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Chapter Four 

Aboriginality as Empowerment 

 

My People 

A race of people who rose with the sun, 

As strong as the sun they had laws, 

Traditions coexisting with nature. 

The cycle of the sun is likened to the life of man; 

The snake is said to bite when the sun is at its most powerful zenith. 

The snake has already bitten, 

When the snake bites the sun, 

The clan, the man, the sun, 

Must sink cooling to its inevitable settings, 

Yet, it is said, the sun will rise again. 

Albert Barung (qtd. in Lawlor 8) 

4.1 Introduction 

      Even though Aborigines are persecuted by the White politically, economically 

and culturally, many Aboriginal writers still hold a positive attitude toward the future 

of their people. Albert Barung, a contemporary Aboriginal poet, compares Aboriginal 

people to the sun. In his poem, even though the sun is bitten by the snake and loses its 

power, it will rise again. The momentary sunset is the preparation of another sunrise. 

Likewise, it is their belief that Aborigines, in spite of the abuse of the White, will 

someday revive their status and culture.  

Jack Davis also presents this positive viewpoint of Aboriginal culture in The 

First Born trilogy. In addition to the realistic portrayal of Aborigines’ plight, Davis 
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strives to advocate in his plays that Aborigines can be empowered by four elements of 

Aboriginality: traditional religion, ethnicity, music and language, to resist the coercion 

of the White and continue their culture. Adam Shoemaker, based on his interviews 

with Aboriginal writers and activists, defines Aboriginality as “[…] the legacy of 

traditional Black Australian culture […]. It implies movement towards the future 

while safeguarding the pride and dignity of the past. But Aboriginality is also 

counter-cultural in European terms: a reaction against the dictates of White Australia 

society” (qtd. in Carroll 101). That is to say, Aboriginality proclaims not only the 

restoration of the glory of Aboriginal culture but also a reaction against White 

Australians. Shoemaker’s definition of Aboriginality corresponds to what Davis 

strives to advocate in his plays. In Davis’s opinion, Aboriginal culture will never die 

out and Aboriginality is their crucial force to stand against the White oppression and 

restore their dignity. Therefore, I argue in this chapter that Jack Davis thinks 

Aborigines should persist in their struggling over the suppression of the White and 

fight for the continuation of their culture through four kinds of Aboriginal 

empowerment: traditional religion, ethnicity, music and language. 

4.2 Traditional Aboriginal religion as empowerment 

      In his three plays, Davis particularly applies the Aboriginal concepts of time, 

death and the totem to manifest that traditional Aboriginal religion is one of the four 

Aboriginal empowerment to show the continuing force of Aboriginal culture. 

Although traditional Aboriginal religion is not qualified as a religion at all from the 

European perspective,33 Aborigines do have their own religion.34 Aboriginal 

                                                
33 Unlike three major religions, Christianity, Buddhism and Islam, there is not a monotheistic 

god in traditional Aboriginal religion. Moreover, Aboriginals do not strive for productivity in life 
because of the absence of evaluative system after death in their traditional religion. Other Christian 
concepts, such as original sin or redemption, are also absent in traditional Aboriginal religion. Alfred 
Giles, a Christian missionary in 1887, even stated that “Aborigines have ‘no moral laws’ and that ‘their 
sings, rituals and ceremonies are utterly revolting and fiendish’” (qtd. in Nelson 20). 
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religious beliefs are based on the Dreamtime myth, which emphasizes the oneness 

between human beings and nature. Traditional indigenous Australians believe that 

their Ancestors, during the creating epoch, that is, the Dreamtime or the Dreaming, 

walked across the Australian continent and what they did formed the landscape. These 

god-like Ancestors also created all kinds of animals and natural features and they 

could freely transform themselves into animals or any forms they wanted. After the 

creation was completed, the Ancestors retired into things they created, such as the 

earth and the sky (Lawlor 14-5). The union between the Ancestors and nature brings 

forth the idea of totem or the individual dreaming. Some Aborigines may claim that 

they are “kangaroo dreaming,” meaning that their Ancestors’ spirit rests with 

kangaroos. So kangaroo becomes the totem of their tribe. The idea of totem is based 

on the belief that “man and nature species participate in a common life” (Elkin 228), 

stressing the oneness between men and nature. The idea of the Dreamtime influences 

all aspects of Aboriginal life, including ways of life, the idea of death, kinship and 

social regulations. And the Aboriginal concepts of time, death and the totem are no 

exceptions. By following the natural order, the basis of the Dreamtime, Aborigines 

develop a different religious system from the White’s. 

Davis applies three devices in traditional religion in his plays: the Aboriginal 

concepts of time, death and the totem to argue that Aboriginal culture has its 

                                                                                                                                       
34 There has been a heated debate over whether Aborigines have religion or not. According to 

wikipedia, religion can be defined as “a set of beliefs and practices, often centered upon specific 
supernatural and moral claims about reality, the cosmos, and human nature, and often codified as prayer, 
ritual, and religious law. Religion also encompasses ancestral or cultural traditions, writings, history, 
and mythology, as well as personal faith and mystic experience” (“Religion”). Hence, the definition of 
religion is also applicable to traditional Aboriginal religion. Moreover, some early scholars denied that 
there was any elements in Aboriginal culture which were worthy of the word “religion” (Swain, “A 
Bicentenary” 169). However, E. B. Tylor, in his book Primitive Culture, points out that the narrow 
definition of religion, which refers to “the belief in a Supreme Deity or a judgment after death” 
excludes many tribes from having their religion (qtd. in Swain, “A Bicentenary” 172). “But such 
narrow definition has the fault of identifying religion with particular developments than with the deeper 
motive which underlies them” (qtd. in Swain, “A Bicentenary” 172). Tylor manifests that it is better to 
turn back to the minimum definition of religion, “the belief in Spiritual Beings” (qtd. in Swain, “A 
Bicentenary” 172). From then on, the fact that Aborigines have religion is widely acknowledged. 
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regenerating power. In The Dreamers, Davis’s reference to the idea of “cyclic time” 

(Cowan 26) of the Dreamtime justifies the appearance of an Aboriginal tribal dancer 

in the modern setting to show that the Aboriginal past still exists in modern life. The 

juxtaposition of the past and the present reflects how Aboriginals view time: the past 

lives in the present. For Aborigines, the Dreamtime did not only occur in a distant past, 

but coexists in their present life. Cowan points out that Aborigines often use the 

present tense to explain the Dreamtime because “the Dreaming should partake of 

eternality rather than temporality” (26). “One cannot ‘fix’ the Dreaming in time: it 

was, and is, everywhen” (Swain, A Place 15). That is to say, the Aboriginal idea of the 

timeless Dreaming breaks European linear time, emphasizing that the past can coexist 

with the present and even the future. Likewise, Davis, utilizing the concept of “cyclic 

time” (Cowan 26), arranges the appearance of the dancer in a modern setting in The 

Dreamers. After Worru performs a drunken tribal dance and falls on the ground, the 

dancer continues Worru’s dance (TD 86). The succession of the dancer from Worru’s 

dance indicates that the lineage between the past and the present. Two time zones are 

united at that moment. The past of Aboriginal culture still coexists with the present 

life of urban Aborigines. For Davis, even though Aboriginal culture is damaged 

greatly by the White, Aborigines’ past and culture have never left them, existing in 

their life if they are willing to recall.  

      In addition to the dancer as a signifier of Aboriginal past existing in present 

urban Aboriginal life, the presentation of Worru’s death at the end of The Dreamers 

further indicates the continuing force of Aboriginal culture. In the Aboriginal belief, 

death is not regarded as the end of life, but as a necessary step to restart another life 

cycle. “Life itself is but an embryo preparing for the final birth, the extension of being 

into the realm of the dead. Funeral ceremonies are, therefore, the last in the series of 
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initiatic rites of rebirth” (Lawlor 341). For Aborigines, death is the final step to 

complete the process of rebirth. They believe that after one dies, his soul is divided 

into three parts: totemic soul, ancestral soul and ego soul (Lawlor 344).35 After death, 

totemic soul returns to “the spirits of nature, to the animals, plants, […] that have 

contributed their life and substance to the person’s bodily existence” (Lawlor 344). 

Ancestral soul lives with the Ancestors of the Dreamtime and ego soul or the Trickster 

is bound to the relationship with the living relatives or material things (Lawlor 344-5). 

In other words, Aborigines do not regard death as the time to receive an evaluation of 

good and bad deeds they have done in their lifetime like that in Christianity or 

Buddhism. Aborigines believe that their souls, no matter whether they return to nature 

or the Dreamtime, still have potency for rebirth.  

Similarly, Davis uses the Aboriginal idea of death to present the death of 

Worru to suggest that Aboriginal culture, like Worru’s unceasing life-force, still has 

the potency to revive. After informing her family that Worru has passed away, Dolly 

stands alone on the stage and speaks,  

          Stark and white the hospital ward 

          In the morning sunlight gleaming 

          But you are back in the moodgah now 

          Back on the path of your Dreaming. (TD 138) 

Dolly further describes how Worru conducts kangaroo hunting dashingly in 

September. In her description, Worru, like “a king in the sun,” (TD 139) is a skillful 

and brave hunter in the daytime and tells stories about the Dreamtime by the campfire 

in the night. The play ends with: 

                                                
35 A. P. Elkin in his The Australian Aborigines: How to Understand Them states that there are 

two souls after an Aboriginal dies. One flies to the Dreamtime, the spiritual home and the other stays in 
human world to play tricks to the living (312). Although their ideas about the number of souls differ, 
Elkin’s and Lawlor’s accounts of the abode of souls are similar. 
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          I will let you dream—dream on old friend 

          Of a child and a man in September, 

          Of hills and stars and the river’s bend; 

          Alas, that is all to remember. (TD 139) 

Although The Dreamers ends with Worru’s death, Dolly’s final statement conveys the 

optimistic message in his death. Instead of mourning sadly for Worru’s departure from 

this world, Dolly chooses to remember the most energetic moment of Worru. It seems 

that time is frozen perpetually at the moment of an ideal Aboriginal life: the jubilance 

of hunting and the storytelling under the starry sky. Worru will be remembered as an 

agile hunter in his prime and this perfect image stays in the mind of the living. 

Furthermore, although Worru is dead now, his living force still carries on. His soul, 

getting rid of the confinement of hospital ward, comes back to his Aboriginal 

homeland where the moodgah trees grow, and to his spiritual belonging, the Dreaming. 

Worru’s death is not an end, but a transformation of his living form, which still 

coexists with nature. By the same token, taking Worru as a symbol of Aboriginal 

culture, Davis arranges the death of Worru as the ending of The Dreamers not to 

declare that Aboriginal culture comes to an end, but to emphasize that Aboriginal 

culture, under the suppression of the White, still possesses the living force and awaits 

its rebirth someday.  

      Davis also integrates the idea of the totem in traditional Aboriginal religion 

into his plays. The totem or the dreaming “in the form of a creature or some 

associated manifestation, animates a foetus, bringing with it a life-force emanating 

from the Dreaming,” and through the totem, Aborigines “are regarded as being part of 

nature, bound to it by strong emotional ties, sharing a common life-force” (Berndt, “A 

Profile” 27). In other words, as soon as Aborigines are born, they belong to a certain 
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animal or natural object, that is, their totem. The totemic figure connects Aborigines 

with their Ancestors from the Dreamtime and with nature. By identifying themselves 

with part of nature, Aborigines are able to gain life-force from nature.  

Davis makes the connection among three plays of The First Born trilogy by 

means of the totemic figure of the magpie. The magpie symbol indicates not only the 

inseparable bond between Aborigines and nature but also Aboriginal family history of 

struggling over the White’s persecution. The magpie is a common bird in Australia. 

Because Davis finds similarities between Aborigines and the magpie,36 he often 

utilizes the magpie as a symbol in his plays. With the development of the trilogy, 

Davis gradually reveals the connection between Aborigines and the magpie, especially 

in Barungin. It is the warbling of magpies that starts the morning of the Wallitch 

family in The Dreamers (74). In No Sugar, after escaping from the Moore River 

Settlement, Joe and Mary return to Northam and discover that the family property 

which the authority promised to take care of is burnt down. Joe sees the remains of his 

home and laments that “Magpies used to nest in that white gum tree” (NS 1520). Joe’s 

words echo Granny Doll’s tale in Barungin. After Granny Doll, Meena and Little Doll 

pay a visit to Peter in jail, Little Doll tells Peegun that there are lots of magpies near 

the prison. Talking about magpies reminds Granny Doll of her husband, Meena and 

Shane’s father, whose Nyoongah name is Koolbardi, “The Magpie.” She then tells the 

story of Koolbardi and Wahrdung, “The Magpie and the Crow” (Barungin 34-5). She 

ends the story by saying “And whenever that old fella camped, them magpies would 

be there. At Government Well, in Northam where we used to camp, there was a family 

of magpies in a big old gum tree, and they have new babies every year” (Barungin 

35).  

                                                
36 The similarities between Aboriginals and the magpie are revealed in “The Magpie Song,” 

which is to be discussed in the section of “Aboriginal music as empowerment,” pp. 95-97. 
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Even though three plays differ in time and space, the frequent appearance of 

the magpie shows that Aboriginal families, no matter where they are and how time 

changes, can overcome the severe environment and continue their family history and 

Aboriginal culture. On the one hand, Davis uses the totemic figure of the magpie as a 

symbol frequently to show that even though they live in the suburbs now, Aborigines 

are still close to nature, where they can gain strength. Even urban Aborigines, like the 

families in The Dreamers and Barungin, can still see magpies near them. It reveals 

that Aborigines still maintain the totemic relation with nature, which does not change 

with time and space. On the other hand, through the connection of the magpie symbol, 

the trilogy presents the history of Aboriginal families which records Aborigines’ 

persistence against the White’s oppression. At first, some magpies, like Aborigines, 

make their nests in Northam where they have lived for years. When Aborigines are 

forced to move to the Settlement, they see the magpies there as if the magpies move 

with them. And now, the magpies, following the dwelling of Aborigines, also appear 

in the suburbs. Just as Aborigines’ persistence in surviving in white men’s world, 

magpies, no matter where they live, still have new babies every year. Magpies’ babies 

are the correspondence to Joe and Mary’s baby in the end of No Sugar. New babies, 

like new hopes, continue Aborigines’ family history. In other words, the magpie is a 

symbol of Aborigines’ unyielding perseverance for survival. Davis’s frequent use of 

the totemic figure of the magpie signifies that Aborigines still maintain an inseparable 

link to nature, which sustains them to continue their family history. Therefore, Davis 

applies the Aboriginal ideas of time, death and the totem in traditional Aboriginal 

religion to bring faith to Aborigines and to instruct them that Aboriginal culture still 

has the potency to carry on. 

4.3 Aboriginal ethnicity as empowerment 
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      Frantz Fanon, a Martiniquan psychiatrist, in his essay “On National Culture” 

contends that native intellectuals, in order to restore their national culture, trace the 

root of their culture back to the time before the colonization of the White. These 

intellectuals’ desire is directed by:  

the secret hope of discovering beyond the misery of today, beyond 

self-contempt, resignation, and abjuration, some very beautiful and 

splendid era […]. It was with the greatest delight that they discovered that 

there was nothing to be ashamed of in the past, but rather dignity, glory 

and solemnity. (Fanon 210)  

Similarly, although Aboriginal culture is gradually distant from young Aborigines and 

they suffer from being the minority in Australian society, Jack Davis still advocates 

that Aborigines should be empowered by the features in their ethnicity, to fight against 

the oppression of the White and discover their own strong points. Among three plays 

of The First Born trilogy, No Sugar is the one in which characters’ Aboriginal 

ethnicity is the most prominent. Although No Sugar is set in the 1930s, not the 

pre-contact period as Fanon suggests, it is the time when Aborigines still have access 

to their culture in daily life. Among Aboriginal ethnic features, Davis particularly 

highlights three Aboriginal characteristics in their ethnicity: persistence, self-assertion, 

and solidarity. Davis reminds urban Aborigines in the 1980s, who are swamped in an 

inferior position in society, that Aborigines can restore their dignity and pride through 

the ethnicity they are born with, such as persistence, self-assertion and solidarity. 

      The most prominent characteristic of Aborigines in No Sugar is their 

persistence. Aborigines refuse to be subjugated, no matter how the White authority 

oppresses them. The Millimurra family, from Mary, the newly-wed, to Gran, the 

grandmother, shows strong persistence and flexibility in fighting against the 
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unreasonable treatment of the White. As the disadvantaged minority, each member in 

the Millimurra family adopts different strategies persistently, such as Joe and Mary’s 

perseverance, Jimmy’s direct confrontation, and Gran’s acting, to protect their rights 

from the encroachment of the White. 

Joe and Mary, the newly-wed couple, show Aborigines’ unyielding 

perseverance in striving for their happiness. In order to return to Northam, Joe and 

Mary encounter many difficulties, such as the fight with Billy, Joe’s imprisonment for 

escaping the Settlement and Mary’s being whipped by Mr. Neal, but their persistence 

receives the final reward: they can leave the Moore River Settlement to find their new 

home (NS 1517-30). In Joe and Mary’s process of resisting the White authority, the 

transformation of Mary is the most striking. Under the influence of the Millimurra 

family, Mary is transformed from a crying girl who escapes from working in the 

hospital to a strong mother who is brave enough to express her opinion to Mr. Neal. 

Under Neal’s threat of whipping, Mary in her pregnancy still firmly states that she 

wants to stay with Joe’s family and not to work in the hospital (NS 1524). Living with 

the Millimurra family, Mary learns to bravely speak her mind, refusing to be 

subjugated by the White. Furthermore, Joe and Mary’s departure from the Settlement 

at the end of the play is not an exile, but the continuation of family history with new 

hope. As Joe and Mary are about to leave, Milly gives Mary a bag full of food and 

Sam offers Joe a home-made knife (NS 1531). The parents’ gifts symbolize the 

succession of family responsibility. Now, Mary has to shoulder the duty of taking care 

of the baby and her husband and Joe needs to hunt to keep his family from hunger. At 

this moment, a new family, made up by Joe, Mary and their baby, extends Aboriginal 

family history. More significantly, they are leaving this desolate place ruled by the 

White and searching for their new home. Through the ending of No Sugar, Davis 
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manifests that Aborigines, in spite of unpredictable hardship ahead, persist in striving 

for their future rather than tolerate subjugation under the rule of the White. 

Among the Millimurra family members, Jimmy is the one who dares to 

confront the White authority face to face and express his sarcasm freely. When asking 

Neville for the train fare, Jimmy, taking no notice of Neville’s indifference, keeps 

trying to break into his office. Finally, Neville surrenders to Jimmy’s persistence and 

gives him money. Before leaving, Jimmy says to Neville, “You know one thing about 

Fremantle Gaol? Even some of them screws are polite—not like this place. (Walking 

off.) Native Protector, couldn’t protect my dog from flea” (NS 1509). Jimmy is never 

afraid of pointing out the White’s pomposity straightforwardly. Neville, looking down 

on Jimmy as an Aboriginal, is unwilling to talk to Jimmy and even refuses to help him 

in the first place. Although Neville responds to Jimmy’s accusation by saying “cheeky, 

too bloody cheeky” (NS 1509), it is Neville himself that is impolite. Here, Jimmy 

presents Aborigines’ persistence in making Neville accept his request as well as their 

courage to defy the authority by pointing out White’s hypocrisy directly. 

      Gran, despite her old age, does not remain silent when her rights are violated, 

even using her talent of acting to get what she wants. When announcing that all 

Nyoongahs need to be transferred to the Moore River Settlement, Sergeant Carrol tells 

Gran that she should take the train, and other family members should walk to the 

Settlement. Gran refuses: 

          GRAN: Chergeant, I ain’t going on no train. You can put me in gaol if 

you want to. 

          (She begins to wail and cry.) 

            I’m not goin’ by train; what we leaving Gubment Well for? Wetjala 
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warrah37, warrahmut, oooh! 

          SERGEANT: All right, all right, Gran, you can go by road if you want to. 

          GRAN: (Recovering instantly) I am, too. (NS 1511) 

Later, Gran “tears her hair and throws plates and mugs about” to make Sergeant agree 

she can bring her dogs with her (NS 1511-2). Apparently, wailing and tearing hair are 

Gran’s acting. In fact, Aborigines have a talent of acting by nature. Douglass Baglin 

and Davis R. Moore point out that Aborigines are superior “in visual and aural 

perception and memory, in acting, dancing and mime” (92). Davis also states, 

“Aboriginal people are the greatest actors in the world… we’ve acted up before 

magistrates, we’ve acted up before the police, we’ve acted up before social workers; 

we’ve always done our own mime” (qtd. in Elder 207). Rather than a direct 

confrontation, Aborigines use their acting talent, pretending to be inferior to cater to 

the pomposity of the White. In other words, Gran is strategic by keeping a low profile 

to get what she wants. Taking advantage of her old age and tears, Gran successfully 

makes Sergeant feel sympathetic to her so as to grant her her wishes. Even though 

what Gran asks of Sergeant is trivial and she still cannot change the fact that her 

family is going to be transferred, what she does shows that Aborigines do their utmost 

to fight for their rights, no matter how trivial their goals are. It is more important to 

see Aborigines’ persistence against the dispossession of the White than to evaluate the 

result and dismiss their effort as fruitlessness.38 

      In addition to the persistence in fighting against the White authority, 
                                                

37 Warrah means bad in the Nyoongah language. 
38 I disagree with Elder, who argues that Gran failing to stop her family from removal is to show 

Aboriginals’ powerlessness to defy the White. Elder states that “in the neo- and simultaneous 
post-historical world, neither strategic ‘acting-out’ nor a genuine expression of defiance effectively 
restore power to the oppressed community” (211). However, it cannot be denied that Gran expresses 
her opinions through acting and her wishes are fulfilled. If Davis intends to express the fruitlessness of 
Aboriginal resistance against the White, there is no need for him to write plays because his plays, 
which are also artistic presentations like acting, are doomed to fail to do any good to the Aboriginal 
community. I contend that Davis, through Gran’s little victory over Sergeant, advocates that 
Aboriginals should never give up fighting for their rights. 
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Aborigines in Davis’s No Sugar are proud of their Aboriginal culture and prefer their 

traditional life necessities to Western ones. Because of the pride in their culture, 

Aborigines do not allow the White to misrepresent their traditional dance. As No 

Sugar begins, Joe reads the news in the newspapers about a group of Aborigines. In 

order to commemorate the White pioneers, they perform their traditional dance 

incongruously to a brass band (NS 1498). Sam immediately responds, 

“Koorawoorung!39 Nyoongahs corroboreein’ to a wetjala’s brass band” (NS 1498). 

Both Jimmy and Sam disdain those Aborigines who dance to a brass band because 

Jimmy and Sam think highly of their own dance which can only be accompanied by 

traditional Aboriginal musical instruments. For the White, the performance of the 

corroboree is to remind the viewers of the danger that the White pioneers faced. The 

focus, for the White, is the pioneers so that they take no notice of what actually the 

accompaniment of Aboriginal dance is. However, Aborigines, who take pride in their 

culture, find it ridiculous to have their dance accompanied by the western musical 

instruments. Sam and Jimmy’s anger originates from their assertion to their culture. 

Hence, Aborigines are so proud of their culture that they cannot tolerate any 

disrespectful behavior to their culture.  

      Even though the White think that they bring civilization to Aborigines and 

improve the Aboriginal living quality, Aborigines, in fact, value their traditional 

food/tools more, and they make good use of what nature offers them. Utilizing the 

wisdom accumulated from their ancestors for thousands of years, Aborigines take 

advantage of materials in their surroundings to sustain themselves. They, under the 

White’s assimilation, still prefer their traditional life necessities to western ones. For 

example, when Gran complains there is not enough food in their rations, Sergeant 

                                                
39 Koorawoorung is the sound to show disbelief. 
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Carrol sarcastically suggests that she can grind up jam and wattle seeds like what 

Aborigines did before the coming of the White. Gran answers, “More better than 

white man’s flour, no weevils in jam and wattle seeds” (NS 1501). Gran proudly 

asserts that the flour ground up from jam and wattle seeds is better than that given by 

the government because it, at least, has no weevils in it. Moreover, when Mary gives 

birth to a baby, Matron offers “plenty of clean cotton wool and baby powder and 

Lysol soap” (NS 1529). But Gran refuses and uses ashes to cover the baby because “[it 

is] more better than Johnson’s Baby Powder” (NS 1528). The two examples show that 

Aborigines are proud of their ways of life. They take pride in their traditional 

food/tools, which are considered even better than western products. It is Aborigines’ 

pride in their own culture that helps empower Aborigines to claim their identity. Only 

when they cherish their own culture can Aboriginals make other people respect their 

culture. Aborigines have to first identify themselves with their own culture and 

appreciate the value and beauty of Aboriginal culture. Otherwise, it is difficult to 

convince the White that what precious things they have ruined for Aborigines. 

Therefore, Davis, by presenting his characters’ strong affection for Aboriginal culture, 

advocates that Aborigines should be proud of their own culture, which has been 

denigrated and suppressed by the White for a long time.  

      One of the Aboriginal ethnic features that Jack Davis endeavors to emphasize 

is the idea of kinship. Aborigines are by nature cooperative people. “Co-operation 

with others was an essential part of Aboriginal semi-nomadic living. Kinship 

networks linked people together, in combinations that sometimes took the form of 

conflict but more often emphasized collaboration and mutual help” (Berndt, 

“Australian Aborigines” 2). That is to say, the kinship system enhances the solidarity 

between Aborigines. Davis, in his plays, stresses not only the cooperative spirit in 
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Aboriginal ethnicity but also the solidarity formed by the Aboriginal community to 

develop a rivalrous force against the White. As long as Aborigines can be united, 

despite their small population, they can gather a strong force to make the White hear 

their voice. 

      Family is the basic unit of kinship. The presentation of a balanced and 

harmonious Aboriginal family in No Sugar is to establish a model for urban 

Aboriginal family in the 1980s. Through the comparison between families in the 

1930s and 1980s in his plays, Davis endeavors to awake the cooperative spirit in 

urban Aborigines’ minds, reminding them of the duty to support their family. When 

discussing the Aboriginal family structure, Coombs states that “relationships, 

functions and obligations within the pairs [of Aboriginal family] are mutual, 

reciprocal and, ideally, evenly balanced” (7-8). Just as Coombs describes, the 

traditional family structure of Aborigines stresses balance. Men take charge of hunting 

and bring home the meat, while women take care of children and do chores. The 

Millimurra family in the 1930s still follows the traditional pattern. Sam and Joe, the 

pillars of the family, go to hunt rabbits, while Milly and Gran do the house chores (NS 

1498-9). Each family member is aware of his/her responsibility for the family and 

glad to support the family by fulfilling his or her duties. In comparison, the families of 

urban Aborigines in the 1980s presented in The Dreamers and Barungin are of an 

imbalanced structure. Men fool around all day because of their unemployment and the 

addiction to alcohol, whereas women have to shoulder the whole family duties and 

keep the family functioning. The imbalanced family structure brings great influence 

on the next generation. That is why the eldest sons in both The Dreamers and 

Barungin are inflicted with bad habits and even sent to jail. By presenting the 

balanced Aboriginal family in the 1930s, the time when the Aboriginal way of life was 
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still not totally corrupted by the White, Davis reminds urban Aborigines that a 

harmonious Aboriginal family is in need of the support of each family member. 

      In addition to the solidarity in family, Davis in No Sugar extends the 

Aboriginal community to Aborigines of different tribes, epitomized by Billy 

Kimberley. Although Billy is supposed to be a villain because he works for Mr. Neal 

and helps the White bully Aborigines, Davis still endows Billy with plenty of 

Aboriginal features, indicating that Billy is still one part of the Aboriginal community. 

As discussed previously, Billy recognizes his Aboriginal identity through the 

awakening of the corroboree. Besides, the story of “The Magpie and the Crow” 

indicates that the Nyoongahs, the magpie, and Billy, the crow, are brothers. Even 

though they are always in conflict and even darken their feathers in different degrees, 

it cannot be denied that they are tied with blood. Furthermore, when Joe and Mary tell 

Billy that they get the permission to leave the Settlement, Billy hands over his whip, a 

symbol of suppressive power, and gives his blessings to Mary as her kinsman.  

          BILLY: You watch this one, she go Kargudda but she still Oomboolgari 

girl. 

          JOE: She’ll be all right. 

          BILLY: You want this one? 

          (He hands him his whip.) 

            Kill rabbit, snake, bungarra. […] 

          JOE: Thanks, old man. 

          (JOE walks off, leaving BILLY and MARY together.) 

          MARY: Goodbye, dumbart.40 (NS 1530) 

Here, Billy, who is in the same tribe with Mary, urges Joe to take care of Mary as if he 

                                                
40 Dumbart refers to the person in the same tribe.  
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were Mary’s relative. Even though Mary and Billy are not really blood relatives, the 

link of their Aboriginal tribal root makes them a big family. To show his good will, 

Billy even gives Joe his whip as a gift. Here, the whip, which used to be a weapon to 

suppress Aborigines, now turns into a tool for hunting to sustain Joe’s family. Giving 

up the whip is indicative of Billy’s desire to get rid of the identity as a tracker, who 

assists the White in persecuting Aboriginal people. Moreover, giving the whip as a gift 

to Joe shows that Billy wishes to resume his role in their Aboriginal community. Joe’s 

calling Billy as “old man” presents that Billy is not an enemy any more, but an 

intimate elder in the Aboriginal community. Therefore, Davis’s idea of the Aboriginal 

community is not confined to people in the same tribe, but extends to those who share 

the Aboriginal root. 

      It is the solidarity of Aborigines beyond the distinction of tribes that makes the 

large scale of protest against White domination possible in the Australia Day scene in 

No Sugar. In that scene, many White guests and Aborigines in the Moore River 

Settlement are gathered around to attend the celebration ceremony of Australia Day. 

As Sister Elieen introduces Neville, the stage direction states, “Neville rises. The 

White clap while the Aborigines remain silent” (NS 1526). Later on, when Aborigines 

are appointed to sing “There is a Happy Land,” they make a parody of the song, 

depicting the impoverished condition of Aborigines under the dispossession of the 

White (NS 1526). Even when Neville orders Aborigines to stop, they repeat the song 

and sing even louder. Sister Elieen, seeing this confusion, stands and sings “God Save 

the King,” but is laughed at by Aborigines (NS 1527). This Australia Day scene can be 

regarded as the climax of the play because all Aborigines in the Settlement finally 

have the chance to express their accumulated anger and dissatisfaction to the White 

government in public and uncover its hypocrisy directly. Even though the Millimurra 
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family keep defying the White authority to defend their rights, their strength is too 

small to force the White to confront Aborigines’ plight. However, the solidarity 

formed by the gathered Aborigines on Australia Day forces Neville and other White 

people to face the fact that, because of the White’s racial discrimination to Aborigines, 

Australia is not a happy land at all. If this song is sung only by the Millimurra family, 

the government can just ignore them or even send them to prison. But all Aborigines 

in the Settlement are united together and sing this song to express their collective 

opinions in public. Their solidarity forms a powerful strength that the government 

cannot overlook. Through this scene, Davis, emphasizing the solidarity of Aborigines, 

manifests that Aborigines should consolidate with each other so as to gather enough 

strength to let the White hear their voice. 

4.4 Music as empowerment 

      Aboriginal music, including songs and musical instruments, plays an 

important role in Davis’s plays as the empowerment to stand against the White. Music 

not only provides an outlet for Aborigines to express their defiance against the White 

oppression but also becomes a symbolic manifestation of Aboriginal existence in the 

White-dominated discourse. Through singing, Aboriginal people are able to reveal 

their oppressed existence and idea. In No Sugar, Jimmy’s singing breaks the White’s 

definition of prison as well as overturns the power structure. After being caught for 

drinking, Jimmy, imprisoned in jail along with Sam, plays the mouth organ cheerfully, 

regardless of the warning of Sergeant and Constable. Even though Constable 

confiscates the mouth organ, Jimmy uses his natural instrument, his voice, to make 

music and sings loudly. Finally, Sergeant Carrol cannot stand his singing and leaves 

the police station (NS 1504-5). A White dominator’s prison is supposed to give 

punishment to the Aboriginal prisoners so the atmosphere in the prison should be 
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serious and even frightful to Aborigines. However, Jimmy’s singing subverts the 

White’s definition of prison. He plays the mouth organ and sings several songs, 

making the atmosphere cheerful and even funny. Moreover, those who suffer in prison 

should be the prisoners, but Jimmy’s singing overturns the roles. It is Sergeant and 

Constable that suffer. At last, Jimmy even drives Sergeant to “forsake” the police 

station. The top commander in the police office is supposed to be Sergeant, but Jimmy 

can make him leave with his music. The scene signifies that music has such a 

powerful influence to overturn the power structure. Music makes it possible that 

Aborigines have a way to claim their existence to the White, even shaking the power 

hierarchy. Hence, music becomes the empowerment for Aborigines to break the 

White’s rules and power structure.   

      Under the suppression of the White government, Aborigines are unable to 

express their opinion freely. Songs become their outlet to present their defiance to the 

White. The parody of “There is a Happy Land,” sung on Australia Day by Aborigines 

in the Settlement voice their hardship of not having enough food to eat during the 

Depression time. As the minority, Aborigines do not have the power to protest against 

the dominant White directly. If they do so, they will be sent into jail like Jimmy in No 

Sugar. However, music gives Aborigines the privilege to express their dissatisfaction 

with the White government in public. For instance, “The Magpie Song” in Barungin 

allows Aborigines to express their current concern of land rights. In this song, the 

totemic figure of the magpie symbolizes Aborigines, and like the magpie, Aborigines 

are eager to claim the right to possess their land which has been taken away by the 

White. The lyrics write,  

          Magpie, Magpie 

          Jaunty walk and cheeky eye. 
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          You don’t have an enemy; 

          I don’t know why. 

 

          I have seen you beat your mate, 

          Make her squawk as you berate, 

          Chattering in the early dawn, 

          Striding, running over my lawn 

          As if you own that too. 

          [….] 

          But as far as birds go, 

          And what they know, 

          You believe in land rights too. 

          You believe in land rights too. 

          Do you believe in land rights too? (Barungin 16) 

The lyrics explain why Davis favors the magpie as the symbol of Aborigines. It is 

because Davis finds the “jaunty walk and cheeky eye” of the magpie similar to 

Aborigines. Although Aborigines are not competitive people, they do not remain silent 

to endure the oppression of the White. Their “cheeky eyes” show that Aborigines are 

able to take necessary action to defy those who encroach on their rights. Furthermore, 

the song also shows that the strong sense of territory is one of the characteristics a 

magpie has and this characteristic echoes Aborigines’ affection for the land. As the 

magpie drives other magpies away from its territory in the lyrics, Aborigines endeavor 

to claim their land back because their land has all been forcibly taken away by the 

White.41 Through the song, Aborigines find a means to express themselves. 

                                                
41 Aboriginals’ relentless effort of claiming their land rights finally received a proper outcome in 
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      In addition to songs, the interruption of the sound of Aboriginal musical 

instruments is a significant indicator of Aboriginal visibility in the White-dominated 

discourse. In Barungin, there are two scenes dominated by the White discourse: one is 

the opening speech of the preacher and the other is the report of the coroner. Davis, in 

the character list, gives the instruction: “[the preacher is] non-Aboriginal evangelist. 

The actor [of the preacher] also reads coroner’s report. Both parts can be voice overs 

if necessary” (Barungin 3). The overlapping of characters suggests the similarity of 

these two scenes. Both scenes are conducted by a White man, present or not, and 

Aboriginal characters are nearly silenced. In the funeral scene, the Aboriginal 

mourners are silent until Shane finally interrupts the preacher’s long speech. And in 

the coroner scene, the only Aborigine on the stage is Peter’s dead body. Even though 

Aborigines are on the stage, they are silenced and ignored. These two scenes reflect 

Aborigines’ position in Australian society. Under the domination of the White, 

Aboriginals are deprived of opportunities to express their opinions. However, Davis 

makes use of music to break the silence of Aborigines. At the end of the funeral scene, 

the stage direction states, “slowly the PREACHER’S voice fades and is drowned out 

by a didgeridoo” (Barungin 7). Similarly, in the coroner scene, after the indifferent 

report of the coroner, the dancer plays the didgeridoo in the upper stage (Barungin 59). 

Both scenes end with the dominant White discourse replaced by the sound of 

didgeridoo. Through the interruption of the didgeridoo sound in the White-dominated 

discourse, Davis suggests that even though Aborigines as the minority are often 

                                                                                                                                       
1992, the Mabo decision. The High Court of Australia formally rejected the idea of terra nullius, which 
the English colonizers depended on to declare that Australia was a wasteland so that they had the right 
to possess it. The Court also recognized Aboriginals had the form of native title over the land before the 
arrival of the European (Jackson and Smith 333). “The Mabo decision was important also because it 
recognized customary laws and traditions as a source of Australian law, thus providing a major 
contribution to the social, cultural and economic empowerment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people” (Jackson and Smith 333). Hence, the success in claiming native title over the land is a crucial 
victory of Aboriginals to strive for the equal position in Australian society. 
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ignored in White Australian society, their existence will never be totally eliminated. 

Music, or Aboriginal culture, becomes a means for Aborigines to show their visibility. 

These two scenes signify that Davis is quite positive about the continuation of 

Aboriginal culture through music. 

4.5 The Aboriginal language as empowerment 

      Under the suppression of the White government and missionaries, Aborigines 

were forbidden to speak their mother tongues and forced to learn English. Because 

few Aboriginal parents know how to speak their mother tongues, their next generation 

has fewer chances to have contact with the Aboriginal language. Once the Aboriginal 

language is no longer spoken, both the language and Aboriginal culture will be 

destroyed. According to Gilbert and Tompkins, “forbidding people to speak their own 

tongues is the first step in the destruction of a culture” (Post-colonial Drama 164). 

The education to westernize Aboriginal children leads to the destruction of Aboriginal 

culture because these children are deprived of the opportunity to know Aboriginal 

culture behind their language. “The loss of language […] leads to the possibility of a 

loss of names, of oral history, and of a connection to the land” (Gilbert and Tompkins, 

Post-colonial Drama 164). That is to say, the loss of language means the loss of 

culture. Once the language ceases to be used, cultural significance in the language 

soon disappears.  

      The White’s distortion of the Aboriginal language also destroys its meaning in 

the context of Aboriginal culture. In Barungin, when she unravels the meaning of the 

family name “Wallitch,” Granny Doll accuses the White of destroying their 

Aboriginal language. She says “‘Walitj’ is ‘the hawk’, ‘the night hawk’, and you know 

the Wallets? Well, they’re the same as us, only when old Grandfather Dave went to 

the War, then army fellas couldn’t say ‘Wallitch’, so they change it to ‘Wallet’. 
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Wetjalas killed our language […]” (Barungin 36). Granny Doll’s story reveals the 

White’s willful distortion of the Aboriginal language. Because the White cannot 

pronounce the Nyoongah name, they westernize and even change the spelling and 

pronunciation for their own convenience. The distortion of language deprives the 

name of its original meaning in the Aboriginal language. But changing the family 

name is just an example of the White’s destruction of the Aboriginal language. The 

westernized education and intentional suppression make the Aboriginal language 

nearly extinct. Without Granny Doll’s story, children in the Wallitch family will never 

know the original spelling and the meaning of their family name. 

In order to preserve Aboriginal culture, Davis adds abundant Aboriginal 

vocabulary and phrases to his plays. Davis’s mixing English and the Aboriginal 

language in the dialogue not only makes the non-Aboriginal audience realize how 

Aborigines are compelled to learn English but also manifests that English is not the 

sole language in Australia. The readers of his play scripts can easily turn to the 

glossary to check the meaning of Aboriginal words but the audiences in theaters have 

to depend on the context of the conversation or characters’ movement to guess what 

these Aboriginal words mean. But still some texts cannot be easily figured out, such 

as Jimmy’s and Gran’s songs in No Sugar. Tompkins points out that “this distancing 

device does, however, demonstrate to whites the enormous impact of being forced to 

learn and speak a vastly different language” (52). During the process of 

comprehending Aboriginal vocabulary through the context, the non-Aboriginal 

audience can experience how Aborigines are forced to learn English, a very distinctive 

language from their own. Moreover, Davis’s combining the Aboriginal language with 

English demonstrates that English is not the only language in Australia, just as the 

White are not the only ethnic group. The mixture of the Aboriginal language and 
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English not only shows Aboriginal visibility but also subverts the dominant position 

of English and the English-speaking audiences. 

      The Aboriginal language also becomes the means to pass on Aboriginal culture 

to the next generation of Aborigines as well as to the non-Aboriginal viewers. 

Through the learning of the Aboriginal language, the younger generation learns not 

only how to speak its traditional language but also the cultural meaning behind the 

language. In Barungin, when Granny Doll explains that the family name Wallitch 

means night hawk in the Nyoongah language, she also tells the story of night hawk. 

When someone is about to die, the night hawk flies over his house and whistles 

(Barungin 36). The night hawk story not only traces the family root to their 

Aboriginal origin through the explanation of the family name, but also presents the 

cultural meaning of night hawk in Aboriginal belief. Granny Doll, by telling the story, 

restores the correct spelling and pronunciation of the family name and also revitalizes 

its cultural meaning. Her story is not just a fictive creation but an important asset 

which retains Aboriginal culture and memory. 

In addition to Granny Doll’s night hawk story, Worru in The Dreamers also 

teaches his grandniece Meena and the audience as well the meaning of tea leaf in their 

Aboriginal language. When Meena asks why tea is called mahngk in the Aboriginal 

language, Worru replies, “that’s his name. You see leaf on a tree, that’s a mahngk, that 

one mahngk too, tea leaf” (TD 103). Although Worru’s English is not very fluent, he 

still tries to explain the meaning of mahngk in his limited English vocabulary. 

Through the teaching and learning of the Aboriginal language, the knowledge behind 

language can also be preserved. Moreover, the one who learns from Worru’s teaching 

is not only Meena, but also the audience/reader. Davis, by adding Aboriginal 

vocabulary to his plays, strives to make more people, Aboriginals and 



                                                                               101 

non-Aboriginals, get familiar with his people’s language and culture. Only when more 

people can hear Aboriginal voices and understand their culture can Aborigines gain 

more assistance to help them reclaim their rights and dignity.  

4.6 Conclusion 

      To sum up, Davis in his trilogy presents four kinds of Aboriginal 

empowerment: traditional religion, ethnicity, music, and language, which help 

Aborigines resist the oppression of the White and continue their culture. The idea of 

cycle in traditional Aboriginal religion instills Aborigines with the faith of the 

continuation of Aboriginal culture. Despite the suppression of the White, Aboriginal 

culture, like the life cycle in traditional Aboriginal beliefs, still owns the potential for 

rebirth. The characteristics in Aborigines’ ethnicity, such as persistence in defending 

the rights, self-assertion of their culture, and solidarity enhanced by the Aboriginal 

community, also give Aborigines strength to struggle over the severe social 

environment. Furthermore, music, an essential part in Aboriginal culture, provides an 

outlet for Aborigines to express their defiant opinions to the White authority and even 

becomes a force to subvert the power structure. Finally, Davis’s integration of the 

Aboriginal language into the plays emphasizes that English is not the sole language in 

Australia, nor are the White the only inhabitants in Australia. It cannot be denied that 

Aborigines are also indivisible parts of Australian society. The mixture of the 

Aboriginal language in the plays also enables more non-Aboriginal viewers to get 

familiar with Aboriginal culture and language. Therefore, Davis, by empowering his 

Aboriginal characters with their Aboriginality, reveals that Aboriginal culture, in spite 

of the long-term suppression of the White, still possesses the strength to carry on and 

awaits more people to discover its beauty so as to reconstruct Aboriginal identity.


