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Aboriginal Australians, Sorry Business and social media
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Abstract

Death and funeral practices are a constant presence in many Aboriginal Australians’ lives—
research in some communities found they are eight times more likely to have attended a funeral 
in the previous 2 years than non- Aboriginal people. This can be explained by two major factors: 
inordinately high rates of Aboriginal mortality and cultural practices around death (broadly 
referred to as Sorry Business). Research in other contexts has found traditions once reserved 
solely for face- to- face interactions are now also taking place online on social media. This paper 
draws from interviews conducted with Aboriginal social media users from New South Wales, 
Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia to explore new cultural expressions of Sorry 
Business. Drawing from Indigenous standpoint theory as both an entry point for inquiry and a 
tool for analysis, this paper demonstrates that Aboriginal people participate in a diverse range of 
online practices related to Sorry Business, including notifi cations of deaths and funerals, offering 
condolences and extending support, and grieving and healing.
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Introduction

Social media is used widely by Aboriginal peo-
ple across Australia. Recent research suggests 
that Aboriginal people, who are enthusiastic 
users of mobile technology, are accessing social 
media at a higher rate than other Australians 
(Callinan, 2014). In addition to the manifold 
uses these technologies have for all users, for 
Aboriginal people social media is also providing 
an additional, very specifi c function in rela-
tion to cultural practices associated with death 
(Carlson, 2014a). This paper will focus specifi -
cally on the ways in which Aboriginal people 
use the popular social media site Facebook for 
“Sorry Business”—a term used by Aboriginal 
people across Australia to describe a broad 
range of practices associated with death, dying 
and funerals.

This is indicative of a broader trend, where 
all across the globe Indigenous traditions once 
reserved solely for face- to- face interactions are 
now also taking place on social media sites such 
as Facebook. Research conducted by O’Carroll 
(2013a, 2013b) on Mäori cultural practices 
and social media found that Mäori are utiliz-
ing social media platforms to participate in a 
range of cultural activities, including using the 
online video- conferencing service Skype to be 
“present” at funerals when physical attendance 
is not possible. Similarly, Molyneaux et al. 
(2014) found that First Nations communities 
in Canada are avid social media users. For these 
groups, vast distances often isolate communities 
and their members. In response, these commu-
nities are increasingly participating in cultural 
practices online. 

In the Australian context, Kral’s (2011, 
p. 5) research reports that Aboriginal youth 
are using social media to participate in a range 
of cultural activities. Likewise, Edmonds et 
al.’s (2012) study of Aboriginal youth’s use 
of mobile devices and social media found that 
Aboriginal youth used social media for “main-
taining connections and for pathways to assist 
them when facing big decisions” (p. 12). Social 

media offered these users a sense of community 
that could provide support in stressful situa-
tions. Carlson (2013, 2014a, 2014b) also found 
that Aboriginal people are participating in myr-
iad activities on Facebook, including cultural 
practices, maintaining relationships and partici-
pating in community politics. Collectively, this 
research disrupts the dominant but mistaken 
representations of Indigenous people as paro-
chial Luddites. 

When a death occurs, social media is pro-
viding Aboriginal people new options for 
publicly expressing and sharing grief with 
family, extended social networks and in par-
ticular those who are separated by distance. 
Bereavement is a particularly important cultural 
practice for Aboriginal people (see Bachelor, 
2001; Glaskin, Tonkinson, Musharbash, & 
Burbank, 2008). Commemorative practices, 
such as visits to graves and memorials, provide 
avenues to maintain an ongoing relationship 
with loved ones, while mitigating feelings of 
loss. People visit graves and memorials out of a 
sense of cultural obligation and respect. These 
practices are used to maintain a sense of per-
sonal relationship with the deceased and to seek 
solace from grief (Bachelor, 2001, pp. 44–45). 
For many Aboriginal people who are unable 
to visit the graves of loved ones, social media 
presents an alternative option. By providing 
a space for online memorial sites that are like 
going to “the cemetery”, social media offers a 
new focal point for grief.

Whilst there are growing bodies of research 
examining death and commemorative practices 
online (see Brubaker & Haynes, 2011) and 
social networking sites (see DeGroot, 2012; 
Rossetto, Lannutti, & Strauman, 2014), there 
is a paucity of research focusing specifi cally 
on Aboriginal people’s use of social media for 
death and funeral practices. In this article, we 
draw from extensive interview data to explore 
some of the emerging practices associated with 
death and mourning made possible by social 
media. The research fi ndings demonstrate that 
social media is impacting on Aboriginal cultural 
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practices associated with death and dying. The 
fi ndings also highlight points of tension within 
Aboriginal communities as public expressions 
of Sorry Business appear on social media sites 
and begin to transform the norms of what is 
and is not culturally acceptable. 

Background

Death and funeral practices are a constant pres-
ence in many Aboriginal people’s lives—much 
more so than for non- Aboriginal Australians. 
This can be explained by two major factors: 
high rates of Aboriginal mortality and cultural 
practices around death.

High rates of mortality

In many Aboriginal communities, Tonkinson 
(2008) explains, “deaths occur with bewil-
dering frequency” (p. 38). Data from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2010b) 
shows an appalling discrepancy between the life 
expectancies of Aboriginal and non- Aboriginal 
Australians. As at 2010, Aboriginal males live 
for an average 11.5 fewer years than non- 
Aboriginal males (67.2 years and 78.7 years 
respectively); the difference is 9.7 years for 
females (72.9 years and 82.6 years respectively). 
And while for non- Aboriginal Australians death 
is reserved almost exclusively for older age 
groups, the deaths of Aboriginal people are 
spread more evenly across age groups. In the 
35–44- year- old age group, for instance, the 
combined Aboriginal populations of South 
Australia, Western Australia and the Northern 
Territory (areas of Australia with high Aboriginal 
populations per capita—many living in rural 
and remote areas) experience death rates seven 
times higher than non- Aboriginal people across 
the same regions. Infant mortality is also much 
more common. Aboriginal populations in the 
Northern Territory, for example, experience 
rates over three times that of non- Aboriginal 
Australians (13.6 deaths per 1,000 live births 

compared with 3.8 deaths per 1,000 live births 
respectively). Suicides are likewise more com-
monplace—approximated to be around 40 
percent higher than the rate of non- Aboriginal 
suicide (Carlson, 2014b).

The reasons for these differences are com-
plicated. They parallel patterns of inequality 
experienced by Indigenous peoples globally. 
Inequalities in education, access to health ser-
vices, social marginalization and stress (Burbank, 
2011)—caused and compounded by ongoing 
colonial legacies—contribute signifi cantly. And 
while Burbank, Glaskin, Musharbash, and 
Tonkinson (2008) emphasize that premature 
and preventable mortality of Aboriginal people 
is “found whether one is looking at urban, rural 
or remote Indigenous communities” (p. 1), 
health outcomes for Aboriginal people vary 
considerably across the country. Clear inequali-
ties are evident between those living in major 
cities (about 32 percent of Aboriginal peo-
ple) and those living in regional (43 percent) 
and remote areas (25 percent) (ABS, 2010a). 
These latter areas outside of major urban and 
rural centres often experience ramifi ed inequali-
ties, exacerbated by factors such as severely 
under- resourced (or even entirely absent) health 
services. These communities uniformly experi-
ence the worst health outcomes of all Australian 
demographic groups.

Sorry Business

Statistics partially explain the more prominent 
position of death and funeral practices in the 
lives of Aboriginal people. However, distinct 
cultural practices and obligations around death 
and extended Aboriginal kinship networks 
contribute greatly to the everyday promi-
nence of death. Sorry Business—the myriad 
cultural practices around death and loss—is 
a much- documented phenomenon in anthro-
pology (see Glaskin et al., 2008). Beliefs and 
ceremonies associated with death are diverse 
across Aboriginal Australia. They may involve 
lengthy ceremonies lasting several days with 
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strict protocols around language, names, 
images and personal possessions. Alternatively, 
death might be marked by funerals that include 
images, speaking the deceased’s name and cho-
reographed performances (Carlson, 2014a). 
In some instances, behaviours that contravene 
strict cultural protocols in one community can 
be entirely acceptable in another. 

Although these practices differ considerably 
across Aboriginal groups and communities, 
Anderson et al. (2012) found that, by and large, 
“there is less of a cultural obligation on non- 
Aboriginal people to attend funerals than for 
Aboriginal people” (p. 26). Glaskin et al. (2008) 
explain that living a thousand kilometres from 
the deceased, for example, “does not constitute 
a suffi cient impediment to attending a kinsper-
son’s funeral” (p. 5). The absence of certain 
family members from a funeral, as Patel (2014) 
explains, “can bring shame to the extended 
family and other members within the kinship 
system” (p. 79). It may even constitute the 
breaking of the community’s law, and absentees 
can face punishment (Anderson et al., 2012, 
p. 26). And because of the strong, extended 
kinship networks of Aboriginal communities, 
Aboriginal people generally have these respon-
sibilities towards great numbers of kin.

Unsurprisingly then, a recent study by 
Anderson et al. (2012) found Aboriginal people 
attend many more funerals than non- Aboriginal 
people. They found Aboriginal people were 
eight times more likely to have attended a 
funeral in the previous 2 years. Over half of 
the study’s Aboriginal respondents indicated 
they had attended seven or more within the 
previous 2 years, and one-third had attended 
between 12 and 30 funerals in the same period. 
Similarly, an earlier study by Hanson (2005) 
included Aboriginal people who were attend-
ing up to several funerals a week. Aboriginal 
people also start attending funerals at a much 
younger age. Anderson et al. (2012) found the 
rate was 95 percent for Aboriginal respondents 
aged 15 or younger, compared with 47 percent 
for non- Aboriginal people.

The prominence of Sorry Business has a 
great impact on the lives of Aboriginal people. 
In many communities, Sorry Business overrides 
all other responsibilities (Musharbash, 2008). 
Discussing the Martu people of the Western 
Desert of Western Australia, Tonkinson (2008) 
found mortuary activities following a death 
“greatly impinge upon their everyday life” and 
involve “enormous amounts of time, money 
and effort—not to mention the debilitating 
reoccurrence of grief” (p. 38). Likewise, McCoy 
(2008), while researching Sorry Business in 
the Kutjungka region of Western Australia, 
noted the demands of funeral practices can 
be “physically, financially and emotionally 
stressful and even exhausting” (p. 66). In a 
particularly extreme case, the Warlpiri people 
at Yuendumu in the Northern Territory were 
spending, on balance, up to 1 in every 3 days 
of the year engaged in Sorry rituals, which pre-
cede funerals in that community (Musharbash, 
2008). These ceremonies often involve over a 
thousand people and span a week or more.

In this paper, we adopt a broad defi nition 
of Sorry Business, including all Aboriginal cul-
tural practices relating to loss. We understand 
culture as fl uid and ever changing. Limiting 
understandings of Sorry Business to only those 
practices with temporal ties to pre- colonial 
Australia risks relegating Aboriginal culture 
to an imagined static past. Further, it imposes 
an understanding that does not map onto the 
contemporary reality of myriad practices across 
vastly different Aboriginal cultural groups. By 
keeping an open defi nition—including not only 
“traditional” practices, such as Sorry Camps 
(see Musharbash, 2008), but also more recently 
emerging practices, such as church funerals, 
grave visitations, and even public expressions 
of mourning on social media—we avoid some 
of the problematic aspects of more narrow 
defi nitions. 
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Social media

Previous research has shown us that Aboriginal 
people continually incorporate new expressions 
of Sorry Business to accommodate changing 
circumstances in communities. Anthropologists 
have noted new and creative ways Aboriginal 
people deal with challenges around funeral 
practices (see Glaskin et al., 2008). In one 
study about the resilience of Sorry Business in 
the Puntu community of Western Australia, 
McCoy (2008) comments: “Creativity around 
the expression of sorry business suggests Puntu 
autonomy but also resistance to the ways that 
Kartiya [non- Aboriginal people] might prefer 
to conduct ceremonies around loss and death” 
(p. 66). Hence, McCoy suggests, practices of 
Sorry Business can serve to reaffi rm cultural 
identity and sovereignty.

Research also tells us Aboriginal people 
have always been early adopters of technol-
ogy, with social media being no exception. 
Across Australia, Aboriginal use of social media 
is approximately 20 percent higher than the 
national average and in remote communities 
over 60 percent of the population are active 
Facebook users (Callinan, 2014). Carlson (2013) 
likewise observed that the use of social media 
by Aboriginal people has become an “everyday, 
typical activity” (p. 147). Aboriginal people 
are actively participating in cultural activities 
on social media—particularly Facebook (see 
also Carlson, Farrelly, Frazer, & Borthwick, in 
press). This site has become a vehicle not simply 
for communicating and networking among and 
between Aboriginal people, but also a tool for 
sharing different cultural practices, norms and 
expectations.

However, although both are signifi cant in 
the lives of Aboriginal people, the relationship 
between social media and Sorry Business is 
currently unknown. Initial interviews for this 
project revealed social media, such as Facebook, 
had become an important conduit for Aboriginal 
people to express grief and sorrow, and to fi nd 
common ground between and among various 

kinship networks. Participants also expressed 
serious reservations about the use of social 
media for these purposes. Subsequent inter-
views explored this relationship in more detail. 
This paper reports the project’s fi ndings to date.

Methodology

Indigenous standpoint theory

The emergence of Indigenous research meth-
odological frameworks has provided a strong 
source of critique for Western methodological 
frameworks that have (often knowingly) per-
petuated and accentuated the negative impact 
of colonization for Indigenous peoples globally. 
Indigenous research methodologies have also 
given power to Indigenous standpoints that 
more accurately and sensitively guide research 
towards diverse, appropriate and valid repre-
sentations of Indigenous perspectives, voices 
and experiences (Martin, 2008; Nakata, 2007; 
Rigney, 1997; Smith, 2012). 

This project draws from Indigenous stand-
point theory (IST) (see Moreton- Robinson, 
2014; Nakata, 2007; Rigney, 1997) as both 
an entry point for inquiry and a tool for analy-
sis. Influenced by the work of Foucauldian 
and feminist sociologists, IST is understood 
as both a discursive construction and a con-
ceptual tool that offers a method of inquiry 
useful for analysing Indigenous experiences 
usually “excluded or subjugated within intel-
lectual knowledge production” (Nakata, 2007, 
p. 213). It is not deterministic of any truth but 
rather lays open a basis from which to launch a 
range of possible arguments for a range of possi-
ble purposes. IST provides a point of admission 
for Indigenous researchers “to explore the actu-
alities of the everyday and discover how to 
express them conceptually from within that 
experience, rather than deploy predetermined 
concepts and categories for explaining experi-
ence” (p. 214). In this way, it is a political and 
decolonizing form of analysis.
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In relying on Indigenous experience and 
Indigenous knowledges as its starting point for 
analysis, IST departs from many approaches 
to sociological understandings of social and 
cultural realities. It puts emphasis on experi-
ence rather than theory. However, IST does not 
marginalize theory in any way; on the contrary, 
it shows us that ideas come from practices, 
from experience, and from our day- to- day 
lived realities. And it shows that these reali-
ties are sometimes better understood through 
Indigenous knowledge systems—alongside, 
where appropriate, theoretical standpoints 
located in Western epistemologies.

Nakata (2007) maps out three fundamental 
principles for an IST. The fi rst involves under-
standing that the researcher is “discursively 
constituted within and constitutive of complex 
sets of social relations as expressed through 
the social organisation of . . . [the] everyday” 
(p. 216). Second, that, as a researcher, one must 
recognize “Indigenous agency as framed within 
the limits and possibilities” (p. 216) of what 
can and cannot be known from this constituted 
position. The third principle is an incorpora-
tion of the “tensions” (p. 216)—or what he 
refers to as the constant “tug- of- war”—that 
inform as well as limit what can be said or 
known. These tensions are points of emergence 
and becoming, where Indigenous knowers (re)
shape their engagements with the world. These 
engagements do not necessarily seek or refl ect 
an underlying unity in the everyday, but rather 
provide evidence of the contradictions and 
ambiguities of discursively and materially con-
stituted Indigenous spaces.

IST is complemented by and perhaps best 
understood alongside Nakata’s concept of the 
Cultural Interface—a term he coined to denote 
the everyday site of struggle that continues 
to confi ne colonized people. For Nakata, the 
Cultural Interface represents a site of interac-
tion, negotiation and resistance, whereby the 
specificities of the everyday articulations of 
Indigenous people can be understood as both 
productive and limiting. The Cultural Interface 

disrupts the intelligibility of mainstream aca-
demic thought that situates experiences and 
representations of experiences of Indigenous 
Australians uni- linearly and simplistically as 
cause/effect, us/them, centre/other, white/black 
and so forth. It helps us as researchers to see 
that:

there are spaces where people operate on a 

daily basis making choices according to the 

particular constraints and possibilities of the 

moment. People act in these spaces, draw-

ing on their own understandings of what is 

emerging all around them . . . in this process 

people are constantly producing new ways of 

understanding and at the same time fi ltering 

out elements of all those ways of understand-

ing that prevents them from making sense at 

a particular point in time and trying in the 

process to preserve a particular sense of self. 

(Nakata, 2007, p. 201)

The Cultural Interface makes problematic the 
space of everyday Indigenous negotiations 
without applying limitations singularly to 
the canonical lens, and enables us to arrive 
as researchers knowing already that limits are 
discursively placed.

IST and the Cultural Interface are particularly 
suitable for this project for a number of reasons. 
First, IST offers an entry point for researchers 
to explore the experiences of Aboriginal users 
of social media through the lens of specific 
cultural knowledges of death and related ritual 
practices. Articulations of this experience can 
then be collated and understood, or theorized, 
according to Aboriginal epistemes; that is to 
say, according to knowledge that has accrued 
both around the survival of Aboriginal people 
for tens of thousands of years and since the brief 
and devastating period of colonial rule. In this 
way, data from Facebook and other forms of 
social media can be evaluated for their language 
and content at the level of culture, and various 
approaches to Sorry Business can be under-
stood according to a particular user’s or group’s 
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kinship relations and cultural mores. IST allows 
Indigenous researchers to extrapolate from the 
data collected a sense of the specifi c cultural 
landscape that might inform users’ dialogue, 
what the user says, and how s/he chooses to 
express issues pertaining to death and loss. 

As for the Cultural Interface, this model 
provides a gateway for researchers to under-
stand how Indigenous people deploy certain 
tools—this instance, social media—to fi nd pro-
ductive ways to counter colonial hegemony. 
The Cultural Interface is a space where agency 
can be effected, where change can occur, where 
Indigenous people can “make decisions”. As 
both a symbolic and material site of struggle, 
the Cultural Interface allows the exploration of 
everyday Indigenous experience.

Research design

To explore the diversity of everyday experiences 
of Aboriginal social media users, data were col-
lected through a variety of qualitative methods. 
Following formal ethics approval from the 
University of Wollongong’s ethics committee, 
participants were recruited through contact-
ing key figures from each community, who 
were thereafter employed as one- off research 
assistants. This method was determined both 
ethical and effective. Respected persons in com-
munities could communicate the purpose and 
content of the research project to potential 
participants and help interviewers conduct 
the interviews in an appropriate manner. In 
this way, informed consent was ensured. In 
total, eight different communities across New 
South Wales, Queensland, South Australia and 
Western Australia participated in the project. 
These communities represented a broad cross- 
section: from cities (Sydney, Brisbane, Adelaide, 
Perth), regional areas (Illawarra, Batemans 
Bay, Broome), and remote communities. 
Participants came from a wide variety of ages 
(18–60 years of age) and backgrounds: politi-
cal activists, university students, stay- at- home 

parents, community Elders. To ensure anonym-
ity, participants were given a pseudonym. Fifty 
semi- structured interviews were conducted, 
lasting between 30 and 90 minutes each. Ten 
themes were covered in the interviews, includ-
ing quantity and quality of social media use; 
expressions and concerns of culture on social 
media; Indigenous identities; and community 
formation and concerns. Drawing on Nakata’s 
(2007) IST and Cultural Interface, interview 
transcripts were then subject to a form of nar-
rative discourse analysis. 

As social interactions are increasingly con-
ducted on social media, there was also an 
opportunity to collect additional data through 
an online social media- driven survey cre-
ated using SurveyMonkey and promoted via 
Facebook and Twitter, using a snowball sam-
pling technique. The survey was anonymous 
and consent was tacit, indicated by the choice 
to complete the survey. Simple quantitative 
analyses were conducted using SurveyMonkey’s 
inbuilt statistical tools. Methodological rigour 
was ensured through research triangulation: 
using a multi- method approach and ensur-
ing all analysis was conducted by at least two 
researchers. 

Results

Participants described a diverse range of online 
practices related to Sorry Business. They have 
here been grouped into three themes: (1) 
notifi cations of deaths and funerals, (2) offer-
ing condolences and extending support, and 
(3) grieving and healing. Participants raised 
several concerns about using Facebook for 
Sorry Business. These issues highlight the con-
tested nature of online spaces, where cultural 
practices, values and understandings clash and 
coalesce in this online Cultural Interface. Here, 
the day- to- day struggles between Aboriginal 
people and colonial rule present opportunities 
for challenge and for change. Users engaged 
with social media to express cultural practices 
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and values around death in new and dynamic 
ways. In this way, our results align with 
Tonkinson’s (2008) work on Martu people’s 
funeral practices. She showed that despite some-
times placing heavy burdens on individuals 
and communities (in terms of time, money and 
emotional costs), practices of Sorry Business 
can also serve to affi rm cultural identity and 
“demonstrate cultural dynamism, innovation 
and creativity” (p. 37). And in the current study, 
this is through engaging with new social tech-
nologies and producing new forms of cultural 
expression.

Notifi cation of deaths and funerals

Participants were asked if and how Aboriginal 
people were using social media for Sorry 
Business. They confi rmed that social media is 
a forum where cultural practices around death 
are active. A majority of participants stated 
that they used Facebook to notify friends and 
family of deaths and funerals. Aboriginal com-
munities are often spread across vast distances, 
making communication and the organization 
of Sorry Business diffi cult. Facebook offers the 
opportunity to notify huge networks of people 
instantly and simultaneously, giving them time 
to prepare for any subsequent Sorry Business. 
Participants stated:

A lot of them are, they’re letting family know 

someone’s passed away. There’s a lot of 

Sorry Business and stuff that does show up 

on Facebook. (Rachel, female, 22)

Like who dies now, through Facebook. Family 

members who have passed away. Then you get 

a phone call, “Oh, such and such has passed 

away.” (Melanie, female, 30)

However, the practice of notifying friends and 
family of deaths through social media was often 
problematic. Participants articulated two main 
issues: a lack of cultural protocols around social 
media notifi cations of a death and the posting 

of names and images of the deceased. First, 
it was sometimes considered inappropriate 
and disrespectful to notify family of a per-
son’s death through social media sites such 
as Facebook. This caused some participants 
great distress. For instance, one participant 
described a woman who had married into an 
Aboriginal family and notifi ed her online net-
works of her husband’s death. This was seen as 
greatly disrespectful by the husband’s family. 
The participant explained:

There was an incident a few years back. 

My Aunty’s cousin passed away, and the 

in- laws put a notice that he’d passed away 

on Facebook. And my mum and her mum’s 

generation, they wouldn’t have known what 

Facebook was, it wasn’t around back then. 

And that’s rude and disrespectful for them 

doing that. Whereas I think she was being 

respectful in her head, saying “I’m sorry”. But 

putting that on Facebook. She was married 

[into the family], so it was different. (Melanie, 

female, 30)

What is posted on social media is not void 
of offline ramifications if family and com-
munity members consider it inappropriate. 
Social media is not a disembodied space—it is 
composed of communities generated by real 
bodies that interact and communicate with one 
another (Lumby, 2010; Petray, 2013). Social 
media offers actual connections between peo-
ple, facilitating interaction and correspondence 
offl ine (Joinson, 2008; Petray, 2013). As Taylor 
and Spencer (2004, p. 237) argue in reference 
to online communities, “This new world lies 
alongside our everyday experiences.” What is 
posted on social media is still very much subject 
to community scrutiny and regulations much in 
the same way as face- to- face interactions. This 
was noted here by the same participant:

Yeah, and in the family, no one spoke for ages. 

They were all walking around on eggshells at 

his funeral. I think she got spoken to, asked 
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to apologise and remove what she’d posted. 

(Melanie, female, 30)

The above story reveals the tensions that can 
arise when incongruous cultural values meet 
online—not just between Aboriginal and non- 
Aboriginal people, but also across generations. 
Complex and contrasting norms and discourses 
of respect come into contact, leading to serious 
offl ine effects. Similarly, the issue around nam-
ing and image taboos can result in confl ict and 
disagreement. Two participants commented 
that:

It’s an unwritten rule [to not use a deceased 

person’s name]. It’s an unwritten rule, but in 

general Aboriginal people, you get told not to 

mention it. Like, because I’ve got two names. 

One name’s [A] and the other’s [B], and I was 

named [A] after a bloke. My Dad named me. 

But as soon as he passed away no one called 

me [A], they called me [B]. And not until a cou-

ple of years later did they start calling me [A]. 

So like we grow up with knowing that. When 

someone passes away, if their name is . . . you 

say, “Oh yeah, he passed away.” You got 

to know who they are, try and put the dots 

together as to who passed away. Like we grow 

up learning that. But like when you’re given a 

Facebook where you can write whatever and 

the whole world’s going to know, that’s the 

misuse. You know, sometimes it’s just a mis-

understanding or by accident. But especially 

Facebook, like you fi nd out people who die 

through Facebook. (Rachel, female, 22)

And now they [young Aboriginal people] actu-

ally put photos on Facebook. Which I think is 

wrong. I don’t agree with it. (Laura, female, 

30)

Several participants said these image and 
naming taboos are becoming increasingly irrel-
evant—something less important to the younger 
generations. Tonkinson (2008), in her work on 
the Martu people, also found that “this taboo 

has now been relaxed” (p. 45). The participant 
below supports this claim.

For the younger generation, Facebook, they’ve 

grown up with it. They don’t see the big 

deal. See we’ve, I’m part of both worlds. I 

just wouldn’t post anything because I don’t 

know, it may offend someone, it may not. 

Whereas young generation, in their heads, 

they like, “It’s not offensive.” And the older 

generation is like, “Yes, it is very offensive!” 

(Laura, female, 30)

The above accounts demonstrate that when it 
comes to practising Sorry Business, social media 
can be a problematic space for Aboriginal people. 
Competing cultural values and practices—
both Aboriginal and non- Aboriginal—come 
into contact and compete and combine. That 
incompatible cultural values around online 
expressions of Sorry Business has potential to 
result in confl ict between different generations 
of Aboriginal people is a novel research fi nding. 
While the scope of this particular project’s data 
set did not allow a more in- depth analysis, this 
subject warrants further investigation.

However, while sometimes limiting or prob-
lematic, these online spaces are also productive. 
Participants are reproducing cultural practices 
of Sorry Business in original ways, afforded by 
the proliferation of new social technologies, as 
noted by this participant:

Well, what is culturally important to us? Over 

here in WA [Western Australia], or my group, 

you say, well, it’s about the funerals. So when 

people pass on—the Sorry Business. And that 

is massively communicated over social media. 

So people know where to go and who’s passed 

on and what’s happening. So that’s defi nitely 

a big cultural thing. (Sam, male, 35)

The above participant went on to describe the 
deep cultural importance of funerals for his 
community in the Pilbara. He lives and works 
in Perth, around 1,500 kilometres from the 
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Pilbara. Through Facebook, his community is 
able to instantly communicate the death of a 
person across Australia, giving them time to 
organize transport and any necessary ceremony. 
He went on to explain:

So one of the big events that we have up in the 

Pilbara, for example, funerals are really, really 

important. And if you don’t go to that funeral, 

well culturally, it’s going to be a really bad 

thing. So being able to communicate across 

family members that someone has died and 

there’s a funeral that’s happening and where 

it is and where it’s at, and the cultural things 

that are happening around that. That happens 

a lot through social media. (Sam, male, 35)

As this participant demonstrated, the deep 
importance of Sorry Business for his community 
is bolstered by their engagement with Facebook. 
It allows them to avoid the “really bad thing” of 
disengaging with Sorry Business. While moving 
geographically far from the community, contact 
and culture is continued online.

Offering condolences and extending 
support

Many participants described using social media 
to offer condolences to grieving family. These 
messages of support were often extended indi-
rectly through “status updates” on Facebook. 
This was understood as an act of respect, par-
ticularly if done in a general way through not 
directly naming the deceased—as one partici-
pant from a remote South Australian community 
said, this is often just saying something simple 
like “Thinking of you” to the family of the 
deceased. Participants explained that:

. . . people will offer their condolences, you 

know. And somebody might write a status, 

and somebody will comment underneath. But 

people also write their own status, like, “Just 

want to say sorry to such and such family.” 

(Laura, female, 30)

. . . because family live so far from each other, 

they’ll send a message, “Send my condolences”, 

you know? But like then I post, “I’m thinking 

of so and so family.” (Daniel, male, 20)

One participant from a remote South Australian 
community suggested that sending condolences 
through Facebook could even be used as a 
substitute if a friend or family member lived 
far away and was not able to make the funeral:

People put up a status of sympathy to the fam-

ily. If they can’t make the funeral, they will 

say sorry on Facebook. (Danielle, female, 30)

In her work with the Martu people, Tonkinson 
(2008) noted how “the salience of relationships, 
both distant and close, is sharply demonstrated 
among Martu in their responses to death” 
(p. 37). The above accounts—though from 
participants of different Aboriginal nations—
parallel her fi ndings. Participants in this study 
used social media to enact practices of respect 
through offering condolences to those who had 
lost family and friends. Relationships and com-
munities are strengthened and renewed through 
these acts of support and condolence.

Grieving and healing

Last, participants described a variety of griev-
ing and healing practices that occur on social 
media. Many participants shared photos of the 
deceased with their online networks. This again 
troubles the idea of any uniform taboo on images 
across Aboriginal communities. Through shar-
ing photos and stories and messages, deceased 
kin were “kept alive”, as explained by these 
two participants:

So what we, with my cousin who passed away, 

we upload photos of them on their [Facebook] 

pages, if we can’t be there, we’ll write on their 

pages. Because that is a way that we keep 

them alive through that. That’s a good thing. 

(Daniel, male, 20)
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Just to say “Miss you”, those sorts of things, 

and put some photos up of them as well [on 

Facebook]. (Justine, female, 36)

Another online grieving practice involved com-
memorating or “maintaining” anniversaries 
of the deceased’s deaths and birthdays. One 
participant likened this to the act of visiting a 
cemetery:

Every year on his birthday we look at his 

[Facebook] page, because you see an infl ux of 

new messages, and people will share a story on 

his anniversary. It’s like going to a cemetery 

and lighting a candle, but you don’t go and 

physically light a candle. (Rose, female, 34)

Yes, I do [see practices of Sorry Business 

online]. Big time. There’s a lot of that. 

Maintaining anniversaries. Yeah you see that 

all the time. Every time there is one, each 

time there is an anniversary, you see that. We 

all write on those [Facebook] pages, back up 

those individuals. (Jacquie, female, 25)

So like, there’s a young boy that got murdered 

down south. But like his mum shared these 

comments, like she writes [Facebook] posts, 

like sometime his anniversary or anything like, 

“Oh today I woke up and I seen a bird and 

it reminded me of my son”, you know? So it 

can be good, it’s just how you wanna see, like 

how you wanna see it. (Rachel, female, 30)

By maintaining anniversaries, opportunities for 
people to extend support to those grieving are 
opened. Here, through Facebook, the online 
and public act of grieving unites community.

In some instances grieving involved partici-
pants sending messages to the deceased through 
Facebook comments and status updates. These 
were often posted on the deceased’s online 
profi le page or a memorial page—sometimes 
called “Sorry Pages”. These online memorials 
or “virtual cemeteries” (Roberts, 2004) are on 
the increase on social network sites. Sorry Pages 

allow for informal and personalized commemo-
rative and memorialization practices. People 
can visit Sorry Pages and post comments and 
maintain connections with the deceased. As 
noted by these two participants:

My niece, who looked up to him, gets depressed 

every now and then, you know. It’s like, she 

uses that [Sorry] page on Facebook as a means 

of, she’ll write to the page, she’ll write on the 

page, “Oh I love you”, or “I miss you, I wish 

you were here”, and this and that. Share her 

problems that way. (Rose, female, 34)

Sometimes I’ll come across some memorial 

pages. But it’s mainly just posts, where some-

one will just write it in their status, “Been 20 

years, brother, I’ll miss you forever.” And then 

you’ll fi nd all these just love hearts, or just like, 

“We’re thinking of you.” There’ll be no bad 

comments in there at all. It’ll just be all of us 

just supporting those people, and feed off each 

other’s support. Yeah, so that happens pretty 

regularly. (Jacquie, female, 25)

Deceased kin’s social media pages become 
online memorials for friends and family. And 
as these accounts show, just like offl ine, the 
deceased and the living remain connected (via 
kin relations) and this is often demonstrated 
through public displays of grief and loss in posts 
on social media. As noted by Field, Gal- Oz, and 
Bonanno (2003), the living can maintain rela-
tional continuity with the deceased indefi nitely. 
Social media helps people maintain a bond with 
the deceased (DeGroot, 2012) and the relation-
ship is maintained provided communication 
continues (Parkes, 1998).

Discussion

Death is disproportionately present in the lives 
of Aboriginal Australians. The causes are well 
documented. The “gap” between Aboriginal 
and non- Aboriginal life expectancies evidences 
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the ongoing legacy of colonial violence. Sorry 
Business, the diverse cultural practices follow-
ing the loss of a loved one, holds immense 
significance for Aboriginal people and their 
communities. The collusion of these two phe-
nomena makes death omnipresent. 

The participants in this study confi rmed this. 
But their testimony also evidenced the ever- 
changing, creative, productive and adaptive 
force of Aboriginal cultures. From inner Sydney 
to remote South Australia, myriad expres-
sions of Sorry Business are now facilitated by 
fast, expedient technologies. Social media has 
become a vital tool for making sense of loss.

A deep reading of the participants’ accounts 
unveils the still- present historical violence 
of colonialism. The fact that Facebook was 
understood as a substitutive space for funeral 
attendance, for instance, echoes the historical 
dispersion of Aboriginal people whose distance 
from ancestral Country makes physical attend-
ance diffi cult for a range of reasons, including 
policies of dispossession and forced removal. 
The clashing of cultural values around death—
between Aboriginal and non- Aboriginal people, 
and between Aboriginal groups themselves—
is a direct consequence of colonization. The 
notion of “support” can be understood as a 
mechanism of survival where shared sorrow 
can alleviate the loss experienced by death. IST 
allows us to see these responses as expressions 
of experience that always, in every sense, con-
note a violent, historical backdrop to death and 
the cultural practices of Sorry Business.

Conclusion 

This paper offers the fi rst in- depth qualitative 
study of Aboriginal people’s use of social media 
for Sorry Business. Drawing on interview data 
from Aboriginal people located across diverse 
communities throughout Australia, it explores 
the emerging practices associated with death 
and mourning made possible by social media. 
These practices—including using Facebook 

for notifi cations of deaths and funerals, offer-
ing condolences and extending support, and 
grieving and healing—were shown to be both 
productive and problematic.

We can extrapolate the following three con-
clusions from the responses detailed above. 
First, social media is a complex and contested 
space for Aboriginal people, where competing 
understandings, values and performances of 
respect and bereavement intersect in this online 
Cultural Interface. It empowers some to fulfi l 
cultural responsibilities across distance, while 
leading to confl ict between families for others. 
Second, it challenges some still widely held but 
mistaken notions that Aboriginal cultures are 
static or anti- technology. Most importantly, 
however, the paper demonstrates that the com-
plex convergences between Sorry Business and 
social media are creating new and dynamic 
forms of cultural expression and connection. 
It pays testament to Aboriginal people’s cease-
less assertion of sovereignty and reinvention of 
cultural vitality.
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