 

Milly and Gran go to the police station to get their rations, they are surprised to find 

that the rations do not include soap any more. As the story goes, the government stops 

the supply of more and more necessities, such as meat, blankets and finally sugar. The 

government, however, seems to be unaware of the plight of Aborigines, still indulging 

in the illusion that it creates a happy land where the White and Aborigines are one 
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happy family. On the Australia Day, Aborigines are ordered to sing the song “There is 

a happy land” to praise the glory of Australia, but they make a parody to the song, 

uncovering the authentic situation:  

          There is a happy land, 

          Far, far away 

No sugar in our tea, 

Bread and butter we never see, 

That’s why we’re gradually  

Fading away. (NS 1526) 

In this song, Aborigines express their poor living condition, which is resulted from the 

curtailment of rations. The so-called “happy land” is constructed on the sacrifice of 

Aborigines’ human right. What the White government expropriates from Aboriginals 

is not just the supply of rations, but the acknowledgement that they are part of 

Australian society and should enjoy the same right and welfare with White 

Australians.  

The Depression results in not only the curtailment of budget on the Aboriginal 

community but also the difficulty in finding jobs. As Neville reads from the 

newspapers, the unemployment rate hits thirty percent at that time (NS 1500). In the 

time when the working opportunities are limited, it is harder for indigenous 

Australians to be employed and get paid. When Milly and Gran complain there is no 

soap, Sergeant Carrol answers casually:  

          SERGEANT: Your trouble, Milly, is you got three healthy men bludging 

off you, too lazy to work. 

          MILLY: Where they gonna get work? 

          SERGEANT: They’re afraid to look for it in case they find it. 
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          MILLY: Cockies want ‘em to work for nothin’. 

          GRAN: They not slaves, Chergeant! (NS 1501) 

Sergeant Carrol, like many White Australians, thinks that Aborigines are too lazy to 

work so that they are always in poverty. In fact, these Aboriginal young men are 

denied fair working opportunities by the White. Even if they have jobs, they are not 

properly paid. The pay for Joe’s cutting one hundred posts is “a pair of second-hand 

boots and a piece of stag ram so tough even the dawgs couldn’t eat it” (NS 1501). It 

can hardly be called the proper pay at all. White Australians, like the government, do 

not consider Aborigines in equal position as they are so they always try to take 

advantage of them. 

      The inequality that Aborigines suffer shows a sharp contrast to the speech that 

Neville delivers on the Australia Day. He proclaims to Aboriginals: 

[…] It doesn’t hurt to remind yourselves that you are preparing 

yourselves here to take your place in Australian society, to live as other 

Australians live, and to live along side other Australians; to learn to 

enjoy the privileges and to shoulder the responsibilities of living like the 

white man, to be treated equally, not worse, not better, under the law. (NS 

1526) 

It seems that Australian society is ready to open its full arms to welcome Aborigines 

to become part of it and it is themselves who hesitate to join it. In fact, Australian 

society does not prepare a place for them and even when it does, the place is an 

inferior one. Neville’s beautifully-constructed statement is an irony to his former 

suggestion to reduce the cost of Aboriginal rations. How can Aborigines “learn to 

enjoy the privileges […] like the white man” (NS 1526) when the government does 

not grant them the privilege? How can Aborigines “live as other Australians live” (NS 
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1526) when they are rejected to have as many working opportunities as White 

Australians? Neville’s speech only expresses that the Australian government and 

society still do not treat Aboriginal people as part of it; moreover, they use beautiful 

words to cover the fact that they deny Aborigines to enjoy the same opportunity and 

welfare as the White. 

C. The justice system 

      When the White came to Australia, they brought the European system that was 

drastically alien to Aborigines, including the justice system. The White law replaced 

the Aboriginal law, which regards the Dreamtime myth as its guideline. Although the 

premise of White law is supposed to be equality, the practice of law in No Sugar 

shows that Aborigines are excluded from this premise. Aborigines, bridled by many 

unreasonable restrictions, are deprived of the chance to defend themselves in the 

justice system, while the White’s crimes, covered up by other White Australians, can 

get away from the punishment. 

      The justice system, in the name of protecting Aborigines, has many restrictions 

on their life so that Aborigines are easily sent to jail for breaking petty crimes. In No 

Sugar, Jimmy asks his white friend Frank:  

JIMMY: […] You allowed to walk down the street after sundown? Eh?” 

FRANK: Yeah, don’t see why not. 

JIMMY: Well, I’m not. None of us are; you know we’re not allowed in 

town, not allowed to go down the soak, not allowed to march…? 

(He mimes handcuffs and goal by first putting his wrists together and 

then placing a hand downwards over his forehead with the fingers 

spread over his eyes.) 
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Manatj16 grab us like that. Bastards…. (NS 1503) 

Even Frank does not understand why Aborigines cannot walk down the streets after 

sunset. The government enacts many unreasonable restrictions on Aborigines, 

confining their life and rights. Once violating these petty restrictions, they are arrested 

by policemen and sent to prison. For Aborigines, staying in prison is common in life. 

Jimmy has been in jail for four times because of “drinkin’, fightin’ and 

snowdroppin’,” which means to steal others’ stuff by pinching it off the clothes line 

(NS 1503). 

      Even though Aboriginals are wrong for breaking the law, the justice system 

gives quick and unfair sentences without giving them a chance to explain or defend 

themselves. In No Sugar, Jimmy and Sam, because of being caught when drinking, 

are sent to the courtroom for trial. The Justice of the Peace (abbreviated as the JP later 

in the text), who is in a hurry to participate in a bank auction, does not pay attention to 

the details of Jimmy’s case and only takes Sergeant’s statement as the reference. 

When Sergeant accuses Jimmy of verbal threat to him, Jimmy objects: 

          JIMMY: I did not. 

          SERGEANT: Silence in the court. 

          JIMMY: (To the JP.) What I said was that if I had a— 

          SERGEANT: (Interrupting.) Silence! 

          JIMMY: (To the JP.) But he’s telling it wrong. What I said was, that— 

          JP: (Interrupting.) Order, order. Now you be quiet, Munday, You’ll get 

your chance shortly. 

          JIMMY: But all I was gunna say was that what— 

          JP: (Interrupting.) Shut up, you bloody idiot, or I’ll charge you with 

                                                
16 Manatj means policemen in the Nyoongah language. 
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contempt of court. (NS 1506) 

Whenever Jimmy tries to defend himself, he is hushed first by Sergeant and then by 

the JP. Before giving Jimmy and Sam any chance to explain how the story goes, the JP, 

relying totally on Sergeant’s report and their previous records, sentences them to 

imprisonment. From this courtroom scene, White indifference to the human right of 

indigenous Australians is clearly manifested. The White, in the name of the laws, 

force Aborigines to obey White’s rules without objection. When Aborigines attempt to 

voice their opinions, they are soon silenced and penalized in the justice system of the 

White, as shown in the case of Jimmy when he is hushed and punished by the JP. 

Even though the prohibition of drinking is out of good intention, putting drunken 

Aboriginals into prison repeatedly cannot do them any good. This justice system, 

which favors whites’ opinions and suppresses Aboriginal voices, further reveals the 

disadvantaged position of Aborigines in Australian society. 

      When indigenous Australians commit petty crimes, they are soon arrested and 

put into jail. However, when the White commit a more serious crime, such as raping 

Aboriginal women, they do not receive any punishment from the justice system. Mr. 

Neal in No Sugar is a good example. Taking advantage of his position as the 

Superintendent of the Settlement, Mr. Neal assigns Aboriginal girls to work in the 

hospital so as to rape them.  

          MARY: When Mr. Neal sends a girl to work at the hospital, it usually 

means… 

          JOE: Means what? 

          MARY: That he wants that girl…for himself. 

          JOE: What? 
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          MARY: Everyone know, even the wetjalas.17 (NS 1517) 

Mary’s words show that Mr. Neal has used this trick to rape Aboriginal girls for many 

times so that everyone, including the White, knows the consequence of working in the 

hospital. Mr. Neal’s crime of raping Aboriginal girls constantly is far more serious 

than Jimmy’s drinking wine, but no one ever tries to stop or punish Mr. Neal for what 

he has done to Aborigines. 

In fact, raping Aboriginal women does not occur only in the Settlement, but 

also in whites’ farms, but the White government takes the crime lightly without giving 

any punishment to the White abusers. In the same play, Mary explains to Joe why she 

does not want to work in a farm:  

[…] Some of them guddeeahs18 real bad. My friend went last Christmas 

and then she came back boodjarri. She reckons the boss’s sons used to 

belt her up and you know, force her. Then they kicked her out. And when 

she had that baby them trackers choked it and buried it in the pine 

plantation. (NS 1514-5) 

Aboriginal girls who work in the whites’ farms suffer from physical and sexual abuse. 

The way to settle this thing down is to kill the baby and pretend nothing has happened. 

The Protector, Neville is fully aware that “of eighty girls from the Moore River Native 

Settlement who went out into domestic service last year, thirty returned […] to the 

Settlement in pregnant condition” (NS 1500). But he, who definitely has the power to 

influence the justice system to do justice to Aboriginal women, just reports this 

phenomenon to the Minister without taking any action to stop the sexual abuse of 

Aboriginal women from happening. The high percentage of pregnancy does not mean 

anything to Neville, the Protector, who is supposed to “protect” Aborigines. It is not 
                                                

17 Wetjalas means the White in the Aboriginal language. 
 
18 Guddeeahs refers to white men and boodjarri means to be pregnant.  
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possible that Neville does not understand the cause of these Aboriginal girls’ 

pregnancy, but he chooses to turn his back on their plight. 

      Not only Neville turns a blind eye to the sexual abuse of Aboriginal women, 

but also Matron, the Superintendent Mr. Neal’s wife, chooses to remain passive to her 

husband’s brutality. Both of them are capable of giving a helping hand to rescue 

Aboriginal women from their plight, but they prefer to stand aside. Mary tells Joe that 

Mr. Neal assigns her to work in the hospital. The job in the hospital is an excuse for 

Mr. Neal to find more opportunities to rape these girls. Joe is so furious that he 

decides immediately to escape from the Settlement with Mary (NS 1517). When Neal 

is aware of their elopement, he orders Billy to catch them. Matron says sarcastically:  

MATRON: It seems she was terrified at the prospect of working in the 

hospital. 

NEAL: They’re all scared of the dead.  

MATRON: I think she was scared of the living. (NS 1518) 

Apparently, Matron knows very well the reason why Mary is frightened to work in the 

hospital. But her sarcasm cannot prevent her husband from raping more Aboriginal 

girls. In fact, she has the power to improve the working environment for Aboriginal 

girls in the hospital because the hospital is in her charge, not Mr. Neal. But she 

chooses to ignore her husband’s brutality. Her passivity makes her an accomplice of 

Neal’s crime. Therefore, by juxtaposing Neville’s and Matron’s attitudes toward 

White men’s raping of Aboriginal women, the play shows that even though some 

White Australians have the power to do justice to Aborigines, they still turn a blind 

eye to the crime committed by their own people. The justice system is strict to the 

petty crimes committed by Aboriginals, but under White’s deliberate concealment, it 

remains loose to the serious crimes of the White.  
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D. Religion 

      One aspect of the Europeanization that has great influence on Aboriginal 

culture is Christianity. The Christian missionaries regard it a great duty to reform the 

religious belief of Aboriginal people because they do not view Aboriginal religion19 

as religion at all. Children, separated from their Aboriginal parents, live in missions to 

receive the inculcation of European education as well as Christianity. When asked 

whether the church has done anything good to Aboriginal culture, Davis answered, 

“No. No. Overall, from the early days of Christianity, no good came out of it. They 

helped to destroy Aboriginal culture” (qtd. in Shoemaker, “Paper Tracks” 46). From 

Davis’s firm negation of Christian church bringing any benefit to Aborigines, it is not 

surprising to see that the criticism of Christianity is a prominent theme in his plays. 

      In No Sugar, two types of Christian clergy are presented: one type is 

indifferent to the difficulties of Aborigines and the other is eager to preach 

Christianity to Aboriginal people. When Milly and Gran go to Sergeant’s office to ask 

for more blankets for Milly’s sick daughter, Sergeant refuses and suggests them to ask 

the vicar.  

MILLY: For blankets? He’ll give us nothin’. He’s like that. 

GRAN: (Adopting a praying attitude.) Yeah, when he come to Gubment 

Well he goes like that with his eyes closed and he says the Lord will 

help you […]. (NS 1509)  

For Aborigines, the church cannot offer any essential help to release them from their 

hardship. As Gran vividly describes, the vicar approaches lots of Aboriginal people in 

need with his eyes closed. He refuses to face these people truthfully and leniently 

because he is unwilling to provide any assistance to them. His words, “the Lord will 

                                                
19 For a detailed discussion of traditional Aboriginal religion, please see Chapter Four, pp. 78-84. 
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help you,” become ironic and cruel. The lip service to Aborigines reveals the 

hollowness of the clergyman. 

      The other type of the Christian clergy is like Sister Eileen, who wishes to 

convert more Aborigines into Christianity, but the methods to win conversion become 

another form of oppression. The scene of the Sunday School reveals how most 

Aborigines are converted into Christians, either through force or through promise of 

gain. In the beginning of that scene, Sister Eileen is telling a story in the Bible to 

Cissie and another compound girl, Topsy, while David, the youngest son in the 

Millimurra family, stands at a distance. Billy notices him and questions him why not 

go to the Sunday School. David answers that he intends to go swimming. Then he is 

belted by Billy. Sister Eileen sees them and stops Billy. She, taking David into the 

School, comforts him and gives him a humbug (NS 1523-24). To discipline those who 

do not abide by White rules is first through punishment. Just like Jimmy, quickly sent 

to prison for breaking the regulation, David, who does not go to the Sunday School as 

regulated, soon gets his punishment. Taking no regard for the inclination of 

Aborigines, the White often use violence to make Aboriginals understand that they are 

the authority here and Aborigines have to follow their rules. This oppressive attitude 

is also shown when converting Aborigines into Christianity. However, violence and 

oppression are contradictory to the true meaning of Christianity, since believing in a 

religion is supposed to originate in the spontaneous faith from the heart, not out of 

exterior threat.  

In addition to force, giving humbugs or candy to tempt children to attend the 

Sunday School is also questionable. It seems that the motivation for these Aboriginal 

children to come to the Sunday School is not because they are interested in listening 

to Bible stories, but because they can have humbugs, an enormous temptation to 
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children in poverty. Temptation ought to be alien to Christianity; however, Sister 

Eileen uses humbugs as a means to win conversion. This seems to violate Christian 

principles. Besides, it is suspicious that how long the conversion can last if its 

motivation is based on the material reward. Once the reward is suspended, the faith 

may not last. Therefore, neither Billy’s violence nor Sister Eileen’s temptation are 

appropriate ways to promote Christianity to Aborigines. 

      In conclusion, the 1930s chronotope shows that Aborigines are treated 

unequally in the socio-economical system because they are politically and 

economically disadvantaged, and they are discriminated in the justice system and 

forced or tempted to forsake their traditional religion. Several government policies 

deprive them of their autonomy to maintain their culture, of the land they have lived 

for generations, and even of their children. Although the White authority claims that 

what it does is for Aboriginals’ own benefit, these policies actually expropriate 

Aboriginals’ ability of self-determination. They are also allotted with fewer welfare 

budgets and have fewer working opportunities. Besides, the justice system applies 

double standards to Aborigines and the White. When breaking any law, Aboriginals 

are hastily sent to jail and even denied the chance to defend themselves. But the 

White’s raping of Aboriginal women becomes an open secret. Other White people 

who are aware of their brutality prefer to stand aside and just let the same thing 

happen again and again. As for the religious system, some clergymen remain 

indifferent to the misery of indigenous Australians. But some are eager to convert 

Aboriginal children. The ways of persuasion, either through violence or temptation, 

cannot win a spontaneous belief, but contrarily, become another form of oppression. 

2.3 The chronotope of The Dreamers and Barungin (the 1980s) 

      The other two plays of The First Born trilogy, The Dreamers and Barungin, 
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are set in the 1980s Western Australia. The time of The Dreamers sets in “the 

present,” assumed as 1982 when the play was performed, and Barungin takes 1988 

Perth as its background. Sharing a similar chronotope, the social context of these two 

plays is also quite alike. 

      Different from No Sugar, which focuses on Aboriginal life in the Settlement, 

The Dreamers and Barungin are about the life of urban Aboriginal families. 

Aborigines were forbidden to live in the metropolitan area of big cities in the 1920s. 

After World War II, this prohibition was lifted. Hence, there was a migration of 

Aboriginals to the cities during the 1950s and 1960s (Howard 6). Few Aboriginals 

lived in the cities but the number of Aboriginals living in the suburbs increased. The 

Aboriginal migration to the cities seems to indicate that their higher acquaintance to 

European life and better integration to mainstream society. Also, moving to cities 

means to be closer to the core of power. Did Aborigines get rid of their long-term 

unequal position and gain power in Australian society in the 1980s? Had they been 

accepted by the mainstream without discrimination? Did they have a better life quality? 

This following section discusses Davis, in The Dreamers and Barungin, manifests that 

the social position of urban Aborigines in the 1980s is still disadvantaged through 

presenting their unsteady economic status, worsening social problems of drinking and 

gambling, the high crime rate and alienation from Christianity.  

A. The economic status 

      Similar to the starting scene in No Sugar, The Dreamers begins with the 

interaction among family members in the morning but the atmosphere is different. 

The stage direction states, “[i]n the living room, ROY sits lethargically reading the 

paper. COUSIN ELI is penciling selections on the racing page while DOLLY prepares 
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bread, butter and tea for breakfast” (The Dreamers 74).20 The Millimurra family 

members in No Sugar are busy with things they like, while the Mallitch family seems 

to lack vitality. Unlike Joe in No Sugar, who reads and shares the news from the 

newspapers, Roy reads spiritlessly and later the newspapers even become his retreat 

from Dolly’s anger. Eli is absorbed in the selection of horse race, and the children 

fight for the priority of using hot water. Dolly starts to complain about the poor 

condition of living: “no hot water, no locks on the doors, worse than livin’ in a bloody 

camp” (TD 76).  

One of the reasons for the inharmonious atmosphere is the unemployment of 

men. Both Roy and Eli, two strong healthy men, are unable and unwilling to find a 

proper job to support the family. Dolly suggests Roy to go to the Road Board because 

she knows an Aboriginal gets the job of driving the garbage truck there. But the fact is 

that the one getting the job is an Indian guy, not an Aboriginal (TD 76-7). This 

incident indicates that it is difficult for Aboriginal men to be employed, even the job 

of driving a garbage truck. Likewise, Aboriginal men in Barungin also have no job. 

Shane and Peegun earn extra money by busking but they still do not have any regular 

income (12-3). Aborigines are still excluded from the mainstream job market. Hence, 

the Australian government issues unemployment pensions or allowance to support 

these families. The 2002 social survey on Aborigines points out that 50% of 

indigenous Australians regard government pensions as their main income (“National 

Aboriginal”). The high percentage indicates that half of Aboriginal population are 

unemployed and depend on social pensions for a living. Many causes, such as the 

issue of rations in the early period and the unemployment allowance later, make 

Aborigines dependent on social welfare. They would rather wander all day and wait 

                                                
20 Hereafter, The Dreamers will be abbreviated as TD in all parenthetical documentation. 
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for the coming of the day of getting social pensions than find a proper job since jobs 

are not available to them.  

B. Social problems 

The most prominent social problem in The Dreamers is alcoholism, afflicting 

almost every man from the older generation, like Uncle Worru, to the younger one, 

like Peter. In fact, drinking is widely acknowledged as a serious problem in the 

Aboriginal community. Davis, in an interview, states that “alcohol has devastated 

Aboriginal society. It’s doing a lot of harm in tribal areas, and it’s doing a lot of harm 

in urban areas also” (qtd. in Turcotte 189). However, the problem of alcohol abuse has 

a long history. After the Australian government discovered that the problem of 

alcoholism in Aboriginal tribes became more and more serious, it prohibited them 

from drinking and selling alcohol in 1838. But the Aboriginal alcoholism still 

persisted as it is presented in No Sugar. Later, in the consideration of Aboriginal 

human right, the ban was completely lifted in 1971 (McKnight 194-5). However, the 

removal of alcohol prohibition devastated the alcoholism in the Aboriginal community. 

In The Dreamers, there is a realistic portrayal of how the addiction to alcohol 

influences the daily life of Aborigines. Before Dolly leaves home, she asks Roy to buy 

some food for the children’s lunch. Three men, Roy, Eli and Roy’s eldest son Peter, 

decide to use the lunch money to buy themselves alcohol (TD 79). They even invite 

Worru, who just returned from the hospital after being treated for drinking too much 

(TD 84),21 to drink with them. When they finish the bottles bought with the lunch 

money, they lure Worru to give them money to buy some more (TD 89). Whenever 

they have money in hand, they will soon spend it on alcohol, taking no regard of the 

financial condition of the family. 

                                                
21 The hospital superintendent indicates that one fourth of hospital cases are related to alcohol in 

1987 (McKnight 104). 
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Alcohol abuse is interrelated to other social consequences, such as the 

deteriorating health condition, high crime rate, unemployment, neglect of child care 

and so on. In addition to these visible social problems, alcoholism also deprives 

Aborigines of their enthusiasm for life. All these alcoholic Aboriginal men’s concern 

is how to get money to buy the next bottle of wine rather than how to make use of 

their strength to lighten the burden of the family. Eli, in order to get money for 

drinking, even forsakes his dignity and begs in the streets. It is also condemnable for 

Roy to forget his responsibility as a father and take his children’s lunch money to buy 

alcohol. And Peter, the next generation, does not get any guidance from his father and 

uncle; instead, he drinks with them in the early age of eighteen. These three males, 

who are supposed to be in their prime, abandon themselves to drinking without doing 

anything meaningful. Alcohol, indeed, brings severe damage to the Aboriginal 

community, taking away their vitality and zest for life. 

Gambling is another social problem that is common in every Aboriginal 

community. According to David McKnight, playing cards, which Aborigines learn 

from White Australians, is “the major way that money is redistributed in the 

community” (75). Aborigines often play with their relatives, including men, women 

and children. Especially on pay day, they gamble with cans of beers. Gambling causes 

not only the neglect of children because they are not properly looked after by their 

mothers busy with playing cards, but also the loss of food money as bet (McKnight 

74-5). 

The gambling scene in The Dreamers corresponds to the situation described 

by McKnight, expressing that Aborigines are unable to make good use of their money, 

and even corrupted by their addiction to gambling. While Worru, attended by Shane, 

is sick in the room, the four adults, Roy, Dolly, Eli and Robert, prepare excitedly to 
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start the card game in the living room. At first, they play peacefully, but after Eli 

keeps losing, he borrows money from Robert and bets more. When he tries to play 

tricks on the cards, Eli is caught by Robert and they have a serious fight. They fight so 

fiercely that they do not notice that Shane cries out that Worru falls off the bed (TD 

131-3). This scene shows that gambling makes Eli lose everything, not only his 

money but also his honesty. He has already lost all his money but he insists on 

borrowing it from Robert and promises to pay him back on the next social pension day. 

For Eli and many other Aborigines, they do not have a plan for the usage of money, 

just spending it carelessly on drinking and gambling. Earning money is never their 

concern because they can easily gain money from the government. Besides, greed, 

which is interrelated with gambling, makes Eli betray his honesty. The consequences 

of gambling, like cheating in the game and the fight, corrupt Aboriginals and make 

them greedy and sly. 

In addition to the deterioration of Aboriginal personality, gambling occupies 

the attention of the adults so that they ignore their family responsibilities. In The 

Dreamers, the adults have their own fun and leave sick Worru to the care of Shane. 

Even when Shane runs to tell them that Worru is so sick that he falls off the bed, four 

adults still are involved in the fight without hearing Shane’s cry (133). The disregard 

of the elder and children is also the social consequence of gambling. Furthermore, the 

involvement in gambling also destroys the bond among family members, making 

more parents ignore their responsibility in the family. 

C. The crime rate 

      Due to racial discrimination in the justice system and their low 

social-economical status, Aborigines are more likely to be sent to prison and the 

Aboriginal juvenile crime rate and deaths in custody are also high in the 1980s. 
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Although Aborigines are the minority in Australian society, they occupy a 

comparatively high proportion of prisoners. In 2004, 21% of the prisoners are 

indigenous Australians and they, compared with non-indigenous people, are eleven 

times more likely to be in jail. In the consideration of region, Western Australia has 

the highest imprisonment rate (“Crime and Justice”). Claire Smith gives two reasons 

for this stereotypically low status of Aborigines who are regarded to be more prone to 

committing crimes. “Aboriginal people were more likely to be sought by police, more 

likely to be charged rather than cautioned, more likely to be arrested, less likely to be 

granted bail and when convicted to have fewer suitable sentencing options” (142). 

Another reason is that Aboriginal people are dispossessed of “the political and 

economical power to control their own lives, which had led to disadvantage and 

inequality in such areas as housing, health and education” (Smith 142). In other words, 

the high percentage of indigenous Australians in prison results from the racial 

discrimination of the White in the justice system and Aborigines’ low 

social-economical status.  

Davis’s plays, always set in Western Australia, also reflect the frequency of 

indigenous people’s imprisonment, which is resulted from their powerlessness to 

change their low socio-economical position. In The Dreamers, Eli is a constant guest 

of prison. Peter even jokes about him that he may have a favorite cell with his name 

tag on it (78). In Barungin, two characters, Peter and Arnie, do not show up until half 

of the play because they are in prison. Those Aboriginal men who have never been in 

prison are called “miracles.” 

          SHANE: […] You’re older than me and you’ve never spent one night in 

gaol. […] 

          PEEGUN: I’m a survivor. 
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          SHANE: You’re a fuckin’ miracle. […] 

          PEEGUN: […] Look, in this country you got ten times the chance of 

ending up inside if you’re black than if you’re whites. […] (29) 

Davis here clearly points out that it is not a coincidence that Aborigines are more 

likely to be sent to jail. The disproportionate figure strongly indicates that there is still 

racial discrimination in the justice system. As it is presented in No Sugar, Aborigines 

are often bothered by the police and are easily charged. In the 1980s, the situation gets 

worse. The high imprisonment rate of Aboriginal people results from Aborigines’ 

powerlessness to change their low socio-economical position. Having a better 

financial condition can elevate other aspects of life, such as the living environment, 

education and the quality of life. However, as it is discussed in the previous section, 

Aborigines still suffer unequal treatment in finding jobs, and they simply have no 

steady income to improve their economic status. The discrimination in the job market 

also causes the high percentage of Aborigines in prison. 

      The juvenile crime rate is also serious in the Aboriginal community because 

they lack proper guidance from their adults. The National Police Custody Survey 

reports that “young Aboriginal people are twenty-one times more likely to be taken 

into custody than non-Aboriginal juveniles” (qtd. in Whimp 27). In other words, 

Aboriginal people get involved with the legal cases at a very early age. Peter in The 

Dreamers not only drinks all day with his father and uncle, but also is caught for 

driving a stolen car (107-8). He is absent in the entire Act Two because he has been 

sent to prison. Similarly, Micky, the eldest son in Barungin, is also addicted to 

drinking in spite of his mother’s scolding. Moreover, what he steals ranges from a 

tape recorder to a Porsche (41-2). Although Micky is not put into jail, his stolen goods 

make Peter his scapegoat. In addition to the two reasons mentioned previously, the 
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lack of proper guidance also results in the high Aboriginal juvenile crime rate. Both in 

The Dreamers and Barungin, there is an imbalanced family. Aboriginal men fool 

around all day, drinking, gambling and even staying in jail, disregarding their duty of 

taking care of their children. The whole family is supported by the mother, who is the 

core to keep the family functioning. The teenage boys, having no good father figure to 

model on, just copy the bad example of these Aboriginal men and learn their bad 

habits.  

      The high juvenile crime rate in the Aboriginal community is also an indicator 

of endangered family relationship. In Barungin, the scolding of Meena means nothing 

to Micky, who comes home drunk. He, contrarily, questions Meena why he cannot 

drink since everyone can: “It’s good enough for you and him [Peegun] and everybody 

else to drink, but not me” (Barungin 25). The adults around Micky, who are either 

constantly drunk or in jail, cannot provide a positive model and instruction for this 

fourteen-year-old teenager to follow. Therefore, the disproportionate number of 

Aboriginal juveniles in custody is also a warning that many Aboriginal families are in 

crisis. 

      The large number of Aborigines in prison further leads to another social 

consequence: the high proportion of Aboriginal death in custody, which is one of the 

main themes in Davis’s Barungin. In this play, Peter, just released from the prison 

yesterday, is caught up in a riot22 on his way home. He is arrested because police 

officers discover lots of stolen stuff in the car he drives, which is actually Micky’s. 

Shortly after, Peter is found dead in the cell that night (57-8). Davis does not provide 

                                                
22 The riot that Peter is caught up with is, as Davis notes, similar to the riot in Brewarrina in 

1987 (Barungin 56). The 1987 Brewarrina riot was a protest held by several Aboriginals whose close 
relatives died in custody. They were unsatisfied with the answer that the government provided to 
explain their relatives’ death. Along with hundreds of Aboriginals, they held the protest to request a 
thorough investigation of the death of Aboriginals in custody. There were conflicts between the police 
and Aboriginals and some Aboriginal protestors were arrested (Pitty para. 1). 
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an explanation of why and how Peter dies, but there is only an indifferent autopsy 

report, just as what the grieved family can get after the death of Aboriginal prisoners. 

However, only stating the cause of death is “closed head injury” (Barungin 59) is not 

satisfying enough. Recited at Peter’s funeral, Davis’s poem “John Pat” reveals: 

          ‘Aaah! Tear out the page…Forget his age. 

Thin skull,’ they cried. ‘That’s why he died!’ 

But I can’t forget the silhouette 

Of a concrete floor…a cell door…and  

John Pat. (Barungin 60) 

According to Davis, this poem is about “our most notorious case of death in custody,” 

and the reason for John Pat’s death provided by the coroner is that “he had a 

particularly thin skull for an Aboriginal” (qtd. in Turcotte 183). It is hard to accept that 

John Pat, a fourteen-year-old teenager, dies because of a physical feature of 

Aborigines. Even if Aborigines do have thin skulls, how can Pat’s skull be injured 

without any exterior force? However, neither the deaths of John Pat and Peter in the 

play, who is arrested for the crime he did not commit, nor those of many other 

Aboriginal prisoners are provided with a definite answer to explain why they die so 

suddenly. 

      From 1987 to 1990, the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

investigated ninety-nine cases of Aboriginal deaths in custody which occurred from 

1980 to1988. It provides several factors for the high percentage of Aboriginal death, 

such as the disproportionate number of Aboriginal prisons, lack of care of the police 

and prison officers (Whimp 3-4). The remote cause behind all these visible factors, 

however, is still the disadvantaged position of Aborigines in Australian society. As 

Peter explains there is no way to fight against the legal system:  
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          PETER: Look, Nyoongahs buy their grog from Wetjalas, they break the 

law and they git jugged by Wetjalas. The lawer’s white, the cops are 

white, the magistrate’s white, the warden’s white: the whole box and 

dice is white. Put a Nyoongah against all them. I tell you we ain’t got a 

bloody chance. (TD 83) 

Peter clearly points out that since the authoritative figures from the police officers to 

the magistrate are all white men, Aborigines, as the minority, have little chance to 

fight against the entire system dominated by White Australians. The legal system “is a 

viaduct for fang and claw” of White Australians (Barungin 60); it has become the tool 

for the White to oppress Aborigines.  

D. Religion 

      As for religion, many Aborigines, especially urban ones, have been converted 

into Christianity in the 1980s. However, Christianity, on the one hand, is still alien to 

Aboriginal life because Aborigines only follow Christian disciplines without full 

identification. On the other hand, Christianity still shows European superiority and the 

clergy inculcates Aboriginals with rules and ideas that are extraneous to their life. In 

the 1980s, there is still alienation when Aborigines try to conduct a “standard” 

Christian life. Davis often uses a comical way to present the incompatibility of 

Christian rituals in Aboriginal life in The Dreamers. On the dinner table,  

          DOLLY: Roy, you say grace. 

          SHANE: Do we only say grace when we are eating kangaroo? 

          ROY: [putting his spoon back on his plate and swallowing.] We thank 

you, Lord, for what— 

          WORRU: You put some bacon in this? 

          ROY: We thank you— 
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          WORRU: Bacon, wah? 

          SHANE: Ssh, ssh, Popeye, close your eyes. 

          WORRU: What for? Can’t eat with me eyes closed. 

          ROY: We thank you, Lord, for what we have got. 

          WORRU: [to SHANE, pointing upwards] I forget about that fella up there. 

(TD 102-3) 

Before Dolly reminds Roy of saying grace, Roy has started to eat. When he tries to 

say grace, he keeps being interrupted by Worru, who only cares about whether bacon 

is put in the stew or not. God becomes Worru’s “that fella up there” (TD 103), whom 

he constantly forgets. This scene shows that Aborigines still cannot identify 

Christianity as their own religion. They only observe rituals, if they remember, but 

they do not understand the meaning or significance behind the rituals. For Aborigines, 

especially the older generation like Worru, Christianity is alien from their world, but 

now, they have to adopt this alien element into their life. Therefore, their behavior 

becomes deliberate and awkward. 

      Just as the opening of Tony Kushner’s Angels in America is a funeral, Davis’s 

Barungin also begins with Eli’s funeral. In both plays, the undertone in the prayer of 

the conductor reveals the theme of the play.23 Through the funeral scene, Davis 

emphasizes the oppressive attitude of Christianity to Aboriginal life. In the funeral, 

the preacher, carrying on a long speech, repeating that everyone, including Eli the 

dead, is a sinner and can only be saved by forsaking their worldly sins. However, his 

feverish speech totally digresses from the main purpose of the funeral, that is, to 

commemorate the dead and to comfort the living. His didactic speech turns the funeral 

into the preaching of Christianity rather than a memorial to the dead. In fact, the ideas 
                                                

23 Tony Kushner arranges a Jewish funeral to point out the theme of dislocation. For more 
information about Tony Kushner’s Angels in America and the theme of dislocation, please see Lane A. 
Glenn’s criticism in Drama for Students, 23-27. 
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of original sins, devil and fragility of human beings are foreign to Aborigines because 

they do not have these ideas in their traditional religion. But the preacher takes no 

regard for the difference between Christianity and their traditional religion, forcing 

Aborigines to accept what he says. Hence, from the funeral scene, it shows that 

Christianity, even in the 1980s, inculcates Aborigines with rules and dogma that are 

extraneous to their life. 

Furthermore, Davis particularly makes the preacher an American 

fundamentalist preacher so as to emphasize the preacher’s strong sense of European 

superiority in his speech. The significance of the preacher’s religious background is 

worthy of discussion. Fundamentalism, appearing in America in the early twentieth 

century, was opposed to liberal Protestants. Fundamentalism accuses them of “being 

corrupted by the intellectual and social developments of modernity” (Brasher xv). It 

assaulted many development of modernity, such as Darwin’s evolution and the 

liberation of gender roles (Brasher xv). “Fervent, exclusive, religious clarity achieved 

via an erasure of doubt […] was the hallmark trait of religious Fundamentalism” 

(Brasher xv). Mary Reay points out that there were still fundamentalists in North 

Australia and other places practicing policies that destroyed Aboriginal culture even in 

the 1960s. They still held the belief that Aborigines needed to be Europeanized to gain 

salvation (Reay 383). In Barungin, the domineering attitude of fundamentalism is 

reflected through the preacher’s proclamation that Aborigines, after they die, will live 

in a big reserve in heaven. The preacher says, “If Eli Wallitch suffered inequality and 

injustice in his life, he will—believe me! Believe me!—find equality and justice on 

the big reserve up high” (Barungin 5). Although the preacher says this statement to 

demonstrate that all men are equal in heaven, what he says is actually contradictory. If 

there is still a reserve in heaven, it is impossible to find equality and justice there 
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because establishing a reserve means to separate one group of people from others for 

special treatments. Since one group of people is excluded, how can heaven be equal? 

The preacher unconsciously distinguishes Aborigines from white men even in heaven, 

because he still believes that Aborigines should still stay in a big reserve away from 

the White.  

      The exaggerated speech of the preacher, who keeps stressing original sins and 

the importance of repentance, further highlights the alienation of Christianity in 

Aboriginal life. The preacher proclaims: “[…] we are all sinners—sinners—for two 

reasons—two reasons! You must remember—you must remember—that we are, every 

one of us, […] all sinners in the eyes of God […]” (Barungin 5). The italicized words 

in a play script often indicate they are emphasized by the speaker through a louder 

voice or prolonged pronunciation. In the preacher’s speech in Barungin, the repetition 

of words and the constant appearance of italicized words and exclamation marks 

suggest that the preaching is conducted in a feverish way, which is not appropriate for 

a funeral. The preacher’s excessive emotion makes him more like a clownish 

eschatologist rather than a consoling preacher. Furthermore, those Aborigines’ 

reaction to the preaching shows that they do not take what the preacher says seriously. 

After the Wallitch family come home from the funeral, Shane mimes how the 

preacher calls Eli a sinner and asks how Eli would react if he could hear it. Meena 

replies jokingly, “He probably would’a’bitten him for a cask and packet of Winnies” 

(Barungin 8). The conversation between Shane and Meena expresses that Aborigines 

do not identify with what the preacher said and they take his admonishment for their 

worldly sins as a joke. Although they attend the Christian funeral as Christians, they 

only follow the superficial form of Christianity without sincere conversion in their 

minds. Christian disciplines cannot have an influence on them in their everyday life. 
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Just as Roy’s unmindful grace in The Dreamers, the funeral scene here presents 

Christianity still cannot be integrated into Aboriginal life. Therefore, Davis’s 

deliberate exaggeration of the preacher and his speech not only reveals the oppressive 

attitude of Christianity but also underlines its extraneous relation to Aboriginal life.  

      In conclusion, the urban Aborigines in the 1980s still suffer a disadvantaged 

position in Australian society from the consequences of the exclusion from equal 

working opportunities, addiction to drinking and gambling, the high crime rate and 

alienation from the foreign religion, Christianity. As for their economic status, 

Aborigines are still excluded from the mainstream working environment, relying on 

unemployment allowance to sustain their family. However, they spend a large amount 

of money buying alcohol and even are addicted to gambling so that they neglect their 

family duty. Owing to the racial discrimination in the justice system and their low 

socio-economical status, Aborigines, even including teenagers who lack proper role 

models to imitate, are more likely to be sent to prison. Because of the disproportion of 

Aborigines in prison, the number of Aboriginal death in custody is also high. Under 

the legal system controlled by the White, Aborigines have little opportunities to 

protect their rights. Regarding religion, although Aborigines are mostly converted into 

Christianity, Christian disciplines are difficult to be realized in their daily life. They 

observe Christian rituals, such as saying grace and attending a funeral, but they do not 

truly embrace the meaning behind these rituals. Furthermore, Christianity inculcates 

its dogma which is alien to Aboriginal culture. Although it claims that all men are 

equal, Christianity actually bears European superiority, distinguishing Aborigines 

from the White. Therefore, Aboriginal life in a recent age as the 1980s does not get 

improvement, still remaining in an inferior position in discriminating Australian 

society. 


