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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the history, operations and content of the Koori Mail, a
bi-weekly, nationally-distributed newspaper jointly owned by a group of Aboriginal
communities in the area around Lismore, NSW. It places that newspaper into a
~ ‘broader historical, cultural arid theoretical context, examining the question of the
place of Aboriginal print journalism in the development of contemporary Aboriginal
communications and media and in the ongoing transformations of contemporary
Aboriginal culture. It does so in light of the related theoretical notions that traditional
Aboriginal culture was primarily oral in nature, and that the adoption by such
cultures of printed-word materials is a highly significant phenomenon with

potentially profound consequences.

The thesis shows that the appropriation of print journalism by Aboriginal
people has been much more energetic and began much earlier than previously
thought and that, along with contemporary Black creative writing, it has played an
important part in the development of Aboriginal political and social activism. The
thesis examines questions of the "authenticity” of certain forms of Aboriginal media
production, including newspapers, and addresses the question of the authenticity of
the Koori Mail as an Aboriginal "text". It argues that while the Koori Mail is a
highly significant and noteworthy example of Aboriginal print journalism, in several
important respects it is not achieving its full potential, its full authenticity, under the
editorial and management regime in place at the end of the period examined.
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INTRODUCTION



This thesis examines the history, operations and content of the Koori Mail, a
bi-weekly, nationally-distributed newspaper jointly owned by a group of Aboriginal
communities in the area around Lismore, NSW. The thesis also places that
newspaper into a broader historical, cultural and theoretical context, examining the
hitherto little-researched question of the place of Aboriginal print journalism in the
development of a contemporary Aboriginal communications and media "system" and
in the ongoing transformations of contemporary Aboriginal culture.

Much has been written by communications researchers and ethnographers
about the appropriation by Aboriginal people of European broadcast media
techniques for their own cultural needs and, therefore, their increased empowerment
-- what Eric Michaels termed the "Aboriginal invention of television" -- but almost
nothing has been written specifically or in a sustained way about Aboriginal use and
production of newspapers and other periodicals. This thesis, then, in order to
properly contextualise the Koori Mail initiative, describes the production -- past
and present -- by Aboriginal people of newspapers and other periodicals, as well as
the use of print journalism techniques. It does so in light of the related theoretical
notions that traditional Aboriginal culture was (and in some remote communities still
primarily is) "oral" in nature and that the adoption by such cultures of printed-word
materials is a highly significant phenomenon with profound consequences for the
nature of that culture. The thesis shows, however, that the appropriation of print
journalism by Aboriginal people has been much more energetic and began much
earlier than many White researchers and government communications policy-makers
have apparently imagined and that, along with contemporary Black creative writing,
it has played an important part in the development of Aboriginal political and social

activism.,

My interest in the Koori Mail project grew out of my work in Australia as a
journalist and as a journalism lecturer and researcher. While working as a journalist
in Canada, I had become interested in indigenous media, and in particular the
numerous examples of newspapers which Canadian and American Native peoples
had produced over the years. Not long after arriving in Australia in 1989 1
encountered the Koori Mail newspaper, subscribed, and began to read it regularly. I
was particularly interested in the fact that the Koori Mail was a national newspaper;
i.e. that it was aimed not at a small Aboriginal community in one part of Australia
but at Aboriginal people (and, as the owners readily acknowledged, non-Aboriginal
people) across the continent. This "national" nature of the publication seemed to me

to fly in the face of repeated suggestions -- which I encountered, for example, in



researching for a Canadian newspaper an article about the struggle by Aboriginal
people for land rights -- that Aboriginal people had never really developed a tradition
of having national representatives in their political struggles, or of speaking with

"one voice".

I was also interested in the fact that the Koori Mail was being run as a
commercial enterprise. This allowed the project at least the hope of escaping
dependence on, and the related problems of being under a form of control as a result
of dependence on, grants from Australian government or other sources. And I was
intrigued by the repeated suggestions, mainly by White bureaucrats and researchers,
that there simply was no significant history of Aboriginal newspapers or print
journalism in Australia because Aboriginal people, as an "oral culture", had a

limited interest in such things.

I set about, therefore, to gather more information about the Koori Mail
operation and the reasoning behind the decision by its owners to set it up as a
commercial enterprise and to make it a "national” newspaper. I also began to look
into the question of whether it indeed was the case that there was no history of
Aboriginal print journalism in Australia. My initial interest in a particular Aboriginal
newspaper, then, had to be opened onto several other fronts and a number of
fundamental issues and research questions had to be addressed before the Koori Mail
could be examined in any meaningful way. What was the nature of communication
in "traditional" Aboriginal society? How have European media methods been
appropriated by Aboriginal people for their emerging contemporary communication
needs and how have those methods been transforming Aboriginal culture? What is
the place of printed-word materials in Aboriginal communication and media? What
effects does the adoption of print communication have on a culture which has
traditionally been oral in nature? What is the history of print journalism among
Aboriginal people in Australia? Have Aboriginal writers and editors faced the same
problems of control and the same problems of the "authenticity" of their output as
have those Aboriginal producers and broadcasters who are working ("inventing") in

the area of European-style television and radio?

Only after addressing such fundamental questions could I begin the task of
studying the Koori Mail. In much of my efforts to address those questions, the work
and perspectives of a number of Australian and overseas researchers have been
particularly helpful, and helped form the framework into which this thesis has been,
as it were, inserted. The work on indigenous broadcasting and filmmaking and



related questions of cultural threat, empowerment and authenticity by such
researchers as Eric Michaels (1986), Tom O'Regan (1993), Michael Meadows
(1994), Helen Molnar (1990), Marcia Langton (1993) and Elihu Katz (1977) helped
focus my thinking as I considered the issues as they related to print. The work of
Adam Shoemaker (1989), Mudrooroo Narogin (1990), Stephen Muecke (1992) and
others on Aboriginal creative writing, and the relationship between such writing and
political activism, elped guide my thinking on questions of the place of printed
word communication in Aboriginal culture, and the development of Aboriginal print
journalism in particular.

In a more general way, the work of Marian Bredin and others helped guide
my thinking on the question of White journalists or researchers "approaching”
indigenous media. Bredin, in particular, lays out some of the pitfalls which must be
avoided in research work of this kind, and throughout this thesis I have attempted to
overcome the methodological and conceptual problems stemming from what she has
termed the "will to explain" among non-indigenous researchers:

[Methodological] relativism confines itself to the empirical
cataloguing of differences. The weakness of the relativist
approaches lies in their emphasis on description, without
recognising that description necessarily involves comparison, and
failing to theorise the social and historical grounds upon which
observation, description and comparison can be carried out (1993,
p-300).

It is for this reason that I now explicitly "identify myself" in this introduction as a
White, male, Canadian, journalist, lecturer, researcher now living in Australia and
attempting to approach the Koori Mail newspaper operation. While all of what
comes in this thesis will naturally have to be from my personal and cultural
perspective, it has been my aim and my effort to observe and appreciate without, as
far as is possible, falling prey to the unconscious imposition of values and standards
to cultures and cultural productions which are not my own.

I have also taken to heart several other of Bredin's warnings, among them
that:

A dialogue must be established between academic notions of
communication and cultural politics and the multiply grounded and



experienced notions of indigenous peoples engaged in media use
(1993, p.311).

and

The fragmentation of anthropological discourse and of Western
representations of difference allow the articulation of marginal and
oppositional voices. Ethnographies of communication need to
concern themselves with the practical politics within which
images, texts and meanings are produced. Access to and control of
the media is one of the grounds upon which these cultural and
interpretive politics are being contested (1993 p.310).

The thesis which follows, then, is descriptive in nature, but is also concerned,
as was indicated above, with placing Aboriginal print journalism and the Koori Mail
into a larger historical and theoretical perspective. In addition, the "practical politics"
of the production of Aboriginal newspapers, and the Koori Mail in particular, are
closely examined. It is important to note that an understanding of such practical
politics must, in the case of the Koori Mail as for many other Aboriginal media
products, involve an examination of the role of non-Aboriginal advisers and editors
in the activity in question. As O'Regan has observed in the context of Aboriginal
television, in a statement of a problem which can be usefully applied to Aboriginal

newspaper production:

What is the impact of this non-Aboriginal involvement in
producing Aboriginal television ? Aboriginal television is not non-
Aboriginal bricklayers building houses for Aboriginal people, it is
non-Aborigines actively participating in the production and
therefore definition of Aboriginal cultural artefacts as they are
hired, in the 'interim', to direct, edit and write an "Aboriginal"
television program (1993, p.187).

Accordingly, this question is also given a thorough examination in this thesis, both
in general, as it relates to Aboriginal writing and the editing by non-Aboriginal
people of Aboriginal print texts, as well as how it relates to the production of the
Koori Mail which, while owned by Aboriginal people and in theory controlled by an
Aboriginal Board of Directors has never had an Aboriginal editor making day-to-day

decisions about style or content.



Only after such general and theoretical matters are addressed thoroughly is
any attempt made to study the organisation and content of the Koori Mail and then
to draw some conclusions or make statements about the place and possible
significance of newspaper in the ongoing efforts by Aboriginal people to empower
themselves through adoption of European media forms and methods.

The thesis is organised into six chapters. Chapter 1 outlines, as far as is
possible, the nature of so-called "traditional" Aboriginal culture and communication
practices. Chapter 2 examines the evolution of these communication practices after
White invasion and relates these changed practices and needs to the adoption by
some Aboriginal communities and individuals of European broadcasting techniques.
Chapter 3 examines the place of printed-word communication in evolving
contemporary Aboriginal culture, as well as the more general question of the
implications of the transition from an oral culture to one which uses the printed
word. Chapter 3 also provides an outline of the history of the Aboriginal press in
Australia from 1838 -- when the quite remarkable Flinders Island Chronicle was
hand-written and hand-copied by some young English-speaking Aboriginal clerks --
to the present, when more and more Aboriginal people are becoming interested in
and skilled at producing community newspapers and newsletters in English and in
Aboriginal languages. In Chapters 4 and 5, the history, organisation, staffing,
editorial policy and content of the Koori Mail are examined in detail; from its
founding in early 1991 to late 1994, when this thesis was completed. The final
chapter places the Koori Mail back into the more general context established in the
first three chapters and attempts to address the complex question of the significance
of this national Aboriginal newspaper and its role in Aboriginal culture.

While I have used, as all academic researchers must, a long list of books,
journal articles, conference p: ers, etc -- by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people
-- as sources, I have also consulted a good deal of primary material which was made
available to me at the offices of the Koori Mail. As well, I have conducted a large
number of interviews with the main players in the Koori Mail project, including
many of the Aboriginal people connected with the founding, development and
current management of this enterprise. For the examination in Chapter 5 of the
content of the Koori Mail, I surveyed all editions of the newspaper between May
1991 and November 1994, selecting and commenting on articles which illustrated
key editorial, organisational, personnel or commercial concerns of a chosen period.
A quantitative content analysis was deemed inappropriate for a thesis of this sort. A

comparative content analysis was also ruled out because the Koori Mail is the only



example of a national, commefcially-organised Aboriginal newspaper at this time
and, therefore, such comparisons are impossible. The methodology adopted, and
described more fully, in Chapter 5 is like that employed by a number of other
researchers into community and ethnic newspapers in Australia (Ata & Ryan 1989).

As Lewins (1993) has observed, a phenomenon, an event, or a series of
events in the world are clearly sufficient and justifiable starting points for an
extended piece of academic research. In this case, an interest in an Aboriginal
newspaper, the Koori Mail, led me to a sustained examination of the newspaper
itself and, perhaps more importantly, of the array of theoretical and cultural
questions which surround the Koori Mail "event". In my contextualising of the
Koori Mail Thave been able, I hope, to come to a better understanding of Aboriginal
culture and Aboriginal communication, and the relation of these things to what
O'Regan and others have called the dominant "settler culture" of Australia. It has
also assisted me, as a newcomer to Australia, to reach a better understanding, or the
beginnings of a better understanding, of "Aboriginality" and of the relationship
between indigenous and colonial cultures. As Langton (1993, pp.31-32) points out:

"Aboriginality" arises from the subjective experience of both
Aboriginal people and non-Aboriginal people who engage in any
intercultural dialogue, whether in actual lived experience or
through a mediated experience such as a White person watching a
program about Aboriginal people on television or reading a
book....

Moreover, the creation of "Aboriginality" is not a fixed thing. It
arises from the intersubjectivity of Black and White in dialogue....
Aboriginality only has meaning when understood in terms of
intersubjectivity, when both the Aboriginal and the non-Aboriginal
are subjects, not objects.

It is my hope that this thesis will assist those reading it to come to a better
understanding of the phenomena and ideas described, and of the positive personal
and social consequences of employing the "intersubjective" approach put forward

by Langton, and others.



CHAPTER 1
TRADITIONAL ABORIGINAL CULTURE AND COMMUNICATION



As indicated in the Introduction, before attempting any examination of
Aboriginal print journalism in Australia or of the Koori Mail newspaper project in
particular it is necessary to step well back and place these phenomena in a broader
context. A possible analogy is of the decorative wooden boxes of various sizes
which fit one inside the other. The Koori Mail operation can be seen to "fit" into the
context of efforts over the years to produce Aboriginal newspaper and magazines.
That, in turn, can be seen as fitting into the larger context of Aboriginal writing in
this country. In turn, those elements fit into the larger context of present-day
Aboriginal communication mechanisms and networks which are being established,
the best-known of which may be argued to be radio, television and video production.
Finally, this contemporary communication must be fitted into an understanding of
contemporary and traditional Aboriginal modes of communication and of the general

nature of contemporary and traditional Aboriginal societies.

Accordingly, this Chapter will first examine some aspects of traditional
Aboriginal culture and the way in which that culture has been, and is still being,
transformed in Australia by many factors. As part of that examination, traditional
Aboriginal modes of communication will be addressed, as will the question of the
content and function of some aspects of that traditional communication. These
matters will then be linked to the questions of what sort of Aboriginal culture is
being shaped now and what sort of communication needs and activities are

developing among Aboriginal people.

At least two points must be made before beginning any survey of this sort.
First, it should be kept very firmly in mind that Aboriginal culture before the
European invasion of Australia was extraordinarily rich, and the expression of a
sophisticated and highly-organised means of adaptation by a small population to a
very large and unforgiving continent. There can be no suggestion that traditional
Aboriginal culture was "primitive" or "basic" or any of the various racist or
ethnocentric terms which are still applied in some quarters to such indigenous
cultures. Second, it should also be kept in mind that traditional Aboriginal culture in
pre-invasion Australia was not monolithic or homogeneous: there were many
important differences in the way Aboriginal people lived in various parts of the
continent, in the relationship they had to their immediate surroundings, in the
languages spoken, and in the precise content of their myths, stories and other cultural
expressions (Berndt & Berndt 1988; Hiatt 1978). Despite this rich diversity, certain
general statements can be made about traditional, pre-invasion Aboriginal culture.
But the pitfalls open to outsiders who wish to make such statements are many.



According to Yami Lester, former Director of e Institute for Aboriginal

Development in Alice Springs:

From the first time Aboriginal people and Europeans came
together there were difficulties.... Early explorers, historians and
anthropologists wrote books about Aboriginal culture. But as they
didn't have interpreters, how could they get clear messages and
understand? How could these Europeans be sure that their
questions were understood, and that the responses they were
getting were in fact answers. It is very hard for non-Aboriginals.
Some of their statements turn out to have been right, but others
have been proved wrong by Aboriginal people (in Menary 1981,

p- 2).

Indeed, obvious misrepresentation of Aboriginal people can be observed as
far back as 1770, in a drawing executed by the Cook expedition's artist, Sydney
Parkinson, of the reaction of two Aborigines to the appearance of Cook's ships. The
drawing, later the subject of an engraving printed in the artist's journal of the voyage,
showed the Aborigines "as if they emerged from an illustrated /liad rather than the
Antipodes. Carrying swords and posed as Greeks, they are the first two in a long line
of misrepresented Aboriginal Australians appearing in the history of the media over
the next 200 years (Leigh, in Horton 1994, p. 681)."

Despite the obvious difficulties and past failures in representing traditional
Aboriginal culture accurately, a number of basic statements can be made by those
trying to understand and appreciate that culture from the outside. A first, and
possibly the most fundamental, observation which can safely be made about
traditional Aboriginal culture in general is that it was inextricably linked to the land,
to the relationship of Aboriginal people to their land. According to Lester:

Aboriginal culture cannot be separated from the land. The land
holds people together. The people lived there together and they
enjoy the land and know the stories of the land. They know where
the rock holes and the water holes are and they go hunting on the
land. The relationship with the land is part of their life. They feel
sad and get sick if something happens to their place (in Menary
1981, p.2).

Linked to this are the notions of "belonging to country” and "owning

country”. According to Widders and Noble:

10



Belonging to country is both a political idea (like the western
concept of nation) and a cultural idea (giving the individual a
specific identity). While "country" uses landforms to mark
territory, because it serves to link people to place it is not a purely
geographic concept. Therefore, "country" can be territorially
specific ... with its own clan, language/dialect, ritual/religious sites,
etc.... On the other hand, "country" can be theoretically as broad as
the Western Desert, an area 1/5 the size of Australia...(1993,

pp.102-104).

It is important to understand these fundamental concepts of the relationship
of Aboriginal people to the land before one attempts to understand the equally
fundamental role of knowledge or information in traditional Aboriginal society. As

Widders and Noble point out:

The basis for holding country comes from having knowledge about
the powers that exist in the country (ritual knowledge) and this
knowledge is, in turn, the basis of political authority. From these
flow responsibility and authority for country (1993, p.104).

Clearly, knowledge was highly valued in traditional Aboriginal culture
(Edwards 1987, p.107; Michaels 1985, p. 506). And, therefore, understanding the
position of knowledge and information in that culture is fundamental to a thorough
understanding of the significance of the communication networks established in
traditional Aboriginal society and in the process of being established by
contemporary Aboriginal people. "Belonging to country” or "owning country” is
linked to a stewardship of that country. Part of that responsibility of stewardship is
knowing, safeguarding, and transmitting to appropriate individuals under appropriate
circumstances the stories, law, lore and the other information elements of culture

which are linked to that country.

Lester writes:

On the land are stories, Aboriginal stories that explain why people,
rock holes, the hills and trees came to be there. The land is full of
stories. Every square mile is just like a book, a book with a lot of
pages, and it's all a story for the children to learn. The old people

3 0009 03054 5581
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always tell stories about it and at an early age the children start
learning from the land (in Menary 1981).

In this context, Hill and Barlow have observed that:

Some traditional narratives may be regarded as a kind of moral
philosophy. Not only do they provide an explanation of how things
came into being, the narratives provide the laws and guidelines by
which people organise their lives. The tenets of the past fixed the
pattern of social life; it was a time when the main institutions of
mankind began. Through the stories, Aborigines discover how
their world is organised and how it can be understood (1978, p.

71).

The totality of these stories about how the land and its resources were created
and about the proper relationship of Aboriginal people to the land has been
designated as "the Law", which, according to Michaels, "sums up a great deal of
knowledge about local resources (water or food), customs and conduct, Aboriginal
philosophy and science. It is a practical and a social guidebook of what one needs to
know and do to live as an Aborigine" (1986, p.3). Transmission of these stories as
carried out by appropriately authorised and initiated members of the group, yields
(or used to yield in traditional Aboriginal society) "a reflection of reality and ... a
guide to action" (Berndt & Berndt 1988, pp. 448).1

What was it that was communicated? What sort of stories and ceremonies are
we referring to? Berndt and Phillips (no date, p.34) provide a useful categorisation of
"primary mythology", "secondary mythology", and so-called "ordinary stories".
Primary mythology includes "sacred and secret-sacred mythology, which is re-
enacted in ritual”. Secondary mythology "has no ritual accompaniment, although
some does border on the sacred". Ordinary stories include what others have termed
"camp stories", as well as "historical and pseudo-historical tales... and very large
repertoires of songs, perhaps better called 'song-poetry'..."(Hill & Barlow, 1978,
p.34). The category of "ordinary stories" is especially useful for the discussion

1 In a thesis of this type, concerned with the media, transmission of news, etc., it should be noted that
the distinguished American journalist and author Walter Lippmann argued in his classic 1965 book,
Public Opinion, that one of the functions of the modern news media was to "create a picture of reality
on which men could act". This is a function apparent in the traditional Aboriginal communication
networks and the content of those networks. This observation will serve as a link, later in this thesis,
between traditional Aboriginal communication and the more recent use by Aboriginal people of
communications technology for their evolving "news" and media needs.



which is to come later in this thesis of the communication of "news" in traditional

and contemporary Aboriginal societies.

However, it should be noted here that while mythology, lore, camp stories,
etc were all highly valued in traditional Aboriginal society, and while transmission
of that knowledge was considered a duty fundamental to social maintenance and the
spiritual life of that society, there were very definite constraints on communication
of certain information in traditional Aboriginal society (as there are today among
traditionally-oriented Aboriginal societies and individuals). Not all knowledge was
available to all members of the society (Hill & Barlow 1978; Michaels 1985).
Certain older initiated men, for example, spent much of their lives acquiring
religious/ ritual knowledge and only they would have had the right to tell or hear
these narratives or to perform related rituals. Some of this information would be
highly secret, while some would be transmitted to other initiated men or to boys
during initiation ceremonies. Some women, on the other hand, would also have had
secret stories and rituals from which men and children would be excluded (Bell
1993, p.64). Elaborate restrictions also existed as to use of certain words and names

under specified conditions.

As well, some groups of Aboriginal people would "own" stories related to a
particular piece of territory and would be the only group allowed to tell them. "An
entire story," as Hill and Barlow note (1978, p. 71), "is unlikely to be possessed by
one particular group; the story would probably be broken into segments with each of
the segments being linked to the relevant piece of territory associated with the feats

of ancestral beings."

Michaels sums up the "constraints on knowledge" in traditional Aboriginal

society situation in the following way:

In traditional society, owners of sacred lore have a clear
responsibility to communicate that lore through song, dance and
design. The circumstances in which this can be done and those
who may witness and learn from the event may, however, be
restricted (1985, p. 507).

These restrictions are of obvious significance in any discussion which
attempts to trace the links between traditional Aboriginal communication and the
development of contemporary communication modes, either in broadcasting or print.

13



They are of significance also in arguments which have been made that certain forms
of modern communication, particularly satellite television signals, are in fact a
threat to the constraints on knowledge which had traditionally been in place. This
thesis will address such issues more fully in later chapters. However, from the brief
survey above of some of the content of traditional Aboriginal communication, of the
function of that communication, and of the well-defined circumstances in which it is
carried out, we may now move to the issue of the "mode" of some of that

communication.

What is by now clear is that traditional Aboriginal culture was very much
"oral" in nature; that it was a society without writing as European society
understands that word and one in which information was transmitted through the
spoken word or through a combination of spoken words, song, dance or other art or
performance forms which were highly developed. -

Of course, there is a variety of ways aside from writing in the western,
European sense in which information in any culture can be "inscribed". "Text" does
not always have to refer to words written on a page, and Aboriginal people have, or
had, a number of ways of inscription and creating texts, as Clunies-Ross (1983, p.16)
and Muecke (1992, p.4), among others, point out. These ideas will be elaborated
below, and further in the discussion which is to come on the complex transition from
an oral culture to one which uses writing. But for the moment it should be noted that
in traditional Aboriginal society most information was transmitted orally and that

none was transmitted in "written" form:

The Australian Aborigines had no tradition of writing or keeping
written documents. They depended on an oral (and aural) tradition:
on word-of-mouth (and word-of-ear) transmission. This was a
mode of communication suited to a small-scale society with its
own conventional arrangements for drawing on and using and
rc resenting the past. It did not accord nearly so well with the
outlook and values of the invading Europeans, who sought
something more tangible, less elusive than what they found among
the Aborigines (Berndt & Berndt 1982, p.39).

That the oral literature, or, as Muecke has called it, the "verbal art", of
Aboriginal people was rich, diverse and significant is beyond doubt. Also clear is the
important, even pivotal, role it played in maintaining traditional ways of life and
spiritual well-being. Accordingly, the role of story-tellers and "song men" would

14



have been vital, as various researchers have demonstrated (Berndt, in Davis &
Hodge 1985). A key element in this verbal art would have been that of
"performance”, which involved an interplay between story tellers, or song singers,
and their audience/ listeners (Tannen 1985; Clunies-Ross 1983). Another element
would have been the various memory aids and devices, and the speech patterns
adopted, which Aboriginal story tellers would have employed in their work.

Related to this is the slight change in content and emphasis which might have
eventuated with each performance. "Myths and stories handed on in this [oral] way
are even more vulnerable to personal interpretation than in the case of written
material," according to Berndt and Berndt. "This is true for sacred and secular stories
alike, although it is likely that song rhythms and tunes have a conventionalising
effect on the transmission of ideas in song form (1988, p.387)." This then yields an
oral literature which would have been in some ways constant and in other, less
crucial ways, fluid and changing with the years, and, importantly, incorporating new
events in the culture which were to be remembered and transmitted (Berndt &
Berndt 1988, p.387).

The notion of such incorporation of new material into oral literature, has
important consequences in a consideration of the tradition of what may be termed
"reportage"” in both traditional and contemporary Aboriginal communication, a
consideration which is one of the central concerns of this thesis. That is, Aboriginal
oral literature was fluid enough that it did not always simply tell and re-tell the "old"
stories about the creation of the world and the place of Aboriginal people in it. It also
told, and tells, of events -- i.e "news" -- of a more immediate sort. Story tellers were

also, in a manner of speaking, journalists, or, at the very least, record keepers.

A number of writers have noted, for example, that early contacts in remote
parts of Arnhem Land or the Cape York peninsula between Aboriginal people and
Bajini or Macassan traders who arrived by boat were recorded ("reported”) in camp
stories told later. "There are songs and actions associated with them; and 'play
stories', like the tale of ... Djuraindjura, who rejected the matches and other benefits
the Macassar men offered him (Berndt & Berndt 1988, pp. 494-495)." Elsewhere,

the Berndts have noted:

Songs can be a traditional medium for expressing content that from
the viewpoint of a given community is untraditional, or foreign. In
the east Kimberley in the early 1940s, travelling songs were about
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Afghans (Punjabi traders) and their camels, Chinese fishermen and
small traders in the Wyndham area, the individual habits and
peculiarities of European pastoral station people, and difficulties
between Aborigines and police....

Song sequences revealed in dreams to individual songmen have
been travelling in various directions for at least forty years,
probably more, and new sequences or versions are still current;
many report experiences with motor vehicles, station homesteads
and towns, though the songman may still "fly" to such places in his
dream (Berndt & Berndt 1988).

A recent documentary film by Trevor Graham, entitled Aeroplane Dance,
also shows this phenomenon in action. In 1942, the Yanyuwa people living near the
southeast corner of the Gulf of Carpenteria took part in a search for a crashed
American bomber plane. They found a burned out wreck but no airmen. Four
months later some of the fliers were found alive and this story was made by a
Yanyuwa songman into an elaborate corroboree dance, which included a giant
replica of the American plane. Dancers also used wooden replicas of the plane's
steering mechanism as part of the paraphernalia of the dance. The dance was
performed for the last time in 1993, after the death of the man who "owned" the song

(Graham 1994).

In a thesis concerned with the evolution of contemporary Aboriginal use of
communication media in general, and of print journalism in particular, this capacity
of the traditional oral literature to become transformed by elements of reportage is of
considerable interest, as is the apparent willingness of Aboriginal storytellers and
songmen to observe and report events as they impacted on Aboriginal groups in

various places and at various times.

Stephens (1988) has noted in a more general and theoretical way this
apparently quite fundamental "need for news and the urge to tell" among indigenous
people, and people living in non-literate societies. Reportage activity, Stephens
argues, is as old as human society itself and "the news" manifests itself in a variety

of ways, according to the storytelling and other conventions of the culture in

question:

The desire to pass on tales of current events could be found even in
cultures that did not have writing -- let alone printing presses or
computers -- to whet or satisfy their thirst for the news. Observers
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have often remarked on the fierce concern with the news that they
find in pre-literate or semi-literate peoples (1988, p.14).

Stephens also remarks on the extraordinary speed and accuracy with which the "oral
news systems" spread the word of significant events. He notes, in his general
analysis, that "in an oral society, news moved for the most part as people moved"
(1988, pp. 22-23), an observation which can also be applied to the way in which
information in traditional Aboriginal society moved along well-defined "songlines"
or "dreaming tracks" which crisscrossed the continent (Michaels 1985, p. 508;
Berndt & Berndt 1988, p. 530).

Stephens' work provides a useful framework for examining the
communication activities of Aboriginal people, and his analysis eliminates the
possibility of any suggestion that in the contemporary efforts by Aboriginal people
to develop media organisations and networks and to report "news" which was of
interest to their own communities there is anything which does not have deep roots
in traditional culture. "This particular amalgam of anecdote and information that
people call the news," Stephens argues, "undoubtedly reflects some of the most
basic categories and standards by which the human mind evaluates phenomena in the

world (1988, p.34)."

The Berndts have also observed that much of Aboriginal expression through

the arts had a communicative function:

In Aboriginal Australia ... a man does not paint or carve simply for
enjoyment or self-expression. He does it with a purpose in mind,
and what he does will need to be understood by other people
(1988, p.444).

These themes will be explored further below.

In addition to the examples noted above of songmen and story tellers
incorporating "news" into their repertoire, Aboriginal people had other mechanisms
of transmitting information of the more immediate variety; i.e of transmitting
information other than the sacred or semi-sacred mythology and the "law" of the
culture. Among those which should be noted in a thesis of this sort are
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messagesticks, smoke signals, and other devices which were regularly used (Jones,
in Horton 1994, p. 216). Messagesticks are particularly interesting when viewed in
the context of a discussion of Aboriginal communication, and the evolution of
Aboriginal media and journalism.2 These objects were widespread in traditional
Aboriginal society and served as an aid to the transmission of information between
neighbouring clans or tribes. They varied in shape and size. Those from the Broome
region, for example, were "cigar-shaped in polished wood and carried fine incisions;
Melville Island message sticks were flat, with serrated edges and painted, rather than
incised, markings", but generally they were intended to "give notice to other groups
of an impending ceremony or to relay news of a past event" (Jones, in Horton 1994,
p- 216).

Because traditional Aboriginal society had no writing as the term is
understood by European society, the inscriptions on the sticks were usually to be
interpreted by the messengers who carried them; the marks were aids to memory for
messengers who might be called upon to relate the content of the message to a
neighbouring tribe or to another messenger who might take the messagestick to carry
it further afield to spread the news (Jones, in Horton 1994; Berndt & Berndt 1988,
p-443). "The final transmission of the message," according to Jones, "might involve
a considerable period of 'debriefing'. Other messages, on the other hand, might be

quite simple and mundane."

Jones notes that smoke signals were also widely used to convey messages, as
were "small stone cairns, and branches or grass tussocks broken or twisted in
particular ways" (1994, p. 215). Clunies-Ross, too, notes that even though
Aboriginal culture was fundamentally oral in nature Aboriginal people "developed
other complex systems of communication by means of visually perceived
standardised symbols in a variety of media: sign language using various body parts,
messagesticks, sand pictures, ground sculptures, paintings on rock, bark or earth
(1983, p.16)."

21tis significant that some of the Aboriginal newspapers to be discussed in Chapter 3 were named
after such traditional Aboriginal communications devices. For example, the N.Q. Messagestick, a
significant example of Aboriginal print journalism from Queensland in the 1970s and Smoke Signal
from the same era. The founders of the Koori Mail also saw that newspaper as potentially a "modern
day message stick" for Aboriginal people (Wilson 1993, personal communication), as will be
discussed in Chapter 4. In general, it can be said that the place of these traditional communication
tools in the history of the development of the contemporary Aboriginal media was not lost on some
Aboriginal editors and journalists.



It was, therefore, through a unique combination of sacred and non-sacred
stories and songs, dance, visual arts and these just-described signs and symbols that
Aboriginal people communicated to each other in a swift and efficient way. As

Davis (1985, p. 11) sums it up:

We, the Aboriginal people have, been recording our history for
thousands of years. Our medium has been stone, hair, wood, the
walls of caves; and the flat surface of rock has been the canvas of
our ancestors. Hair string manipulated by fingers can tell a myriad
of stories and the land was our drawing board. Despite the well-
documented cruelties inflicted by the European, our culture has
survived the onslaught of the iron age.

It becomes useful at this point, as the discussion moves closer to
consideration of more contemporary Aboriginal culture and communications, to
consider Michaels' characterisation of traditional Aboriginal society as, among other
things, an "information economy"(1985, p. 509), in which "knowledge was the
currency” (1986, p. 2). It is worthwhile to quote Michaels at length on this

fundamental concept:

Pre-contact Australia appears to have been a land abuzz with
information, travelling sometimes quite rapidly along the
traditional "dreaming tracks" which networked the continent....

Secret and sacred knowledge is the major exchange item between
Aboriginal people and communities. Knowledge (songs, stories,
dances and designs) are traded between neighbouring groups in
ceremonial gatherings. The result of this sharing over the epochs
of Aboriginal habitation of Australia was the creation of a vast,
dynamic network of linkages between all groups, similar to a
broadcasting network.

Aborigines represent this network as "dreaming tracks", along
which people moved in their annual travels. Where tracks
intersect, ceremonies and exchanges are held. In this way,
information (a new ceremony, new technology or simply "news")
originating in one location could move across and throughout the
continent, quickly when necessary ... more slowly where elaborate
exchanges accompanied ceremonial transmission (1986, pp. 2-4).

The sum of these lines is a network, a vast grid of tracks and
attendant special sites that enmeshes the entire continent, linking
every Aborigine within it to every other Aborigine and to the
landscape.... At the risk of disassociating form and content, one
might suggest that the maintenance of tracks -- that is, the

19



transmission system -- is critical for the maintenance of
Aboriginality (1985, p. 508).3

It is on Michaels' theoretical construct of an Aboriginal "information
economy", in which Aboriginal people living the traditional lifestyle frequently
acted as so-called "information foragers" (1985, p.509), that one can begin to build
an understanding of the antecedents of the well-documented eagerness with which
some Aboriginal people began to use modern communications technology and media
in recent years. Primarily, in the early stages, this has been the "broadcast” media of
radio, television, video, and telephones but also, as I will argue later, writing and
print journalism when that was considered appropriate to specific communications

needs.

Michaels' argues persuasively that:

Media and other novelties are never introduced into a vacuum.
Instead they come into an existing setting where culture, society
and in this case, prior communication systems are operating. This
setting influences what will happen in the course of introduction.
Explanation of the adoption, or rejection, and subsequent impact of
the new media proceeds best from an examination of existing facts
of traditional life (1986, p.2).

This perspective will be one of the underpinnings of the analysis of the nature of
Aboriginal media which follows in subsequent pages of this thesis, and of the place
in that media system of printed word communication, print journalism, and the Koori

Mail newspaper.

However, before moving on to this discussion of the contemporary
Aboriginal media (in Chapters 2,3 and beyond) it is first necessary to note some
other basic matters related to traditional Aboriginal life, and its transformation. It
was stated in passing above, but bears repeating here, that traditional Aboriginal
society was not an homogeneous mass0 in which people all lived and communicated
in precisely the way which has been sketched out to this point. On the contrary, there
was a considerable diversity in traditional Aboriginal culture in pre-invasion times

3The notion of "damaged" songlines or tracks, and the possible role of modern media technologies in
restoring them, will be explored further below.
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(and there is also such diversity, it should be noted, among Aboriginal communities

in contemporary Australia).

Various communities, depending on their physical surroundings, the
availability of food and other resources, etc. would have different ways of daily life:

The way in which they were forced to obtain their daily sustenance
pervaded their whole economy -- not only the process of food
gathering and hunting, but indeed their whole life, for it involved
special techniques, special ways of living. Religious experience
with its substantiating mythology varied too from one area to
another (Berndt & Berndt 1988, pp. 22-23).

Adding to this diversity, and perhaps a product of it, was the very large
number of traditional languages and dialects on the continent. The number of
Aboriginal languages in traditional society has been placed at approximately 250
(Schmidt 1990; Taylor 1993, Mattingly 1992); perhaps only a third survive in some
form (although very often a rather precarious form) today (Schmidt 1990; Fesl 1984;
Meadows 1993). The Berndts have noted that while there would have been
similarities in structure and vocabulary in these languages, "similar" did not always
mean "mutually intelligible" (1988, p.21). "People of one tribe might be unfamiliar
with the language spoken only a few miles ... away. Even where one language
covered a very wide area, everyone in that area might need to speak or at least

understand more than one dialect (p.22)."

There was, in short, no lingua franca which could immediately link
Aboriginal people from various parts of the continent. In post contact times, English,
or Aboriginal English, served to fill this role but with varying degrees of damage
inflicted on traditional languages and expression. One result of the invasion was
development of "Kriol", which, according to Taylor, took on the sound system and
grammar of traditional languages but with its word-base derived from English (1993,
p. 2). As well, many Aboriginal people speak so-called "Aboriginal English" as
opposed to Australian Standard English. Aboriginal English, Taylor argues, has very
few structural similarities with Kriol and the two "cannot be considered different
stages of the creolisation process. Aboriginal English is a non-standard variety of

English that appears to have some continent-wide similarities”.

Mattingly has noted that:



Most non-Aboriginals have tended to look down on Aboriginal
English as debased or corrupted, giving it a pejorative label of
"pidgin" or "Kric '

Aboriginal usage of English developed in a chequered pattern. It
reflected local conditions and was very much influenced by the
temperament and disposition of the invaders, ranging from
authoritarian and patronising in the main, through ignorant and
indifferent, to rare instances of respect and understanding... (in
Myers 1992, p.20).

Any diversity which was observed in the pre-invasion groupings of
Aboriginal people on the continent would have continued, and in some cases would
have been accentuated, by the varying degrees of contact and dislocation which
: particular clans or tribes experienced after the arrival of White invaders. Indeed, it
would be a grave error, in general or for the purpose of a thesis of this nature, for
non-Aboriginal observers to assume that there is anything still existing "out there" of
a pure or untouched Aboriginal nature. Keen notes that "neither the social and
economic conditions nor the culture of Aboriginal people in 'settled' Australia is
homogeneous. We can distinguish a variety of Aboriginal styles of life" (1988, p. 7).

Hodge, in his critique of some of Eric Michaels' assumptions about
Aboriginal culture, cultural maintenance, and the role in this to be played by
Aboriginal media, goes further. He warns of the dangers in assuming some sort of
"ethnographic present" where Aboriginal people are concerned. Hodge's view
warrants serious attention in any discussion of Aboriginal media, whether broadcast

or print:

The foundation premise of Aboriginalism is the construction of
Aboriginals as "primitive", in a binary opposition to "civilised". As
primitives they become an endlessly fascinating object of the
White gaze, able to generate unlimited discourse, but never able to
participate in it on any terms.... This closed universe guarantees
their authenticity and identity as Aboriginals, as worthy of
Aboriginalist reverence, but any departure from its terms
condemns them to angry denunciation for having betrayed their
essential identity as inscribed in their culture (1990, p. 202).
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In short, one must strive to avoid the error in discussing Aboriginal communication
and communication media of assuming too much in the way of a single or "pure"
Aboriginal culture or tradition which may be (allegedly) informing it.

Wilmott, for example, distinguishes between the lifestyles and concerns of
Aboriginal people now living in remote, rural or urban Australia, and describes the
further differences which become apparent when people from these categories
interact with each other (in an Aboriginal "diaspora") and with the dominant white

culture and its cultural products and tools (1984, p.11).

Langton, too, has addressed this issue:

Aboriginal cultures are extremely diverse and pluralistic. There is
no one kind of Aboriginal person or community. There are regions
which can be characterised, however, with reference to history,
politics, culture and demography. The approach I have used ...
recognises two broad regions.

The first is "settled" Australia, stretching from Cairns around to
Perth in a broad arc. This area is where most provincial towns and
all major cities and institutions are located, and where a myriad of
small Aboriginal communities and populations reside with a range
of histories and cultures. The impact of the particular frontiers in
this arc and the outcomes are diverse.

The second region is "remote” Australia where most of the
tradition-oriented Aboriginal cultures are located. They likewise
have responded to particular frontiers and now contend with
various types of Australian settlement (1993, pp. 11-12).

The Law Reform Commission has also produced a valuable discussion of the
current face of Aboriginal culture ( or cultures) in contemporary Australia, as part of
its effort to determine how the laws of the dominant White society interact, or fail to
interact, with "traditional” Aboriginal modes of thinking. The Commissioners
suggest that it is useful to "distinguish Aborigines living in remote areas, whose life
is still predominantly traditionally oriented, from those who have been living for
some considerable time in and around cities or larger country towns, and who have
modified their ways of life and social organisation to a greater or lesser extent ...

(1983, p. 26)."

This perspective yields the three categories of 1) traditionally oriented
Aborigines, 2) fringe-dwelling Aborigines and 3) urban Aborigines. For the purposes
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of this thesis, and in any discussion of Aboriginal media, these categories are
helpful. On the subject of "traditionally oriented Aborigines", the Commissioners
note that while "for practical purposes there are no Aboriginal people who have not
had at least some contact with Australian society ... it is possible to suggest that there
has been a revival, in some areas and in some respects, of traditional ways (p.27)."
The Commission cites a submission in this regard made by Berndt (p. 29), in which
he noted that "...[while] change is proceeding at a rate greater than ever before, what
passes for a traditional Aboriginal lifestyle continues and is still significant in a
number of areas. However, while Aboriginal identification, among other things, has
sustained the continuing importance of this lifestyle, it is substantially different from
what it was in most areas, say, two decades ago".

"Urban Aborigines", according to the Commission, are those living in towns
or capital cities who make general use of the elements of white culture, but with
varying degrees of success and adaptation (p.30). "Fringe-dwellers" (or "town
campers"), the Commission notes, are those people who more or less permanently
"had been forced into fringe settlements by loss of employment opportunities or lack
of facilities in their home communities, by the effects of government policy, by the
pressures of urban life, or possibly in an attempt to flee from tribal authority and

laws".

In contemporary Australian society, then, it is clear that the only useful way
to examine and understand Aboriginal culture or cultures is through use of the
notion of a "continuum". Clunies-Ross has quite usefully extended this concept to
the communications practices by Aboriginal people in contemporary Australia. She

writes:

Many Aboriginal people today find themselves somewhere along a
communications continuum. At one end stand societies like some
in Arnhem Land who maintained an intact system of orally
transmitted standardised forms, largely untouched by the written
traditions of education and enculturation in use in non-Aboriginal
Australian society. In various intermediate positions stand many
Aboriginal communities which, while adopting some aspects of
alien traditions into their own communication system, will perform
and transmit the core of their culture in traditional ways. Others
again may have retained many of their cultural concepts, but have
largely lost the conventional forms of expression, and still others
may have inherited very little of their culture, with respect to both
form and content (1983, p. 16).



As Narogin puts it:

Aboriginal ... cultures alone ... are indigenous and rooted in the
soil. They, like every culture on the globe, are subject to change
and are changing constantly. I want to emphasise that such a thing
as a stone age culture (static and unchanging) is a myth created by
those who should have known better and still put forth by those
who should know better... (in Davis and Hodge 1985, p.2).

And Langton's position, that "Aborigin: ty" is also defined in a dynamic
process of intersubjectivity involving Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, has

already been noted above.

However, as a final note before embarking, in Chapter 2, on a discussion of
the nature of contemporary Aboriginal media, it should be added that there appears
to be developing in Australia what many observers have termed a "pan-Aboriginal"
consciousness in a variety of discussions and contexts (Berndt & Berndt 1988; Keen
1988; Shoemaker 1989; Wilmott 1984). While in pre-invasion circumstances the
conditions and customs and languages of Aboriginal people varied widely, and while
in contemporary Australia that is also true in a different and even more complex
way, some Aboriginal people, whether urban or rural, are moving beyond the "local”
in their thinking and in their endeavours, including the media.*

Shoemaker argues that this "pan-Aboriginal identity" has begun to emerge as
a result of the land rights movement, and the other protests by Aboriginal people
about the conditions which have oppressed them all over the continent, no matter
what local traditional customs might have prevailed at some point in the past. He
suggests (1989, p. 121) that this emerging identity is one which incorporates "a
marked ideological dimension: of respect for traditional culture, pride in
Aboriginality, and awareness of the existence of a symbolic Aboriginal nation".

Keen refers to this phenomenon in his discussion of the ways in which
Aboriginal people have had to adapt in what he, like Langton, calls "settled

Australia":

4For this reason, and others which will be discussed below, the notion of a "national" Aboriginal
newspaper like the Koori Mail becomes particularly interesting and directly relevant to the most
recent changes which are occurring in Aboriginal culture and society today.
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Since the 1970s Aborigines have become incorporated into sectors
of the Australian economy and administrative structures to an
unprecedented degree, especially in the welfare sector. People in
these occupations have to possess or learn many of the basic
requirements of being a public servant, yet they must identify as
different. At the same time Aboriginal people of settled Australia
are seeking bases of identity in various ways. Economic and
political changes have begun a process of constructing a continent-
wide Aboriginal consciousness (1988, p.21).

The development of this consciousness has been accelerated by recent events,
notably the Mabo land rights decision and its aftermath, which was a clear indication
to Aboriginal people of many backgrounds and places on the "continuum" of
Aboriginal experience that there was some value in working in a united way for
fairness and justice. The decision taken in August 1993 at Eva Valley, NT to form a
national group of spokespersons and Elders to negotiate with governments on Mabo-
related matters (Nason 1993, p. 18) was a further step along the path described by
Shoemaker, Keen and others.

It is in this historical, cultural and social context, then, that the development
and importance for the future of an Aboriginal media may be better understood. The
Law Reform Commission points out that "non-Aboriginal Australians have
consistently tended to understate the continuity and flexibility of Aboriginal
traditions and patterns of living, including their capacity to adapt to changing
circumstances". One of the important means and results of that adaptation has been
the rapid incorporation into the lives of many Aboriginal people of modern media

forms and techniques.



CHAPTER 2
ABORIGINAL COMMUNICATION AND BROADCAST MEDIA
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The primary focus of this thesis is the Koori Mail newspaper in Lismore,
NSW and the place of that newspaper in the context of Aboriginal print journalism
in general. But the significance of the Koori Mail project can only be properly
understood after an examination of the development of the Aboriginal media and
some related issues. One major issue in such an examination is why an Aboriginal
media structure has developed in Australia at all: i.e., to what has this been a
response? Another issue is the current function of the contemporary Aboriginal
media. What are some of the aims of those media? What communities -- geographic
and sociological -- do they serve? And what are the benefits and dangers to
Aboriginal communities and cultures of the introduction of modern media

technology?

Another important issue -- indeed a crucial issue in terms of the specific aims
of this thesis -- is why, apparently, Aboriginal people who adopt contemporary
media techniques generally embrace broadcast media more energetically and easily
than print? This raises complex related issues of language use and literacy in
Aboriginal communities, the implications of the "orality" of traditional Aboriginal
culture, and the process and potential dangers of a transition from an oral culture to
one which uses the printed word. Only with such questions properly addressed can a
discussion begin (in Chapter 3) of the use in general of the print medium by
Aboriginal people and the historical development of Aboriginal newspapers and
periodicals, followed by (in Chapters 4-6) an examination of the specific history,

characteristics and significance of the Koori Mail.

On the question of why an Aboriginal media has developed, two major
matters must be noted. One is the long-term effects on Aboriginal people and their
traditional communication patterns of the invasion of the continent by Whites and
the subsequent upheaval of Aboriginal life. The second is the well-documented
failure of the contemporary media of the dominant White culture to adequately or

accurately reflect Aboriginal culture and society.

Reference has already been made in the preceding chapter to the concept of
traditional, pre-invasion Aboriginal society being, as Michaels puts it, "abuzz" with
sacred and non-sacred information; information which Aboriginal people moved
quickly and efficiently, when required, along so-called "dreaming tracks" or
"songlines" which crisscrossed the continent. Michaels (1986) has argued, and a
number of Aboriginal people have either tacitly or explicitly agreed with this
analysis (Arley 1993, personal communication) that one far-reaching effect of the



invasion was the fundamental damage it inflicted on traditional communication
patterns and practices. According to Michaels, modern media technology can be, and
is being, used by Aboriginal people to repair this damage:

European invasion, depopulation, resettlement and removal of
Aboriginal people destroyed whole segments of the traditional
information network. Some areas still function, however,
especially through the Centre, the Top End and the northwest.
Anthropologists have noted the transmission of cults [sic] along
these networks even today, and noted the place of communications
technology (Toyotas, radios) in restoring and facilitating
traditional information exchanges and ceremonies (1986. p.5).

Elsewhere, Michaels notes:

The great interest in radio, telephone and other electronic
communication systems in present-day Aboriginal Australia is,
then, explained as culturally continuous, not a novelty. The
1solation of remote communities may be a post-contact effect, one
which can be offset by new communication technologies,
appropriately designed... (1985, p. 509).

As for the possible content of the cultural information which may get
transmitted via any "repaired" songlines, R.M. Berndt and E.S. Phillips have made
an intriguing suggestion from their perspective as anthropologists. They suggest that
traditional "myths" about the meaning of life and the individual's place in it will
inevitably be changed by contact with alien culture. But they argue that
traditionally-oriented Aborigines, whose cultures have been severely disrupted, now
"are moving away from a passive acceptance of their role in the nation's affairs to a

more realistic appraisal of it":

The myths in these new circumstances are likely to consist, much
more obtrusively, of charters and guides validating this changed
approach, even while they make use of traditional Aboriginal
features to suit their purpose. They will, almost certainly, be myths
of protest (no date, p.90).
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Perhaps one function of the developing Aboriginal media songlines can be seen as
the transmission of such new, "modern" myths via new media technology in a
process whic may give renewed, rejuvenated meaning to Aboriginal experience in
Australia.

Here, then, is one possible driving force behind the development by
Aboriginal people of modern media systems for their own needs: re-establishing
communication systems disrupted by the history of White settlement and by
government policy which ignored traditional Aboriginal communications and

cultural requirements.

Another important force in the development of Aboriginal media has been the
well-documented failure of the mainstream Australian media to adequately tell the
Aboriginal story, either to members of the dominant culture or to Aboriginal people
themselves. There has been so much written recently about the narrow, incomplete,
stereotyped and racist media coverage of Aboriginal people and so many
conferences staged on the subject that there is an embarrassment of riches when one
goes to choose references to the problem. One disturbing and quite comprehensive
appraisal of the way Aboriginal people are portrayed in the mainstream media
appeared in the final report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody:

On the one hand, Aboriginal interests are often ignored [in the
media], and hence become invisible to the broader community.... A
second, and perhaps more widespread, approach to Aboriginal
issues in the media is the construction of Aboriginal people in the
media as a 'problem’. The most common issues dealt with are, on
the one hand, matters of welfare such as health, education, housing
and employment. On the other hand are law and order issues ... the
representation of Aboriginal people as a dissident, disruptive or
criminal element.

[As a result] Aboriginal people had, and continue to have, an
extremely negative view of the functioning of the media as a
whole (in Eggerking & Plater 1992, p. 21).

While Royal Commissioner Elliott Johnston acknowledged that there had
been some improvements in recent years in the coverage of the Aboriginal story by
White media organisations, he accepted the contention by Aboriginal people that
they were often still treated inadequately and unfairly by the mainstream media, and



that racist and stereotyped reporting of Aboriginal people could be seen as a factor
contributing to violence against, and other mistreatment of, Aborigines. He noted,
however, the growing'number of Aboriginal media organisations, and their success

in redressing some of the failings of the White media.

That theme was taken up by Lois O'Donoghue, Chairperson of the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Con 1ission, at the 1993 Media and Indigenous

Australians Conference:

Aboriginal people have become more politically aware and
politically astute and will no longer accept the media setting the
agenda on Aboriginal issues .... We should not underestimate the
role that Aboriginal media organisations have played in bringing
about a change in attitudes of the media in reporting indigenous
issues and in bringing about a better understanding of
Aboriginality by the wider community. There has been a
tremendous increase during the last decade in the number of
indigenous broadcasting groups establishing themselves in urban,
rural and remote areas of Australia. They have done a marvellous
job against enormous odds informing their communities about
important issues and the directions they are taking and also
promoting indigenous languages and culture. The indigenous
media network is expanding and taking an ever increasing
important role in contemporary Aboriginal society (conference
proceedings 1993, pp. 4-5).

Various observers have noted the growing appetite among Aboriginal people
for news about themselves and their communities to be reported and mediated by
members of their own community (Michaels 1986; Meadows 1993, 1994; Law
Reform Commission 1983; Goddard 1990; Muecke 1992). Michaels for example,
notes the eagerness with which Aboriginal communities will view and pass along
"newstapes" (audio or video taped news digests) about issues related to their lives
and about decisions affecting their lives, decisions often made in Canberra or other

distant cities:

...[The] great distances between communities in Aboriginal
Australia means that people are often having decisions made for
them in distant places by others; their lives are affected constantly
by endless rounds of meetings which only a few representatives
can attend. The taping of meetings enables the whole community
to become involved in the decision-making process and makes
their representatives accountable (1986 p. 72).
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But while the process of satisfying Aboriginal communications needs through
modern media technology appears to be gaining momentum, it is by no means a very
recent phenomenon. As Macumba and Batty, representing the Central Australian
Aboriginal Media Association, argued more than 14 years ago:

Aboriginal society ... needs to be able to incorporate the media as
such into the fabric of their total society, and it is an absolute
prerequisite that Aboriginal people do this entirely on their own
terms. It is quite possible that the uses to which Aboriginals put the
media, and the content and form of the media in Aboriginal
society, would be very different from that of White European

society (1980, p.9).

Langton has noted in this context that such differences and different uses will
be accentuated by the wide differences between Aboriginal communities themselves.
Urban Aborigines would have different communications needs and modes than

would traditionally-oriented Aborigines living in remote areas:

In a very general sense, the film and video productions by
Aboriginal people in these two regions [remote and settled
Australia] are quite different. They are grounded in different
cultural bases, histories and socio-political conditions....

[Remote] Aboriginal people have their own production values,
aesthetics and concerns (1993, pp. 12 & 14).

Before any attempt is made to survey the current forms of the rapidly
changing Aboriginal media landscape, it is necessary to make one preliminary point.
In spite of the fact that the primary focus of this thesis is on a contemporary example
of Aboriginal print journalism, the Koori Mail, and despite my interest in the
Aboriginal print media in general, it must be acknowledged that most of the early
media activity in Aboriginal communities was, and much of the significant current
activity is still, in broadcasting. The cultural and other reasons for this apparent
preference for broadcast tools of communication will be addressed below, but it is
important that this issue be noted here. Accordingly, the following sections will
leave aside for the moment a consideration of print; first surveying the development
of Aboriginal broadcasting, and then addressing the issue of why print, at least at
first glance, may appear less suited to Aboriginal media needs and may pose special
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problems for certain communities. Only after those matters have been dealt with, can
an examination of contemporary Aboriginal communication in print appropriately

begin, in Chapter 3.

Dot West, Chairperson of the National Indigenous Media Association of
Australia, noted in her 1993 Boyer Lecture on ABC Radio that for Aboriginal
people, as for non-indigenous Australians, radio was a part of the cultural landscape
from the early decades of this century. However, West points out that initially and in
general it was not radio designed with Aboriginal listeners in mind. Only in 1976,
according to West, well after the first radio station began broadcasting in Sydney in
1923, did "Melbourne's station 3CR broadcast the country's first Aboriginal radio
program". West continues:

Though it took 53 years for our own voice to be heard in our own
programs ... there are now more than 100 licensed community
radio stations, 30 of which have some Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander programs. We have more than 500 hours a week of
indigenous radio produced by indigenous people (1994, p. 21).

Wilmott (1984, p.21) points out that generally in the past Aboriginal
programs on community radio were broadcast in major urban areas as a supplement
to normal radio and television programs broadcast to the general community:

As well as providing Aborigines with access to air time, these
programs ... sought to reinforce Aboriginal identity within the
general community. These programs ... provided not only a voice
for Aborigines but also a resource for the further development of
Aboriginal broadcasting.

Meadows and Rielander (1991, p. 87) agree that "public radio has proved to
be particularly accessible for Aboriginal media associations in regional and urban
Australia". But they also note that most Aboriginal staff at such stations "are
volunteers and funding, through ATSIC or through the Public Broadcasting

Foundation's Aboriginal Grants Advisory Committee, is uncertain”.

Television, on the other hand, and in the words of Dot West, "presents a

different story". West notes that "less than one percent of Australia's television



programs are produced by indigenous people". Still, she and other observers
acknowledge that Aboriginal TV broadcasting and production has made significant
strides in recent years and is expanding But that expansion is a quite recent
phenomenon. Writing just a decade ago, Wilmott (1984, p. 22) noted that "there is
currently no production of Aboriginal television programs by Aboriginals except for
the limited activities of CAAMA [the Central Australian Aboriginal Media
Association] to date, and television broadcasters have paid little attention to
Aboriginals in their programming".

That situation has changed substantially since 1984, and in particular after the
launch in 1985 of the Aussat satellite, which, among other things, was to provide
extended broadcast and communications services to Aboriginal people. Partly as a
result of concerns about the effect on traditional Aboriginal culture and languages of
TV (and additional radio) signals being received in remote communities, the Federal
Government instituted the controversial Broadcasting for Remote Aboriginal
Communities Scheme. BRACS, as Molnar (1990), Meadows (1993, 1994) and
others have reported, was to provide more than 80 Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities with the means to interrupt incoming TV and radio signals,
alter and rebroadcast them, or to produce and then broadcast to local audiences their
own material when and if they wanted to do so. As Meadows points out, however,
the "hastily-prepared” BRACS program has been plagued with difficulties since it

began:

In an overall sense, BRACS has been little more than an
experiment since it began in the late 1980s. Problems like lack of
community consultation and inadequate funding have haunted the
program since its inception, with some suggesting it has been set
up so that it will fail despite the empowering possibilities. A
continuing lack of appropriate funding, and ineffective training
and support services help to explain the varied indigenous
community responses to the potentially innovative program
throughout Australia (1993 p. 14).

Still, Molnar has noted some success with the program, and its potential for

the future:

Despite the shortcomings of BRACS it appears that many
Aborigines are enthusiastic about the scheme.... But there are
varying levels of commitment.... Communities that have
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established media associations are producing the most successful
BRACS programs because they know what they can do with the
equipment, and have the experience to put this into practice. These
communities are using BRACS to provide local radio and/or
television news services and community information and are
videotaping community events such as sport, council meetings,
ceremonies and interviews with visitors to the community (1990,
p. 153).

In general, there is more Aboriginal television production now than ever
before. One major source of that production which must be included in any survey of
Aboriginal broadcast production is the Aboriginal-owned commercial service in
Alice Springs, IMPARIJA Television, a subsidiary of CAAMA. This is one of three
of the government-subsidised Remote Commercial Television Services (RCTS)
stations. Only two of these three engage in any Aboriginal program production, and
only IMPARJA is Aboriginal-owned (Meadows 1993, p.11; Mclnar 1990, p. 148).
IMPARJA and CAAMA are at the forefront of that effort, producing Aboriginal TV,

video, radio, and music cassette materials. But, as Molnar notes:

IMPARIJA is caught between having to service a European
audience and advertisers and a commitment to its Aboriginal
audience.... But the cost of running a commercial station with a
small viewing audience, combined with satellite costs, has made it
very difficult for IMPARIJA to produce Aboriginal rogramming...
(1990, p. 148).

In addition to IMPARJA/CAAMA, other Aboriginal organisations in the
country -- such as The Western Australia Aboriginal Media Association
(WAAMA), the Top End Aboriginal Bush Broadcasting Association (TEABBA) the
Townsville and Islander Media Association (TAIMA) and the Torres Strait Islander
Media Association (TSIMA) -- are producing video programs (and radio) for
broadcast in remote areas (Molnar 1990 p. 143).

Despite the problems, the interest among Aboriginal people in creating
indigenous broadcast media outlets and indigenous programming has remained high.
West notes that the future may hold exciting new developments with, for example,
ATSIC planning to invest several million dollars into the system in a three-year
program which began in 1993. West suggests that the next logical step would be a

national indigenous media network:

35



36

[Such a network] should have the capacity not only to be televised
from a capital city, but also to be broadcast nationally from a
region such as the Kimberley. We need to provide local services
like the remote scheme [BRACS] and enable communities to
televise their own local programs. That local service would be
crucial in recognising our cultural diversity and the language
differences within Australia's indigenous nation (1994, p. 28).

West's warning that Aboriginal broadcasting must be sensitive to issues of
local culture, local concerns and local languages is a recent expression of
longstanding fears among some Aboriginal people that the widespread adoption of
broadcast technology, especially if the content and presentation of programming is
not under community control, may have very negative effects on cultural and
language maintenance. That is, not all observers agree that the use by Aboriginal
communities of modern communications technology is uniformly positive in its
effect, despite the obvious shortcomings of coverage of Aboriginal concerns by the
mainstream media and despite the need to repair or reinstate damaged traditional

communications patterns and practices.

Eve Fesl has gone so far as to label satellite television as a "cultural nerve
gas" (cited in Meadows 1993, p. 12) unless broadcasts are in community languages
and help to preserve local traditions and social relationships. Christie agrees:

[Modern media techniques] can be very destructive of Aboriginal
identity when these things are controlled by the imagination of
White educators and media makers.... Aboriginal knowledge
cannot be cast in the framework of White media, because it refuses
to be split off as a straight logical line from the complex fabric of

Aboriginal meaning-making (1989, pp. 27-28).

Much of Eric Michaels' work was an examination of these issues and of ways
that local video production, for example, could help counter the worst of the effects
of open access to non-Aboriginal culture in the English language through satellite
TV. One danger that he and others have repeatedly pointed to is the possible
subversion by uncontrolled TV and radio access in traditionally-oriented
communities of lines of authority, the spiritual power of Elders, and control over

secret and sacred information:
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Mass media are logically and practically the inverse of the personal
Aboriginal information system. Broadcast television and radio
make information equally accessible to audiences everywhere,
instantaneously, and at no apparent cost....

Where Aboriginal information is broadcast, especially when it is
broadcast in English, a truly subversive and potentially
"culturecidal” situation is created. Here the authority for
"Blackfella business" is wrenched from the appropriate local
Elders and the information made freely available to the young.
This may occur whenever Aboriginal cultural material is used for
national broadcast ( 1986, p. 5).

Among the potential dangers cited by Michaels and others are public display of
secret knowledge, appearance of images of dead relatives, program presenters who
may be seen as speaking for "country"” and on issues over which they have no

traditional rights, and so on.

On the dangers of broadcast techn« gy and programming to surviving
Aboriginal languages much has also been written and many warnings sounded. Pre-
invasion Australia had approximately 250 Aboriginal languages and dialects, many
spoken by quite small tribal groups in particular parts of the continent only. Today,
perhaps two thirds of those are extinct, and many of the others are spoken by only a
handful of people (Schmidt 1990). Part of the problem historically was
assimilationist/ integrationist policies which required Aborigines to attend schools
where English was the only language of instruction. But that problem was
compounded, and is becoming critical, as a result of access to an array of English-
language broadcast materials, via radio signals, satellite or on video tape. "It is
extremely important, therefore,” Fesl writes (1984, p. 34) "that a community has
access to television and radio programs in order to broadcast in the language of the

community."

That the developing Aboriginal broadcast media and the widening access by
previously "remote” Aboriginal communities to non-indigenous English-language
programming pose a potential threat to traditional culture and traditional social
relations is in no doubt. The issue of whether that threat is potential or actual can be
decided, at least in part, on the basis of local control of the production and
distribution process (Meadows 1993, 1994, Michaels 1986). It also depends, of
course, as Hodge (1990) has indirectly pointed out in a critique of some of Michaels'



ideas, on whether one supposes that the only sort of Aboriginal culture worth
preserving or encouraging is some form of "traditional" life from the past which
really no longer exists. Such a lifestyle may be of limited consequence for the
thousands of Aboriginal people living urban or semi-urban lifestyles and creating,
daily, a new Aboriginal culture which combines old and new, "Aboriginal" and non-
Aboriginal.

And, indeed, there are those who believe that sensitive and imaginative use of
broadcast technology by appropriate people can actually enhance cultural
maintenance for indigenous people. This is a theme often seen in Michael Meadows'
work. In recent papers (1993, 1994), he describes the development by four Tanami
Desert communities of a state-of-the-art videoconferencing and satellite network to

improve ceremonial and family links in their remote location and notes:

The development of such a telecommunications network by an
indigenous community has profound implications for community
broadcasting. The appropriation of media in this way clearly
demonstrates the possibility for empowerment inherent in such
technology. The technology itself is not a threat -- it is how the
technology is used which is at the centre of this debate (1993, pp.
14-15).

Katz has also argued this case strenuously in his often-cited examination of
the issue of whether so-called "authentic" cultures can survive introduction of new
media. "One idea," Katz suggests (1977, p. 120) , "is to make certain that producers
have a deeper grounding in their own cultural traditions and not only in the traditions
and technology of metropolitan broadcasting." (Katz's theme will be developed
further in Chapter 6, in relation to specific questions of the authenticity of Aboriginal

print media and how to achieve this.)

From this survey of developments in Aboriginal broadcasting and of the
issues raised by increased Aboriginal access to non-indigenous broadcasting
techniques and productions the discussion may now turn to the place of the print
medium in Aboriginal communities. Where does print fit into the developing and
increasingly sophisticated structure of contemporary Aboriginal communications
media? This question has received almost no attention by media researchers in
Australia or by most Aboriginal leaders and spokespersons in their public statements
about the Aboriginal media. It appears that generalisations -- often outdated and
unwarranted -- about the "oral tradition" of Aboriginal people cause some people,



Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal alike, to ignore or forget about the important place
which printed-word communication, including newspapers and magazines, now

occupies among many Aboriginal people and communities.

Some examinations of the Aboriginal media contain no reference to print at
all. In others, print is referred to only briefly, or in passing, as if radio and TV were
the only media worthy of serious consideration in this context. Lois O'Donoghue, for
example, in her speech to the Media and Indigenous Australians Conference in 1993,

said:

Broadcasting has enabled Aboriginal people to use modern
technology to carry on our oral tradition of securing our heritage
through the spoken rather than the written word (conference
proceedings, p. 5).

O'Donoghue did not once mention print journalism by Aboriginal people in her
address, even though it intended to introduce a major day-long conference on,
among other topics, the challenges and problems facing Aboriginal media in

Australia.

Molnar has written that "since the 1970s. Aborigines in remote areas have
used radio and, to a lesser extent video, leaping over the print generation, to begin
recording their languages, stories, music and culture” (1990, p.148). Leigh contends
that print has been "eclipsed” by other Aboriginal media (in Horton 1994, p. 901),
while Heatley has suggested in his survey of Aboriginal media developments in the
Northern Territory that "the realm of electronic media has been the pacesetter of
change; the print segment ... has progressed much more slowly" (1985, p.57).

Such views of the place of print in Aboriginal media and communication,
while accurate from a certain perspective, are misleading when viewed from another
vantage. While it is true that traditional Aboriginal culture (certainly in pre-contact
Australia, and afterward in some remote areas) was an oral culture with no written
language and "printed" materials (in the narrow sense of the term), such a general
statement can no longer be made. It has been indicated above that there is a wide
range of Aboriginal cultures around the country; from traditionally-oriented
Aboriginal communities in remote areas or on outstations, to fringe-dweller
communities near town or city centres, to Aboriginal communities and families
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inside large cities, most of whose members are literate, relatively comfortable with
the English language and with the complete range of contemporary communications
and media tools, including print. The suggestion has already been noted, above, that
Aboriginal people in Australia today live on a cultural and communications
"continuum" and that Aboriginal people have displayed a remarkable ability and
willingness to adopt various elements of the dominant White culture for their

particular needs.!

As the Aboriginal playwright Jack Davis has remarked:

I don't believe that culture died ... when Captain Cook landed on
the eastern seaboard. I believe that culture is a growing thing, it's a
growing entity and what we're talking about today is just as
important as the culture of our forefathers, before the White man
came here, because that culture is still growing (in Davis & Hodge
1985, p. 17).

Although this appropriation and adaptation of European culture has taken
many forms and involved many cultural practices and products -- including printed
word materials -- broadcasting apparently was, and is, for many Aboriginal
communities and individuals, the preferred channel or medium of contemporary
communication. One cannot deny that many Aboriginal people still feel
uncomfortable with printed materials and prefer the oral, face-to-face style of
communication, despite increased literacy and the availability of printed-word
materials in some communities in English and in local languages resulting from

IThe 1991 census showed 257,000 people identifying themselves as Aborigines in Australia, with the
biggest populations in NSW and Queensland. (The only published report on detailed census findings
for the Aboriginal population nationally was for the 1971 figures. National reports are underway for
the Aboriginal data from the 1986 and 1991 censuses. Other sources (Schmidt 1991) indicate that
approximately 20 percent of the Aboriginal population have a language other than English as their
first language. That figure moves to almost 100 percent in some remote areas. The 1986 census
showed 5.4 percent of the Aboriginal population nationally had little or no competency in English at
all. Several sources indicate that literacy rates in English for Aboriginal people still lag far behind the
general population, although there appears to have been no comprehensive survey of Aboriginal
literacy conducted. On the other hand, the largest single concentration of Aboriginal people in
Australia is in the Western suburbs of Sydney, where some 20,000 members of the community live
and work in English in an urban setting (Gibson 1993). The 1986 Aboriginal census report for the NT
showed that 65 percent of "urban Aborigines" did not use an Aboriginal language, compared with
only four percent in rural localities, an indication of strong differences in lifestyles and concerns
between urban Aborigines and those living in rural settings. The above facts indicate there may be
some residue of an "Aboriginalist” conception in the minds of some people regarding how Aborigines
in present-day Australia actually live, and what use they are making of certain elements of the
dominant culture, or, for that matter, of their own.



bilingual education and publications programs which have been implemented in a
number of areas (Marshall-Stoneking 1983; Goddard 1990).

Davis et al, in their anthology of Black Australian writing, observed that:

Many Aboriginal people are suspicious of the written word. They
are conscious that the transmission of oral culture involves the
maintenance of the means of communication, the specific
techniques of storytelling and the contexts (family, ritual) which
involve person-to-person contact and the warmth and liveliness
that always go into keeping cultures alive. In that sense, putting an
oral culture into books or, one may add, newspapers and
periodicals] is like embalming it for posterity (1990 p.1).

Christie goes so far as to make the following somewhat questionable

assertion:

In order to preserve their Aboriginal identity from the intrusion of
individualistic European teaching methods, Aboriginal children
everywhere have been actively resistant to learning to read and
write. We could not see how our classroom assumptions and
methods pressured these students to somehow compromise their
Aboriginality by acting independently as individuals, mentally
detaching themselves from the group of their Aboriginal peers who
share with them the knowledge system which creates the meaning
of their lives (1989, p. 28).

Clearly, for people with such concerns, broadcast media would pose less of a
threat, and require less adaptation, than printed-word communication. Goody, whose

analysis of the far-reaching consequences of literacy will be examined more fully

below, notes:

[In] traditional or non-literate societies radio, cinema and television
... derive much of their effectiveness as agencies of social
orientation from the fact that their media do not have the abstract
and solitary quality of reading and writing, but on the contrary
share something of the nature and impact of the direct personal
interaction which obtains in oral culture (1968, p. 63).



The implications of such a view for a discussion of the development of an

Aboriginal media are obvious.

What other factors may have contributed to the more easy adaptation by
some Aboriginal people to the requirements of broadcasting than to print? One
obvious factor is that English literacy rates in some communities lag behind those of
the Australian population in general. It has been suggested that, in general, literacy
and use of print requires a different set of interests and skills than those which some
Aboriginal people either were interested in acquiring or given the opportunity of
acquiring. Indeed, as Fesl has pointed out, "Aboriginal society has survived
throughout time without the need to resort to literacy"” (1984, p. 69). Before
assessing the "success" of some Aboriginal people in adapting to literacy, Fesl
argues, one must first ask the questions of "literacy for what purpose, and literacy in

which language” (p.70).

Other researchers have taken up this theme in the context of Aboriginal
media. Wilmott has argued that one must distinguish between "technical literacy",
which allows individuals to function reasonably well at a superficial level in an alien
language, and "cultural literacy", which allows people to thrive and truly succeed
because they are able to read more complex cultural forms and adapt accordingly.
"The total useful acquisition of English literacy," according to Wilmott (1981, p.10),
"does appear to require a distinct and substantial change in certain forms of human

behaviour, if not a change in culture.”

Marshall-Stoneking (1983), Muecke (1992) and Michaels (1986), among
others, have more recently taken up this theme in their analyses of Aboriginal culture
and communication. Indeed, Michaels has suggested that in order to better
understand the developments in Aboriginal media, including "the observed rapid
adoption of video and TV by traditional people who largely rejected print”, one
should perhaps apply an "electronic literacy model”. It is worthwhile quoting
Michaels at length on this concept, which is important to the concerns of this chapter

and this thesis in general:

Books [and, one could justifiably add, periodicals] are difficult to
learn how to read. It takes a well-developed tradition of literature,
and an extensive pedagogical apparatus in the form of churches,
schools, libraries, printshops and so forth to produce and reproduce
a print reading public. By contrast, TV and video appear easy to
learn, certainly to viewers, and now, even perhaps to produce with
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the recent availability of inexpensive home video cameras and low-
power community transmitters....

[Aboriginal] people's rapidly coming to video literacy is contrasted
to books and print not only because of the inherent properties of
these media themselves, but because there simply wasn't much
interest or intervention from Europeans. Preachers and teachers do
not just teach reading and writing. They teach it alongside and as
an integral part of a moral order.... Such people are not dragged
kicking and screaming to the TV set, as they were, in fact, to
Bibles and schoolbooks (1989, pp. 511 & 517).

While one may argue that not all Aboriginal people are "dragged" to the print
medium as Michaels suggests, it must be acknowledged that the process of acquiring
print (versus electronic) literacy involves some profound cultural adjustments. Of
course, electronic "literacy" does as well, but the changes required for people with an
oral tradition are, it can be argued, somewhat less fundamental.

Such observations lead to a more general and theoretical consideration of the
effects on a culture, and individuals, of the transition from an oral culture to one in
which the printed word is paramount. Goody, in particular, documents persuasively
the profound changes that occur when "traditional” societies (i.e. non-industrial
cultures with oral traditions) move to adopt the printed word. Among them: the
threat posed to oral narratives and songs when writing begins to be used for the same
purposes; the effects on the role of "memory" when printed words and written
records are introduced; the fundamental shift which occurs between a word and its

referent -- " a relationship which [becomes] more general and abstract” -- and so on
(1968, p. 27).

Another major change, according to Goody, is that societies which adopt
writing soon begin to distinguish between members of an elite which can read and
write, and those individuals who have not acquired such skills. Wickert has also
documented this social stratification effect in the Australian Aboriginal context
(1993, p.30). Perhaps most importantly for Goody, however, is the following:

The mere size of the literate repertoire means that the proportion of
the whole which any one individual knows must be infinitesimal in
comparison with what obtains in oral culture. Literate society,
merely by having no system of elimination, no structural amnesia,
prevents the individual from participating fully in the total cultural
tradition to anything like the extent possible in non-literate society
(1968, p. 57).



This was also a concern of McLuhan, who, like Goody, produced a variety of
comprehensive analyses of the effects on culture of the move to printed word
communication. "Print," McLuhan said (1962, p. 157) , "is the extreme phase of
alphabet culture that detribalizes or decollectivizes man in the first instance.... Print
is the technology of individualism". The implications of such observations for
traditional Australian Aboriginal culture, in which oral modes of communication and
collective tribal concerns were paramount, are obvious. McLuhan, Eisenstein (in
Olson et al 1985, p. 22) and others have also studied the further profound changes
which occur in a society when it moves from the written word produced by hand --
eg by scribes -- to one which uses the printing press; i.e. the "Gutenberg effect".
Their findings are a further indication of just how powerful are the forces at work
when oral traditions are displaced by other communications technologies.

For Aboriginal people, and other indigenous people elsewhere in the world
with a large number of languages and dialects, there is an added danger in the
introduction of print. That is the weakening, or even the disappearance of those
languages, as English becomes a lingua franca spread through books and later
through other media products. As well, various observers have noted how much is
lost when oral material, especially narratives, in traditional languages, or even in
Kriol, is rendered from their "multichannel” form into printed form (Clunies-Ross
1983, p. 22).2 And there are the additional quite practical difficulties of standardised
spellings of Aboriginal languages, and so on, to consider. Marshall-Stoneking (1983,
p.23) has pointed out that, whether in an Aboriginal language or in English,
transcription of oral material is not always easy to execute: "Decisions about
paragraphing, punctuation and the like have to be made so that the story can be read
in a way that does justice to the original". McGregor (1989, p. 48) has also pointed
out the difficulties -- practical, social and political/ideological -- involved in
deciding which language is best used when stories or other communications are to be
rendered in printed form. Should it be in a traditional language, with a somewhat
limited use beyond a particular community? Should it instead be in Kriol?
Aboriginal English? Australian Standard English?

2 Narogin, Michaels and others have suggested that audio and video tapes can be used in conjunction
with printed materials to replicate, in some ways, a multichannel mode of communications for
Aboriginal people living in "settled Australia". This theme, of using the latest audiovisual and
possibly even multimedia technology for Aboriginal communication needs, will be examined further

in Chapter 6.
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Diana Eades has pointed out that:

Growing numbers of people in "settled" Australia who identify as
Aboriginal speak varieties of English as their first language. The
fact that such people speak little or none of their traditional
Aboriginal languages is often used by non-Aboriginal people as
evidence that these people are "not really Aboriginal". Thus the
choice of language variety plays an important role in questions of
Aboriginal identity, and therefore in issues of needs and rights in
such areas as politics, land rights and education (cited in Keen
1988, pp. 97-98).

Narogin (1990) has also argued this point strongly in relation to the question of the
discourse selected by Aboriginal writers and editors, an issue which will be taken up

more fully in Chapter 3.

The complexity and implications of the process of moving from an oral
tradition to a new one which uses printed-word communication would be enough in
themselves to account for the relatively slow (or, as has been argued by some, the
reluctant) adoption of print for contemporary communications by Aboriginal people.
But there are some other factors to consider, specific to the Australian social and
media context. One issue is the role of government involvement and subsidies in
facilitating the use of broadcast technologies by Aboriginal communities.
Broadcasting is much more highly regulated than print communications. Australian
politicians and bureaucrats have involved themselves deeply, or have attempted to
do so, in the development of Aboriginal broadcasting, ostensibly for altruistic
reasons but arguably also to control what is happening on the airwaves of remote

Australia.

One consequence of that government involvement, no matter what the
motivation, has been substantial subsidies being granted to Aboriginal communities
for access to broadcasts or to produce and/or distribute programs. Millions of dollars

have been spent in this way in Australia. According to Wilmott:

One of the most important factors influencing the development of
Aboriginal broadcasting and its supporting resources is funding.
Such funding as has been available for Aboriginal broadcasting
has come from a variety of sources (1984, p. 95-96).
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These include, Wilmott notes (1984), grants from government directly, from the
Aboriginal Arts Board, from SBS program subsidies, and from purchases of
programs by the ABC. He argues that the ad hoc nature of such funding has made it
difficult for Aboriginal broadcasting to have a coherent general direction. Meadows
(1993) has estimated the 1992-93 budget for community broadcast production at
$6.4 million. West has pointed out that substantial amounts -- $1.25 million in 1993
alone -- are to be spent by ATSIC on such Aboriginal broadcasting activity in a three
year program to 1995. The effects of such subsidies extends to training: while some
have argued that broadcast training related to BRACS, for example, is inadequate, it
has at the very least helped some Aboriginal people to acquire the skills required for
broadcasting.3

In view of the discussion above of the solid reasons for the apparent general
preference for broadcast over print among many Aboriginal people, and in view of
the clear dangers and effects of a transition from an oral culture to one relying on the
printed word, it might be surprising to find any Aboriginal newspapers and
periodicals at all in the developing Aboriginal media structure. However, there is
very definitely this sort of production, and, as this thesis will show in the next
chapter, it has been going on in Australia for much longer than most analysts of the
Aboriginal media may have imagined. In general terms, there can be no doubt that
there is an appetite for increased literacy, print communication and print journalism

among Aboriginal people.

Walton (1993), and Marshall-Stoneking (1983), for example, have noted that
many Aboriginal people accepted the usefulness of English language literacy skills
after realising that, as Walton puts it (p. 43), they are "needed for negotiating with
non-Aboriginal Australia.... A group without access to literacy in our society is
relatively powerless, unless trusted 'brokers' exist to act on their behalf". According
to Marshall-Stoneking, reporting on the rise of bilingual literacy programs:

3 It should be noted here that there has been no similar government interest in directly subsidising
Aboriginal newspaper or magazine production (O'Dwyer 1993, personal communication; Arley 1993,
personal communication) although, indirectly, production of Aboriginal printed materials has been
fostered through community literacy programs and the related literacy materials production projects,
as well as through Australia Council support for Aboriginal writing, etc. There have been no similar
government-subsidised efforts to train Aboriginal people at the community level in the techniques of
print journalism. The Koori Mail consistently runs into difficulty when it tries to find Aboriginal
cadets for its operation in Lismore, and the newspaper's owners argue that the scarcity of Aboriginal
journalists with the required level of skills in print is a major factor in their still employing a White

Editor as of late 1994.
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Aboriginal parents, realising the importance of having to
cpmmunicate and interact with 'Whitefellas', while at the same
time wanting their children to grow stronger in their sense of
themselves as Aboriginal people, living under Aboriginal law and
custom, have been highly supportive of the teaching of literacy and
numeracy (1983, p. 50).

On the growing appeal of writing and print journalism for Aboriginal people,
there is a long list of Aboriginal publications (Langton & Brownlee 1979) produced
now and over the past decades which attests to that. This appetite for print
journalism can be found in various Aboriginal communities, remote and urban,
around the country, even quite isolated and traditionally-oriented communities and
even those reasonably well-served by broadcast media. Goddard, for example, has
recorded the eagerness with which members of a Pitjantjatjara community in
Central Australia used a small monthly bilingual newsletter, the Amataku Tjukurpa,
produced as part of a literacy materials program (1990). He quotes a member of the
literacy project, Jill Steel, on how people reacted to the paper:

I don't think [Steel wrote] that over the 21 months of its production
the air of excitement ever declined when the newspaper was
distributed. Everyone would be singing out to get one, waving,
stopping what they were doing ... and poking their heads into the
newspaper. The folks who couldn't read would take a paper and
'read’ the photos and drawings. People would sit down in groups

and read to each other (c. 1989, p. 32-33).4

Heatley has observed (1985, p. 55) in another part of Australia a
"burgeoning” of print media efforts among Aborigines since the 1970s (while

4Goddard's study of use of the print medium, and the emerging genres of reportage, by the
Pitjantjatjara is extremely important for the purposes of this thesis, and will be examined and
evaluated in much more detail in Chapter 6 in which, among other things, some possible future
scenarios for Aboriginal periodical production in Australia are proposed and discussed. Gale's work
on the development of writing in Aboriginal languages, and the role played by newsletters in that
development, will also be an important element of Chapter 3. Goddard's study also raises important
issues of the "authenticity" (or its opposite) of Aboriginal publications; of bilingualism in Aboriginal
newspapers; of handwritten as opposed to printed pages; of replicating certain features of oral
communication on a page of newspaper copy; of "message-based” printed-word communication, etc.
It should also be noted here that the quotation from Steel above indicates that Aboriginal people not
able to read were still able to enjoy the newspaper, either by simply "browsing" or by having it read to
them. It will be shown later in this thesis that this is exactly how the Koori Mail, which is distributed
nationally, is used in some remote communities where literacy is not universal. Goody and others
have argued that print and oral communication can quite often complement each other in this way in

traditionally-oriented societies.
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acknowledging, as has been noted above, that broadcast was the "pacesetter"). Snow
and Noble have produced a rare study of the preferred media and the preferred
source of news among a sample of urban Aborigines which found that respondents
actually picked newspapers over television as the preferred source of media news
about other Aboriginal issues in their locality. For news about Aboriginal matters
from other parts of Australia, newspapers eclipsed television and even information
from other Aboriginal people. Snow and Noble also found that 95 per cent of those
Aboriginal people surveyed (in a large country town in the northern tablelands of
NSW) read newspapers (1986, p. 187).5

What should be clear from the foregoing, then, is that it would be a serious
error to exclude from any serious consideration of the Aboriginal media the role of
print and print journalism. As Marcia Langton has pointed out in the introduction to
her listing of Aboriginal publications:

My own experience working on various Aboriginal newsletters and
newspapers has made me understand the importance of simply
having the resources and skills for self-expression in an often
hostile White environment, which, because it has the power and
resources, has historically defined us.... As bilingual education and
literacy are brought to more communities, especially remote ones,
we can look forward to exciting and diverse expressions (in
Langton & Brownlee 1979, p. 121).

The following chapter will survey some of the very exciting and diverse expressions
of Aboriginal experience which have been produced to date in the medium of print.

5 The study found that of the Aboriginal people who read newspapers the highest percentage read the
sports sections, with only 8 percent saying they read the news. However, about half the sample felt
that newspapers generally printed too little news about Aborigines, and about a third said that news
about Aborigines was not presented from an Aboriginal perspective. These findings are particu]arly
interesting when one attempts to explain the growing popularity of the nationally-distributed Koori
Mail , with its declared intention to report thoroughly on Aboriginal issues from an Aboriginal

perspective.
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ABORIGINAL COMMUNICATION AND PRINT
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Despite all of the difficulties and dangers involved in the transition from an
oral to a written culture, and despite the very heavy bias in government subsidies and
other support for Aboriginal broadcasting over printed word communication
(O'Dwyer 1993, personal communication; Meadows 1993), there is a significant
history of Aboriginal writing in English. Until recently it has primarily been in the

realm of what White culture calls "creative" writing (ie. poetry, short stories, novels,

plays).

Indeed, there has been a burgeoning of Aboriginal writing -- primarily in
creative writing, and to a lesser extent (until recently) in print journalism -- since
approximately the mid 1960s, for reasons which will be outlined below. One sign of
the increasing vitality of Aboriginal writing was the staging in 1983 of the first
National Conference of Aboriginal Writers, held at Murdoch University in Perth,
WA. Forty Aboriginal delegates attended the week-long discussion and a national
organisation of Aboriginal writers was founded as a result. "Among the outcomes ...
[was] a new sense of cohesiveness, purpose and direction among Aboriginal
writers," according to Davis and Hodge (1985, p.1). "Only a decade ago [ie 1973],
'Aboriginal writing' hardly existed as a significant element in Australian literary and

cultural life."

A more recent indication of the increasing maturity of Aboriginal writing,
again as an artistic as opposed to a journalistic medium, is the 1993 NSW Literary
Awards, at which five of the eight awards were won by Aboriginal people or by
works which addressed Aboriginal themes (Collins 1993). In her address to the
awards gathering the Aboriginal writer Faith Bandler pointed out that most of the
early Aboriginal writers did their work "against the odds", producing work under
difficult personal and social conditions and despite the traditional lack of experience
of Aboriginal people in using the written word. "Perhaps viewing the discrepancies
between themselves and those who controlled them stirred them to write on,"
Bandler suggested (1993, p. 3, p. 40). "The transgressions against them have been

portrayed in their writings."

Bandler raises what will be a key issue in the discussion of the development
of Aboriginal writing (and print journalism) which follows: the very clear link which
exists between such writing and social and political activism. This link has been
documented by a number of researchers and attested to by Aboriginal writers

themselves. As the Aboriginal writer and activist Kevin Gilbert pointed out more

than a decade ago:



An onus is on Aboriginal writers to present the evidence of our
true situation. In attempting to present the evidence, we are
furiously attacked by White Australians and White converts,
whatever their colour, as "going back two hundred years ... the past
is finished". Yet cut off a man's leg, kill his mother, rape his land,
psychologically attack and keep him in a powerless position each
day -- does it not live on in the mind of the victim? Does it not
continue to scar and affect the thinking? (in Davis & Hodge 1985,

p.41).

Shoemaker, too, notes the very close relationship which has developed
between Black political activism in Australia and writing. On the subject of
Aboriginal "writing" in general (but generally excluding, as almost all discussions of
Aboriginal media and/or Aboriginal writing have done, the issue of Aboriginal
journalism in newspapers and magazines) perhaps the most comprehensive reference
is Shoemaker's 1989 book-length study Black Words, White Page. In it, he observes
that many of Aboriginal Australia's most important spokespersons and contemporary

leaders have been writers:

As Black Australians have made political and social advances over
the past twenty-five years in Australia, they have embarked far
more frequently upon projects of creative writing in English.... In
1961, no Black Australian had published any works of creative
writing for approximately 30 years. By 1988 ... twelve plays...
eighteen collections of poetry (and many more individual poems)
and seven novels - all written by Black Australians had appeared....
I contend that a fundamental relationship exists between the
sociopolitical milieu and Aboriginal creative writing in English....
Amongst the Black Australian community, public spokespersons
far more frequently are writers, or are influenced by them (p.3-4).

This phenomenon, what may be called the "social action" component of
Aboriginal writing, also has important implications for an examination and
understanding of Aboriginal print journalism in Australia, but, as noted above,
researchers have all but ignored this area. That Aboriginal artistic production
generally has a base in "social" or "community" action is something that has been
noted in examinations of traditional Aboriginal society as well, and alluded to in
Chapter 1 of this thesis. As Berndt and Phillips point out:
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[Traditional oral literature] was not an aesthetic frill, or something
removed from the practical working out of daily events. It was not
simply a commentary on events and trends, or a reflection of social
values and 'actualities', although it was, in fact both of these too. It
was directly involved in shaping and influencing the behaviour of
people, starting with children and continuing right through to old
age.... [It] represented a program for action not only in regard to
religious rites but also in regard to social relationships, and
relationships between human beings and other living things (no
date, pp. 73-74).

There is a strong element of this apparent in contemporary Aboriginal literary
output, and, as will be argued later, in some examples of Aboriginal print journalism.
As Michaels (1986) has observed, new communications practices are never

introduced into a cultural vacuum.

The brief survey of Aboriginal writing which follows will begin with
“creative" writing or "literary” output, and then move on to a consideration of print
journalism. Indeed, it is the names of significant Aboriginal novels, autobiographies,
plays, poems -- not Aboriginal magazines and newspapers -- which over the years
have started to be more and more familiar to Aboriginal people and to White
Australia. And any discussion of Aboriginal writing, again as opposed to Aboriginal

print journalism per se, must begin with the name David Unaipon.

Many White Australians know the name of this man, who is considered the
first published Aboriginal writer (Shoemaker 1989; Beston 1979). Unaipon, born in
1872 on the Point McLeay Mission in South Australia, was a brilliant mission-
educated Aboriginal person who became a musician, an inventor, and, eventually, a
writer. As Beston (1979, p. 42) notes, Unaipon "came from a people with a purely
oral literature, and wrote in a vacuum, with nothing to instil confidence in him".
Shoemaker argues that the inter-denominational mission group, the Aborigines
Friends Association (AFA), became "the most important formative influence on his
life and career: it made possible his education, it provided him with employment, it
sponsored his travels and speaking engagements, and it financed most of his

publications".!

I It has been noted by various researchers (eg, Narogin 1990, p. 9) that while many missionaries did
not accept Aboriginal culture and saw it as something to be eradicated through Christianity, mission
teachers did play an important role in teaching reading and writing skills to Aboriginal people. Mainly
this was in English, but, again as noted by Narogin, some missionaries even saw the value in using
local Aboriginal languages, and played a role in developing written forms of such languages. It will
be indicated later in this chapter how various mission magazines also helped develop an appetite for
printed word communication and print journalism among Aboriginal people in some communities.
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Unaipon's retellings and reworkings of Aboriginal stories, which were the
main body of his output as a writer, appeared first in periodicals and pamphlets, but
his main work was Native Legends, thought to be first published in 1929. That book,
"more properly termed a booklet” (Shoemaker 1989, p. 42), was, according to
Beston, cheaply produced and "not designed for a wide audience" coming as it did
"before the public interest in Aboriginal writing that developed after ... 1964" (1979,
p-336).

Shoemaker and Beston differ sharply on the extent of Unaipon's literary
output and on its significance and authenticity. There is no doubt, however, that
Unaipon's treatment of native legends and his writing style were heavily influenced
by his contact with Christianity and Christian missionaries, and were directed at a
White readership (Shoemaker 1989, p.46). Indeed, Shoemaker argues that "evidence
seems to indicate that [Unaipon] was so fully indoctrinated by the AFA that an
Aboriginal world view was permitted only so long as it did not conflict with
Christian religious tenets" (p.44).

Still, the important place of Unaipon in the history of Aboriginal writing is

clear. According to Shoemaker:

[Unaipon's] story-telling is uneven, inconsistent, and is frequently
fraught with tension between the Aboriginal and White Christian
worlds. One receives the impression that Unaipon did not have a
very great knowledge of traditional Aboriginal matters and this
might partly explain why his legendary stories often take such a
sanitised European form....

His literary shortcomings presage some of the successes and
destructive consequences of assimilation. [But] at a time then full-
blooded Aborigines were commonly believed to be dying out,
Unaipon's work exemplified an inventiveness, a vigour and a
vibrancy which paralleled those qualities in his personal life (1989,
pp- 49-50).

Simon During (1993) has argued that it was William Ferguson, an Aboriginal
activist and a leading figure in the 1930s Aborigines Progressive Association, who in
writing the "Nanya" story was the first Aboriginal person to produce "Koori literary
prose in print that is not a transcription of a traditional narrative"; ie, not the sort of




writing which Unaipon had been doing in approximately that period (1993, p.1).2
"Nanya" was instead what During describes as "borderline fiction". It is based on an
actual event, During states, but is transformed into "quasi-fiction by grafting White
onto traditional Barkindji [tribal] concepts". The story is about a young Aboriginal
couple who break a tribal taboo in the 1800s, but are not punished according to
customary law because tribal Elders encounter White men in their pursuit of them,
and give up the chase. The couple are punished by having deformed children, and
eventually by the family being captured by Whites and brought into "civilisation",
where their descendants forget the old Aboriginal ways.

"Nanya', says During, "is directed toward a readership for whom Dreaming
narratives are no longer true: they have become fictionalised .... It fits into narrative
practices associated with contemporary cultural globalisation" and, as such, must be
seen as a significant event in the development of Aboriginal writing in Australia
(1993, pp. 8-9).

While Unaipon and Ferguson wrote far earlier than perhaps any other
Aboriginal writers, it was, Shoemaker argues, only in 1964 that a "new phase in
cultural communication began in Australia” with the publication of Oodgeroo
Noonuccal's (Katherine Walker's) first collection of poetry, We Are Going:

Not the content, but the very fact of Noonuccal's We Are Going
was important as, effectively for the first time, one of the best
qualified to do so was commenting creatively upon her own race,
its aspirations and fears.... Noonuccal's book ushered in an era of
self-reflexive literary self examination by Black Australians (1989,
p.181).

Noonuccal, like so many Aboriginal writers, was an activist who fought for
justice for Aboriginal people on a number of fronts. She was Queensland State
Secretary of the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres
Strait Islanders (FCAATSI) in the 1960s, and, as Shoemaker notes, "it is hardly
coincidental that the first volume of poetry ... was published in 1964 at the height of
her political involvement" (1989, p. 181). Her poems did not just express her
political views in an different way: they were, various commentators agree,

2 Ferguson's name will come up again later in this chapter in connection with the production of one of
the earliest examples of an Aboriginal newspaper, Abo Call, six issues of which were produced in
1938.
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expression of the cultural pride of Aboriginal people which was encouraged by the
political struggle of the time. Initial reaction to the quality of her verse (among
White critics) was very harsh (Narogin 1990, p.39): it was dismissed by many as
simply "protest verse". Her writing is still considered by some to be "uneven" in
quality (Shoemaker 1989, p.183). She has also come under scrutiny by Aboriginal
critics for adopting, like some other early Aboriginal writers, "White " forms.
Narogin observes that Noonuccal (and other poets like Jack Davis) "to get their
message across to the majority community rely on the past sign systems of the
majority community which are accepted as being poetic" (1990, p. 36).

What is beyond debate is that she became one of the leading Aboriginal
writers and Aboriginal figures of the period between the mid-60s and her death in
1993 (Shoemaker 1989; Bandler 1993; Davis & Hodge 1985). Noonuccal was for a
time the most purchased Australian (ie, not just "Aboriginal") poet next to C.J.
Dennis and achieved international recognition for her poetry (Shoemaker 1989,
p.181). This is partly to do with the fact that poetry was, and is, according to
Shoemaker and others, the most popular written form for Aboriginal creative writers
and Aboriginal readers, likely due to its affinity with traditional modes of verbal
performance/ storytelling. A number of Aboriginal writers have, like Noonuccal,

made serious efforts in the poetry genre.

However, from 1964 to the present, Aboriginal people have been producing
significant amounts of writing in English (and, to a lesser extent, in written forms of
Aboriginal languages or a combination of the two) not just in poetry but in a variety
of genres. After Noonuccal's book of poems, for example, the next significant work
to be published was Colin Johnson's novel (Johnson later changed his name to
Mudrooroo Narogin), Wild Cat Falling, the first Aboriginal novel. There is a
growing number of prose writers now producing novels, short stories, essays, life
stories and autobiographies, as well as playwrights and scriptwriters.3 Many of them
are still also political activists and leaders in the Aboriginal community. As the
Aboriginal dramatist and filmmaker Gerry Bostock has pointed out, "we know that
to do the job that has to be done involves struggle on many fronts, and you can't

devote yourself to one area” (in Davis & Hodge 19835, p. 4).

Shoemaker makes a persuasive case that it is not just government subsidies
such as those provided by the Aboriginal Arts Board, established by the Federal

3 There are also more Aboriginal people producing journalism, either for White papers, as Muecke
notes (in Horton 1994, p. 900), and for their own papers, as will be indicated below.



Government in 1973, which can account for this increasing output. "It would be
naive to claim,” Shoemaker writes, "that higher budgetary allocations to Aboriginal
affairs and improvements in the autonomy of Black Australians completely explain
the upsurge in Aboriginal writing. It must be remembered that the first collections of
Aboriginal poetry appeared in print without any government subsidy, and even now
some of the most talented and influential Black authors publish without the
assistance of the Aboriginal Arts Board" (1989, p.4).

Some of the newest Aboriginal writers are attempting to move beyond a
replicating of White Australian or European literary forms, to experiment with
works in Aboriginal languages, or in Aboriginal English. Narogin suggests that his
own Doin Wildcat, a Novel Koori Script; Robert Bropho's Fringedweller or The
* Great Journey of the Aboriginal Teeriagers; and the poems of Lionel Forgarty can be
seen as examples of this emerging concern for authenticity of Aboriginal written

expression. Narogin writes:

Lionel Fogarty is the forerunner of those Aboriginal poets who
seek to establish a discourse of Aboriginality not based on
European patterns and, in refusing to be sucked in by those
patterns, his verse sometimes approaches the surrealism of African
writers such as Cesaire or Senghor, though fractured and changed
by the blight of Australia. Even Aboriginal writers of the sixties
have trouble coming to grips with his verse. It is not the product of
assimilation...(1990, p.50).

This observation leads us to the more general problem of what Shoemaker
(1989) has called "Black words, White page". It is one which is highly relevant to
some general concerns of this thesis; ie. the question of where print journalism fits
into the overall scheme of contemporary Aboriginal communication, as well as the
significance and authenticity of the Koori Mail newspaper inside such a scheme.
There are those, of course, who maintain that there is something fundamentally
dangerous or inauthentic about Aboriginal people adopting an alien medium such as
writing to communicate their experience. Muecke (1992, p. 196) notes that using
White writing forms can be a "trap” set by the dominant culture. Others, like Jackie
Huggins, point to the danger of White editors acting as "filters" of Aboriginal

experience:
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I think the first premise we have to start off with is that Aboriginal
people have a literary style and cultural and oral modes which are
different genres to those of non-Aboriginal people.... The
Aboriginal writing style is so different, and whilst having an editor
can help the situation, having a White person actually co-author the
book with you can act as a filter, in a sense, to how White people
will be viewing the book and who will be reading it (1990, p. 142).

This is a theme also explored in depth by Narogin, who points out that a
number of Aboriginal writers, including himself and Kevin Gilbert, had the
experience early in their writing careers of having work heavily edited by White
editors and publishers so that it could be marketable to mainstream White
audiences. "If we consider ourselves as existing in an Aboriginal cultural matrix,
then we must know that part of our culture lies outside European conventions,"
Narogin argues (1990, p.170-171). "It is precisely this part, this Aboriginality that is
missed by the European editor who ... finds it wrong ... to construct a narrative prose

work ... according to an unfamiliar structure.”

McGuinness goes so far as to suggest that only if Aboriginal people control
the means of literary production can they hope to produce an authentic Aboriginal

literature:

We maintain that unless Aboriginal people control the content, the
publishing, the ultimate presentation of the [piece of writing] then
it is not Aboriginal.... If it's going to be legitimate Aboriginal
literature then it must come, flow freely, from the Aboriginal
people, from the Aboriginal communities without any restrictions
placed upon them (in Davis & Hodge 1985, pp. 44-45).

McGuinness sees as a positive step the development of Aboriginal publishing
ventures such as Magabala Books in Broome. Narogin has also supported the
development of independent Aboriginal publishing ventures, pointing out that avant
garde Aboriginal poets such as Lionel Fogarty are only likely to get published in

this way.

Still, there are those in the Aboriginal community who argue that Black
writing must not be seen as so "fragile” as to be unable to withstand the hands of
editors, Black or White. The key issue, according to this view, is whether those
doing the editing work are sympathetic to the aims of the writers, and whether they



have sufficient knowledge of and sensitivity to Aboriginal history and culture to do

the job properly:

Editing is not an evil in itself, any more than a transformation from
oral to written forms is necessarily fatal to the qualities of
traditional Aboriginal works .... But editing does need a deep
understanding and respect for the traditional oral form, which most
Whites do not have (Davis & Hodge 1985, p. 3). 4

Of course, most of the foregoing has been concerned with Black writing in
English. Indeed, most of the Black writing which has been published by mainstream
White organisations and most of what has been labelled "creative writing" has been
in English. But, it would be a mistake to assume that there is an insignificant
production of writing in Aboriginal languages. There has been a burgeoning in
recent years of written materials in Aboriginal languages (Gale, 1993; Gale 1992),
and the indications are that this production will increase as Aboriginal people in
communities around Australia see the empowering possibilities of producing written
material, for educational purposes or in the form of newsletters and other periodicals,

in their own languages.

Gale (1993) has identified three phases in the history of writing in Aboriginal
languages in Australia. The first was the "Christianising phase, which began in the
early part of the last century with the work of missionaries, some of them trained as
linguists, who wished to provide Aboriginal people with Biblical materials in local
languages. Gale notes that the missionary Lancelot Threlkeld arrived in the Lake
Macquarie district of NSW in 1824 to evangelise the Awakbakal people. He, with
the help of an Awakbakal man, Biriban, completed the Gospel of Saint Luke in the
Awakbakal language as early as 1830. Materials produced in Aboriginal languages
in this period "included translation of Scripture, catechisms, prayers, hymns, and
other Christian materials as well as student booklets for the classroom and published

grammars and word lists"” (Gale 1993, p. 3).

In what Gale terms "the educating phase”, production of written materials in

Aboriginal languages increased with the introduction of bilingual education

4 This theme will be taken up later in this thesis in a discussion of the role of editors of Aboriginal
newspapers, and of the issue of White editors overseeing Aboriginal newspapers; an.d via Kat;'
arguments about the necessity of having "culturally-grounded” producers for authentically indigenous

media production.
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programs in NT in 1973. "Prior to this," she notes (p.3), "the assimilationist policies
of the Federal Government had caused all government and many mission schools in
Australia to adopt English as the medium of instruction." This new phase inspired
production of primers, readers, transcriptions of oral histories, as well as community
newsletters and newspapers, all of which were used in community and classroom to
encourage literacy or, as Gale puts it, "getting the children and hopefully the adults,
hooked on reading in order that they would succeed ultimately in the classroom".
However, many of the people involved in organising such programs were not
Aboriginal, and forms often mirrored what could be found in English in mainstream
English schools of the era.>

Since the late 1980s, when Gale's third phase begins, Aboriginal people have
been gaining more control over the running of schools and literature production
centres. "As a result, the production of written materials emanating from the printing
presses and photocopiers ... now reflect what Aboriginal people themselves see as
worthy of reproduction” (p.4). Forms and content vary widely, according to what
communities decide they wish to produce, and why. Gale argues that:

[Much] of the emerging Australian "Black literature" of today
(including production in Aboriginal languages or diglot
vernacular-English productions, and multilingual or bilingual
productions) is to a large extent politically motivated, with the
choice of an Aboriginal language medium being very much part of
that message. By choosing to write in an Aboriginal language, the
Aboriginal writer is placed in a position of authority and power
when addressing an English-only-speaking audience (1993, p. 8).

This observation is significant for general aims of the present thesis, as many
of the smaller newsletters being produced in Aboriginal communities have at least
some of the text produced in local languages. I will argue in Chapter 6 that the

51 am indebted to Gale for pointing out to me (personal communication, 1993) that one of the main
reasons for the apparent flurry of activity in producing newsletters and small community newspapers
-- in Aboriginal languages, or in English and Aboriginal languages -- was a report in 1974 on
bilingual education in the NT. The report, by O'Grady and Hale, suggested that Aboriginal
communities should be "flooded" with literature and literacy materials, and they specifically
recommended newsletters or "news sheets" should be started throughout the Territory. Gale argues
that the lead for bilingual education in other states was taken from NT after 1974, and the idea of
using newsletters for such purposes was taken up in many other communities outside the Territory.
Gale is doing important research into, among other things, the role of such community newsletters in
literacy programs and in cultural self-realisation for Aboriginal people, as well as into the more usual
function of such newsletters for informing people of remote communities about news and issues

affecting them.
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language and style choices made by editors of such local newsletters, and, indeed, of
such larger English-language papers as the Koori Mail, must be seen in a much
larger linguistic, political and social context, and in light of the historical
development of Aboriginal writing. Questions of the "authenticity" of Aboriginal
newspapers must be addressed in this light.

Aside from linguistic considerations, it is also significant for this thesis that
much of the local production of written materials -- in English or other languages --
is in the form of newsletters and other periodicals which aim, as part of their
function, to inform members of the community of "news" of relevance to them
(Goddard 1990; Gale 1993; Heatley 1985). It has already been noted, above, that
traditional Aboriginal verbal art has always had a relatively strong "reportage”
function. Shoemaker and others have also noted such a socially-relevant, or
"activist" reportage function in much of the more recent Aboriginal "creative"
writing. This notion allows for a clearer understanding of the forces at work in the
development of some Aboriginal newsletters, newspapers and magazines in
Australia over the years, whether in English or in other languages. In other words,
there should now be nothing startling in the observation that there is a significant

history of Aboriginal print journalism, i.e. reportage in print, in Australia.

Before turning to a survey of that Aboriginal print journalism output, it must
be noted that "reportage" in print for Aboriginal communities in Australia often also
took the form of letter writing and petition writing, and other variations on these.
That is, there are some important exan les of written reportage (usually in English)
which were not periodicals per se, but which, when they were distributed among
Aboriginal or White people, and possibly later published by White mainstream
newspapers, functioned as news reports or descriptions of Aborigin: life and issues

in this country.

Narogin records the use as early as 1882 of a petition compiled by residents
of the Aboriginal station at Coranderrk in Victoria in order to protest at their living
conditions. The Aboriginal Protection Board, according to Narogin (1990, p. 19),
was so unwilling to imagine that Aboriginal people "were capable of using the pen”
that officials employed a detective to prove that the letters and petitions were forged
by Whites. The detective found that the materials were indeed produced by an
Aboriginal person, Thomas Dunolly, and were "genuine expressions of the feelings
of his people”. McGuinness and Walker argue that much written material produced
by Aboriginal people in the form of position papers, letters and briefs to support land
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rights claims, and which are now stored away in government files, should also be
seen as "reportage" in print because these documents record living conditions and
grievances of Aboriginal people (in Davis & Hodge 1985, p. 46).

Davis et al (1990) also note a famous bark petition sent to Canberra in 1963
by the Yirrkala people of the NT. They contend that the nature of such petitions
indicates that what we call "writing" need not always be defined by the Gutenberg
tradition of script on paper which has been reproduced by the printing press. They
also note the petition sent from the people of Nepabunna in 1966, asking that the SA
Government take over control of their station from the United Aborigines Mission.
That petition, which contained 35 signatures, provides significant reportage of living

conditions, including the following details:

Over the years there has been a severe lack of water in Nepabunna,
there is also a shortage of rainwater tanks on the houses. The only
time that water is really pumped is when someone is coming to
visit, and when the people go back the water goes back. The bores
as such are not deep enough to cater for the needs of our people,
our supply at present is insufficient and inadequate....

We want action immediately, not in the future but now (1985,
p.36).

These few examples of Aboriginal reportage in print, in English, will serve as
a means to turn a general discussion of Aboriginal writing to a more direct
examination of Aboriginal newspapers and magazines. It must be made clear at the
outset, however, that there has been next to no research in this area. The most
extensive attempt was by a German researcher, Benno Wagner-Pitz (1984), who
produced a survey and content analysis of a number of Aboriginal newspapers for an
MA thesis for a German university. That document remains untranslated on the
shelves of the Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies
(AIATSIS) in Canberra. ¢ Goddard (1990) has produced a most helpful and detailed
article on efforts to produce newsletters among the Pitjantjatjara people and the
emerging genres of print reportage in that region. But most other references to
Aboriginal newspapers and newsletters are found in passing in other works about

Aboriginal writing, or Aboriginal literacy programs, or Aboriginal use of electronic

6 1 am indebted to Dr. Olaf Blis of Sydney, NSW, a retired university lecturer with a 30-year interest
in Aboriginal culture, who volunteered to translate key summary and conclusion sections of Wagner-
Pitz's work for citing in this thesis
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media.The archives of AIATSIS contain many rare and historically significant
examples of Aboriginal publications, however, and the Institute's archivists do
attempt to gather contemporary publications (in English or Aboriginal languages) as
they are produced. A list kept by the Institute, "Serials Currently Produced by
Aboriginal Groups and Communities Held in the AIATSIS Library” contained, in
late 1993, 22 titles produced in English, in local languages or a combination of the
two. But librarians there note that many of these titles appear irregularly, are of very
uneven quality, and some may in fact have ceased publication without their editors
having notified the Institute (Triffett 1993, personal communication).

Langton and Brownlee (1979) have produced "A Listing of Aboriginal
Periodicals" for the Journal of Aboriginal History. That list is an attempt to provide
arecord of Aboriginal publications from the 1830s to 1979. The section "Journals
Published by Aboriginal Communities and Organisations” includes 44 titles, many
of them of publications in Aboriginal languages, and many, of course, now-defunct.
The list stops at 1979, and other titles have been launched since then, but Langton
and Brownlee have produced an extremely useful and historically interesting
resource. Such lists, other archival research, and interviews with Aboriginal leaders,
writers and journalists, can begin to produce an adequate picture of the extent and
type of production of print journalism by Aboriginal people over the years.

It will be clear at this stage why terms must be carefully defined in any
discussion of Aboriginal print journalism. For the purpose of the review which
follows, an "Aboriginal" newspaper or magazine will be taken to be one which is
controlled (i.e. "published") by an Aboriginal individual or group and edited by
either White or Aboriginal people with the principal aim of informing readers (either
White or Aboriginal) of news primarily of interest to or significance for the
Aboriginal population. That is, an Aboriginal newspaper could be controlled by a
group of Aboriginal communities and employ a White editor and/or manager to
assemble reporting by both Aboriginal and White journalists about Aboriginal
matters. This is the case at present with the Koori Mail, and no one could imagine
that this is not an Aboriginal newspaper. (The broader, and more complex, questions
of what constitutes "Aboriginality" per se -- and addressed recently by such
researchers as Langton (1993) and O'Regan (1993) -- and of the degrees of
"authenticity" of Aboriginal publications, will be examined more fully below.)

Aboriginal publications in Aboriginal languages will, of course, also be

covered by such a working definition, but these publications are still usually very



63

local and irregular "newsletters", produced for the most part by language centres in
remote communities to assist teachers who have little other material to use in classes
in Aboriginal languages (Gale 1993; Goddard 1990; Heatley 1985). What will
generally not be considered Aboriginal publications are the newspapers, magazines
and newsletters controlled, published and edited by departments of White
government, whether or not the articles are almost exclusively about Aboriginal
issues and events and even if certain articles are written by Aboriginal contributors.
(This rules out, for example, the ATSIC News, and the various publications of that
genre put out by governments and other agencies). Nor will the various publications
put out, often for many years, by missions and other "helping" organisations as
reading material for Aboriginal people be considered Aboriginal publications.

It should be noted, however, that early examples of Aboriginal newspapers
and magazines are sufficiently rare that such a working definition may have to be
stretched somewhat in order to avoid the error of eliminating historically significant
publications from any list to be considered. This is the case, for example, with the
Flinders Island Chronicle, or with Dawn, a magazine produced for two decades by
the NSW Department of Aboriginal Affairs, both of which will be described below.
And it would be an error to argue that missionary publications played no significant
role in providing written materials and even some elements of reportage in
Aboriginal communities. The titles and content of some historically significant
missionary publications will need, therefore, to be noted in passing.

It appears, then, from various sources (Langton & Brownlee 1979; Stone
1974; Rae-Ellis 1988) that the first Aboriginal newspaper in the Australian colony
was The Aboriginal, or Flinders Island Chronicle produced between September
1836 and December 1837. This extraordinarily interesting publication -- handwritten
and handcopied in English -- was ostensibly the work of three Aboriginal clerks in
the employ of G.A. Robinson, the controversial figure who served as Commandant
of the Aboriginal settlement on Flinders Island in the Bass Strait. A group of about
56 Aboriginal people had been transported from Tasmania to the island after White
Tasmanian settlers complained they could not remain unless the military took steps
to collect the Aboriginal original inhabitants together and isolate them (Rae-Ellis

1988).

There is no debate about whether the Aboriginal clerks actually wrote the
newspaper, which was to be sold for two pence. The debate is over what influence
Robinson had over the content, and whether any other than a handful of Aboriginal



64

people on Flinders Island at the time were capable of reading it. Rae-Ellis, in her
scathing biography of Robinson, notes that he regularly falsified records of his
stewardship of the settlement, and falsely claimed great achievements in his drive to
transform the Aboriginal people there into "civilised Christians". Rae-Ellis notes of
the Flinders Island Chronicle:

A solemn statement signed by Robinson and attached to the first
edition [Sept 10, 1836], a hand-written original, confirmed that the
publication was written solely by Aborigines. The declaration was
intended to protect him, if necessary, in future.

T e newspaper was an admirable idea, theoretically sound but
useless in practice. The only Aborigines capable of reading it were
the three teenage boys who wrote it, Peter and David Brune and
Walter George Arthur who, with Mary Cochrane and Bessy Clark,
may have learned to read and write at the Orphan School in Hobart
Town before they set foot on the island (1988, p 66).

Whatever the circumstances of its publication, however, and whoever may
have actually been able to read it at the time, the newspaper is an extraordinary
document. (Many editions, though not all, are available for examination on
microfilm in the Mitchell Library in Sydney amongst Robinson's many volumes of
personal papers and administrative records.) Wagner-Pitz (1984, p. 98) notes that 29
editions were published. This coincides with the records of Langton and Brownlee
(1979). Whatever control Robinson may have attempted to exert as "publisher” over
his young Aboriginal journalists, there are clearly elements of straightforward
reportage amidst the frequent and laudatory descriptions of Robinson's various
projects, and the Christian exhortations which one can only imagine were demanded

by Robinson.

Just a few examples of such reportage must suffice. The edition of 31

October 1837 notes, in an article by Thomas Brune:

The Commandant distributed the Mutton birds yesterday to all the
Natives and sick people and the market was held upon that day and
I saw some natives in the garden getting the thistles out of that

garden.

The boat hast [sic] arrived on 31 of October with four sheep and
Mutton birds.



Another example, also by Thomas Brune, from 14 November 1837:

The nativq men play too much at marbles, they don't attend to their
books. I did not see the Natives carrying wood this morning.

And from 17 November 1837, this item of reportage and commentary from Thomas
Brune, which, one must presume, slipped through whatever censorship system may
have been instituted by Robinson:

The brig Tamar arrived this morning at Green Island. I cannot tell
- perhaps we might hear about it by and by when the ship boat
comes to the settlement we will hear news from Hobarton. [sic]
Let us hope it will be good news and that something will be done
for us poor people. They are dying away. The Bible says some of
us shall be saved but I am much afraid none of us will be alive by
and by as there is nothing but sickness among us. Why don't the
Black fellows pray to the King to get us away from this place.

After the last recorded date of publication of the Flinders Island Chronicle,
21 December 1837, there is a very definite hiatus of about 100 years in production of
Aboriginal newspapers or magazines. In that period, however, a number of
missionary publications appeared, and, as has been pointed out above, these served
to provide some printed reportage for and about Aboriginal people, although
contributions to these early mission publications by Aboriginal people would have
been extremely rare. Wagner-Pitz argues that "the aim of the mission publications
was to p1 licise their own efforts to succeed in Christianising Aborigines, and to get
support for their efforts” (1984, p.98). For the period 1836 to approximately 1939,
Wagner-Pitz lists the Malgoa Aboriginal Mission Station Report (1878-1889); the
Story of the Manunka Aborigines Mission Home (1902-1910); the longstanding
magazine of the Aboriginal Inland Mission, Our Aim (1907 to 1961, when it became
the Australian Evangel). He also notes the Aborigines Protector (1935-1946), The
Ladder (1936-1939) and Uplift (1939) as other missionary publications. Langton
and Brownlee (1979) also record these titles. Mission publications continued to be
reasonably widely produced and available to Aboriginal people throughout the 50s
and 60s, at which point Aboriginal people themselves began to take an increasing

interest in producing print journalism, as will be indicated below.
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It appears that after the demise of the Flinders Island Chronicle the next
Aboriginal publication of which there is a clear record is the Australian Abo Call:
the Voice of the Aborigines, six editions of which were produced between April and
September 1938. Abo Call, a professional quality tabloid sized newspaper and, like
the Flinders Island Chronicle, of great significance in the history of Aboriginal print
journalism in Australia, was produced by the Aborigines Progressive Association.

The Association was founded in 1837 to fight for justice for Aboriginal
people in NSW, including the repeal of discriminatory legislation and the granting of
full citizenship rights. The Association's first secretary was William Ferguson. The
decision to launch Abo Call caused a split in the Association between Ferguson, and
the president John Patten, who objected to the title and to the fact that the paper was
financially supported by the right-wing Australia First Movement (Howie-Wills, in
Horton 1994, pp. 26-27). N

Even though it lasted for only six issues, Abo Call is a fascinating
journalistic record of the era, and the only significant example of Aboriginal print
journalism of the period. In edition No. 2, May 1938, it ran a front page report about
the infighting between Ferguson and Patten at a meeting held to draft a constitution
and rules for the Aborigines Progressive Association. The edition also contained
reports on a scandal involving leasing of Aboriginal reserves in NSW to White
graziers; the problem of tuberculosis in Aboriginal communities; and the policy of
the Queensland Government of segregating Aboriginal people on offshore islands.

Page 1 of Edition 6 was entirely devoted to reporting of debate in the NSW
Parliament which had been inspired by Abo Call’s reporting in an earlier edition of
24 Aboriginal children at Collarenebri being barred from a local public school. The
article includes some strongly-worded attacks on misrepresentations by ministers of
the situation in the community. Other editions of the newspaper included excerpts
from a book by a Supreme Court justice which provided evidence of the massacre of
Aboriginal people at Myall Creek in 1838, and an article providing more historical
evidence of massacres of Aboriginal people in the Port Phillip district of Victoria. 7

TThis filling in of lacunae in the official histories of Australia is a function occasionally served by
Aboriginal newspapers, including the Koori Mail, as will be indicated in Chapter 5. There appears to
be more "history" reported in the Koori Mail and other Aboriginal-controlled newspapers than in
comparable, or even in larger, White publications.
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In one issue of Abo Call (April 1938) is a call for agents to distribute copies
of the newspaper, an indication that at the outs: its publishers had long term plans.
The various editions also included letters to the editor, some of which contained
valuable elements of reportage about living conditions for Aborigines. The letters
indicate as well some enthusiasm among Aboriginal people for having a newspaper
which reported on their concerns. One correspondent, Reuben Cooper, who wrote a
letter dated 15 April 1938 to ask to be appointed Darwin representative of the
Association, states:

I received five Abo Calls. I could have distributed fifty. It gladdens
our hearts to know we have a paper. May it continue to live.

Another letter to the editor, from Doug Nicholls, dated 5 April 1938, says:

Thank you for sending me the Abo Call. I feel quite proud of such
a paper. I feel sure it will arouse the interest of people who know
not yet the disabilities our people are suffering under the current
administration. You can send me as many as you can spare. I'll do
my best to sell them.

Unfortunately, the newspaper died with the September 1938 edition. In an
"Important Announcement” published in that edition, the editors noted:

[The newspaper] will now suspend publication temporarily. The
issue of a regular monthly Aborigines' newspaper has involved
financial loss, owing to the difficulty of distributing the paper
among Aborigines and the public.

Until such time as the Aborigines Progressive Association is on a
stronger footing, numerically and financially, it will not be
possible to conduct our propaganda by means of a monthly

newspaper. 8

The scope of the present discussion does not allow for a detailed treatment of
subsequent significant examples of Aboriginal newspapers and magazines. It should
be noted, however, that after the demise of Abo Call, there appears to have been no

8Abo Call is of such historical interest that it really merits a complete study of its own, including
details of its relationship with the Australia First Movement, its production process, distribution,
readership and the exact reasons for its demise.
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other significant or recorded attempt to produce Aboriginal print journalism until
the 1950s. And even then, the production was rare. Langton and Brownlee note only
the Westralian Aborigine, published by the Coolbaroo League in 1956 and 1957, and
the SA Aborigines Advancement League Newsletter which commenced in 1959.

The Westralian Aborigine was a professional quality tabloid, with a
consistent masthead and appearance. It reported on issues and events of interest to
"natives" and "coloured people"” in Australia and overseas. But its editorial line
generally urged Aboriginal people to emulate a White middle-class lifestyle and to
adopt a rigorous self-help attitude. An editorial in the May 1957 edition is

indicative:

Whilst it must be acknowledged that many natives are establishing
themselves in the community by their own efforts and by the
assistance afforded them as well as White people by State and
private instrumentalities, it is unfortunate that many of our people
are apparently content to live in sub-standard and unhygienic camp
conditions on the outskirts of towns and outlying suburbs. The fact
that they evidently make no attempt to seek anything better is
interpreted by the general public to mean that they are quite
satisfied with their lot.... Whilst we are not entirely to blame for
this state of affairs, in view of the number of definite
disadvantages under which natives must labour, such as illiteracy,
economic instability and lack of legal status as a citizen, together
with the attendant difficulties which go hand in hand with these
disadvantages, it is considered that we now have the scope and
freedom to considerably improve our lot if we genuinely desire to
make the attempt...(p.2).

The SA Aborigines Advancement League Newsletter was one of several of its
type produced by the various advancement leagues for Aboriginal people which
were set up in Australia from the 1930s onward. Howie-Wills notes that these

Leagues fought for justice and citizenship rights for Aboriginal people:

[However] memberships often included a large proportion of non-
Aborigines, who dominated the leadership. Not surprisingly,
although Aboriginal people joined the leagues, their views were
not always heard, and so some leagues themselves embodied
society's paternalistic attitude towards Aborigines (in Horton

1994, p. 25).



This attitude is apparent in much of the copy in the SA Aborigines Advancement
League Newsletter, none of which seems to have been written by Aboriginal people.
However, by the 1960s, according to Howie-Wills, Aboriginal people began to take
contro] of the leagues. This coincided with a burgeoning in the 1960s, and in
particular the 1970s, of Aboriginal groups around the country which began to get
seriously involved in print journalism.

Before moving on to a survey of titles from that period, however, one other
publication from 1950s requires noting, despite its having been published and edited
by White bureaucrats in the NSW Aborigines Welfare Board. Dawn magazine was
aimed at, according to a statement from the Board's Chairman in the first edition
(January 1952), "enabling the Board and the Aboriginal people to learn to know one
another better and with a greater measure of understanding" and to "fulfil a useful

purpose in the exchange of news and views".

. became, according to Bostock (personal communication 1993) and others
familiar with Aboriginal life in NSW and elsewhere in Australia in the 1950s, a very
popular and very widely-read magazine among / original people despite its
paternalistic tone and its clear aim of assimilating Aboriginal people into some
approximation of a White suburban Australian lifestyle. The letters to the editor
section was apparently eagerly read by Aboriginal people seeking some news of
relatives or friends, and a regular section of photographs of people and events in
Aboriginal communities was also popular, as were the children's and sports pages.

Dawn apparently helped develop the habit among some Aboriginal people of
relying on print journalism for at least some of their communication needs, even
though the magazine was produced for the most part by non-Aboriginal people. The
magazine was published in various forms and eventually under the title New Dawn.
In its later incarnations, it would occasionally include some journalism by
Aboriginal people. Volume 5, Number 2, for example, published in July/August
1974, included an article by Black activist Gary Foley on his trip to the People's
Republic of China. The magazine ceased publication in July 1975.

As Aboriginal-controlled newspapers and magazines started to be published
relatively frequently in the 1960s and 1970s and afterward, quality and regularity
varied according to the resources of the publishers and the print journalism skills of
the editorial staff and contributors. Some newsletters and even newspapers were
typewritten, roughly reproduced and laid out, and had a very small circulation.
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Others were more "professional” in appearance and had relatively regular
publication dates, advertisements and at least some form of organised local
distribution. (This important general issue of the wisdom or desirability of
Aboriginal editors replicating established White, European forms for newspapers
will be addressed in Chapter 6.) Most often, the publishers were legal aid services,
land councils, or self-help community groups. Many of the publications in the 60s
and the 70s had a radical tone and style derivative of Black Power groups in the
United States.

Heatley has observed:

Although much of the progress has taken place in the electronic
field, the output of print media, specifically tailored to the needs
and/or affairs of Aborigines, has burgeoned since the mid 1970s.
Vernacular newsletters are published (albeit their titles, frequency
and quality vary) in many communities by local councils, progress
associations, regional groups or schools. A second notable
expansion has been in publications from official sources and from
Aboriginal pressure groups, institutions (like the land councils) and
support organisations. Much is written in English, and is directed
at a non-Aboriginal audience (1985, p.55).

Among the various notable English-language Aboriginal publications
launched in the 1960s/1970s period (and afterward) were Smoke Signal, Black
Knight, Churinga, Alchuringa, Koorier, Koorier 2, Koorier 3, Koori-Bina, AIM,
Black Action, Black News, Black News Service, Black Liberation, N.Q.

Messagestick, Palm Islander, Bunji, Harmony, Origin, Nunga News, Koorakookoo,
Identity, and Aboriginal and Islander Forum . Langton and Brownlee (1979) also list
a number of newsletters in Aboriginal languages launched in that period, and Gale's
research (1992) indicates a growing number of such Aboriginal language or

bilingual community newsletters in recent years.

Churinga, a quarterly appearing between 1965 and 1970, and Alchuringa,
1972-73, were put out by the Aboriginal-run Aborigines Progressive Association
(which in an earlier incarnation, in the 1930s, had produced Abo Call). Some
editions of the Koorier series (Koorier, Koorier 2, Koorier 3) of papers had a
particularly radical, "Black Power" tone in much of the copy. Koorier was
produced, beginning in 1969, by the Aboriginal artist Lin Onus and the activist
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Bruce McGuinness (whose views on non-Aboriginal editing of Black writing have
been noted above). The militant tone was also evident in newsletters like Black News
and Black Action (billed as "the only Aboriginal newsletter in Tasmania" of that era),
Black Liberation, and the more professional-looking Black News Service, which was
produced by the Black Resource Centre in Brisbane. Smoke Signal, produced in the
troubled Palm Island community, was a very basic typewritten news sheet put out
by three Aboriginal residents, including the author and oral historian Bill Rosser.
This later became Black Knight, again involved Bill Rosser, and had a similar

appearance.

The Palm Islander, started in 1976, was the newsletter of the Palm Island
Education Centre. Its editorship was assumed the following year by Shorty O'Neill,
who later became editor of the long-running N.Q. Messagestick. This was the
newsletter of the North Queensland Land Rights Committee, and progressed from a
typed foolscap-sized newsletter in the 1970s to a professionally printed tabloid
newspaper by the mid-1980s. Later editions of this paper often included reprints
from other newspapers (Australian and overseas), and occasional news and letters

about North American Indian matters.

Origin began in 1969 as an "iridependent" publication "circulating
throughout Australia - to cities, country centres, reserves and missions". Its initial
backing is unclear: early editions appear to have been produced by a group of
concerned people in Adelaide, most of them probably non-Aboriginal. However,
these early editions included journalism by such prominent Aboriginal figures as
Kath Walker (Oodgeroo Noonuccal) and Doug Nicholls. Langton and Brownlee
place Origin on their list of "journals published by White -controlled advancement
associations and institutions". By late 1971 Origin's masthead began billing its aims
as "to assist in the welfare of Aboriginal children and wildlife". An editorial in that

period noted the paper's new policy:

[To] preserve the natural Australia. Its original people, with a
history of more than 30,000 years; its unique animals and birds;
the rocks, trees, seas and rivers and the air we breathe -- all of
which are threatened with destruction.
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Harmony, a professional quality paper produced briefly by the Aboriginal
Advancement Council of WA in 1976 had a more moderate tone than some of the
other titles published in this era. Its editors noted its aims in the first edition:

[To] see harmony and understanding between different Aboriginal
organisations, harmony between such organisations and other
kinds of groups and if we can print the right kind of stories we
should be able to see increased harmony in the relationship
between the Aboriginal people and the government; between
Aboriginal people and the police; between all such groups who do
not know enough about each other at present....

Despite these high aims, Harmony lasted for only three quarterly editions.

Nunga News was an interesting and relatively long-running effort by the
Aboriginal Community Association in Adelaide to provide news and commentary
for that community. Early editions appeared linked to the newly-established Nunga
Radio project, and later incarnations -- by the mid-80s a much more professional-
looking publication called New Look Nunga News -- took on an advocacy role for
local people having troubles with housing, health, social security and the law.

Koorakookoo was the newsletter of the NSW Aboriginal Land Council, and,
as with many newsletters of this type in the mid-to-late 70s era, was almost entirely

focussed on land rights and land acquisition issues.

Koori Bina was an unusual publication in that it was produced by the Black
Women's Action Committee in Redfern, between 1976 and 1978. It is also
interesting because Marcia Langton, who worked for the newspaper in that period,
makes explicit reference, in the preface her listing of Aboriginal periodicals, to

Koori Bina's roots in the Abo Call project of 1938:

In Redfern in 1976, the Black Women's Action Group began to
envisage Koori Bina. We firstly needed some means of reply to the
racist slander published in Sydney's afternoon press. Secondly, we
were inspired by Abo Call.... The descendants of these activists
were in 1976 working in Redfern for the same aims articulated in
Abo Call almost forty years previously (in Langton & Brownlee

1979, p.121).



Koori Bina was later incorporated into AIM, the newsletter of the
Aboriginal/Islander Skills Development Scheme, which was published into the
1980s.

Identity magazine, a quarterly started in 1971 and edited for more than six
years by the Aboriginal writer Jack Davis, has been described by Shoemaker as "the
single most important and influential Aboriginal periodical in the country" (1989, p.
231). Narrogin (1990 p. 86) says it "has now assumed the status ... of a historical
icon or artefact”. It was initially produced in WA by the Aboriginal Publications
Foundation (which depended on private and government sources of finance) and
became a forum for both Aboriginal journalism and creative writing in English. It
ceased publication in June 1982, after going through a number of changes in editors,
and in editorial style and policy. Narogin, for one, is critical of the way an important
Aboriginal publication such as _Idéntity was allowed to develop without explicit
consideration of the language and discourse in which it should be produced, or, he
argues, of the editorial stance in its later incarnations. "The magazine had been cast,"
Narrogin argues, "into the shape of a conventional periodical and then floated on the
world." He adds:

The direction of the periodical was supposedly controlled by a
managing committee of Aborigines, under a chairman, George
Abdullah: but this direction, owing to constant changes in
committee membership, coupled with a lack of experience in
framing an editorial line, was haphazard. Constant changes meant
that no continuing policy could be developed or adhered to, and
the lack of experience meant that no decision could be taken on
whether an Aboriginal means of communication be favoured or
developed (1990, p.87).

Narrogin argues that after Charles Perkins decided to move the editorial office of
Identity from Perth to Canberra, it "became an adjunct of the educated Aboriginal
elite assimilated into the central government bureaucracy” (1990, p. 105). It became
an occasional publication, rather than a monthly, and literature was made secondary
to pictorial arts and articles about politics. Despite its alleged failings in its latter

years, Narrogin admits, "it is still missed by many" (p.106).

The publishers of Identity also launched a somewhat more newspaper-like
publication in 1975, Aboriginal and Islander Forum, which lasted until early 1979.
This newspaper, according to a note by editor Jack Davis in the first edition, asked

readers to send articles:
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We would like you to be fair and unbiased in your judgment of the
Black and White situation in Australia. Then we would ask you to
relay the information to us as quickly as possible.

Land Rights News is another important newspaper started in the same era as
Identity (and still being produced in late 1994). Appearing in late 1994
approximately quarterly, this professional-quality tabloid newspaper of the Northern
Territory Land Councils began as a typewritten newsletter in July 1976. That first
edition announced simply that "this is a new newsletter - it will be sent out each
month and will tell you about what is happening with Aboriginal Land Rights".
Griffin (1993) has observed that the newspaper concentrated on the land rights issue,
but also published articles on other topics related to the Aboriginal community. The
stated readership of the Land Rights News was 20,000 in 1994, so as Griffin puts it,
"it is a force to be reckoned with" in Aboriginal print journalism:

This is not to suggest that the Land Rights News is simply the
Northern Territory Land Councils talking to White politicians and
public servants and telling them what's what. It is obviously
playing a big role in distributing information and ideas to
Aboriginal readers, and providing them with a 'voice' -- a
politically astute and activist voice ....

This is admittedly something of a generalisation, but it seems to
me... the Land Rights News is oriented toward more specific
political outcomes and goals, not just for Aboriginal people as a
whole, but for distinct and different Aboriginal groups and
communities (Griffin 1993, p. 24-25).

The Torres News does not, strictly speaking, fall inside the definition of
Aboriginal newspapers established for this thesis as it was not, in late 1994, owned
and controlled by Aboriginal (or in this case, Torres Strait Islander) people.
However, it bears mentioning because it has been in existence for so long -- since
1888, in one form or another, but always owned by Whites -- and because in late
1994 it appeared likely that the latest incarnation of the newspaper would be
purchased sometime in 1995 from its White owners by a community organisation to
be funded by the newly established Torries Strait Regional Authority. In late 1994,
the Torres News was being run as a commercial operation by two white
entrepreneurs based on Thursday Island. The paper, published weekly in a 36-page
A4 format, covered news in the Torres Strait area and was, according to its
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Managing Editor, Jaki Gothard, a profitable enterprise. Gothard said that various
attempts had been made over the paper's history to hire and train Torres Strait
Islanders as journalists, but that none of those hired had ever stayed on for an
extended period. It was not clear whether a Torres Strait Islander person would be
installed as Editor if the newspaper were to be purchased as expected by the local
community, or if a White editor would be invited to carry on as a salaried employee.
The Torres News also bears mentioning here because of its arrangement to
exchange copy with the Koori Mail (Gothard 1994, personal communication).

Possibly the most recent addition to the growing list of Aboriginal
periodicals, aside from the nationally-distributed Koori Mail, is the Palm Island
Voice, launched in late 1992 and owned by the Palm Island Aboriginal Council.
This newspaper was initially edited by a White employee of the Council, but in late
1994 was being produced by a local Aboriginal employee. It was a highly-
professional publication produced in the Council office, wi  colour artwo  and
photos, on desktop publishing equipment. A monthly, and usually 8 pages in tabloid
format, the paper had a print run of approximately 1,000, with most copies being
sold locally (Morgan 1994, personal communication).

The editors of many of the Aboriginal publications noted above were clearly
aware of the potentially empowering role of print journalism for Aboriginal people.
In the first edition of Koorier 2, (July 1983), the editor noted that this "statewide
Victorian Aboriginal Community Newspaper” is published "in the belief that the
more Aboriginal managed and controlled print media the better, for it then ensures
greater circulation of accurate information between Aboriginals”. Any uncertainty
about the suitability of print journalism as a communications tool for people with a

long oral tradition appears to have been put aside.

But as recently as May 1989, the editor of the latest incarnation of the

Koorier series of papers -- Koorier 3 -- observed:

It has not been a tradition for Koori people to commit their ideas,
comments and stories to paper for any great length of time in our
history. It is, of course, a gub [i.e, "White "] tool of
communication, one that has been used with devastating
effectiveness to subjugate and oppress Koori peoples and
communities....

Newspapers generally report biased sensational negative inaccurate
stories about Koori people. Over the past years there has been



minimal improvement in this type of reporting, but nothing like
what is needed in this country.

How do we improve this situation? Simple. WE write produce and
control the content of our community newspapers and distribute
them far and wide.

Such sentiments express the awareness that print journalism is perhaps alien
to traditional Aboriginal culture but an important present-day tool of empowerment
for Aboriginal people living in White Australian society. They are clearly
sentiments which inspired many of the editors of the early and the more recent
Aboriginal newspapers and magazines. They are most certainly among the
sentiments which inspired the owners of the Koori Mail, the most important recent
addition to the list of Aboriginal publications and the first one to make a serious
attempt at comprehensive coverage of Aboriginal matters around the country, a
national distribution, and commercial viability.
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CHAPTER 4
THE KOORI MAIL: HISTORY AND ORGANISATION



It is really only with the foregoing lengthy examination of related historical,
cultural and theoretical matters in mind that a detailed look at the objectives, history,
organisation and content of the Koori Mail newspaper can be sensibly attempted.
The Koori Mail is arguably the most ambitious attempt to date by Aboriginal people
in Australia to use the medium of print journalism for their communications needs
and as such it deserves careful attention. The problems and the successes which this
newspaper has experienced are instructive for researchers in the area of Aboriginal
media and for other individuals and groups who may one day wish to launch similar
publications. This chapter, then, will lay out in detail the origins of the newspaper;
the early attempts to establish it in Lismore, NSW; the organisational, personnel and
financial problems which it encountered; and its gradual development into a viable
commercial entity and a significant media voice for Aboriginal people. !

The "history" of the Koori Mail which follows in this chapter is based on
interviews with various individuals associated with its founding and operations, as
well as on a close examination of whatever related documentation was available.2
The account will be, for the most part, descriptive and chronological, with some
brief sections devoted to more specific topics and problems, such as the early
statements of editorial philosophy; the distribution system for the newspaper; its
small network of freelance contributors, and so on. The picture which emerges
represents my best effort as a journalist and an academic researcher to provide a
complete and accurate account. It is a composite picture, however, and some

individuals may differ slightly on minor details.

The development of the Koori Mail to late 1994 can be divided roughly into
four periods. The first would be from its launch in early 1991 by an Aboriginal
person named Owen Carriage, and some others, to approximately November of that

1 The following chapter will examine in detail the editorial content and style of the paper and the
relationship of that content and style to its stated editorial philosophy, and to its intended
clientele/readership. Then Chapter 6, the final one in this thesis, will place the Koori Mail project
back into the larger context of Aboriginal media and Aboriginal communication, and attempt to
assess in a more general way the success or failure of the Koori Mail to meet its stated objectives.
Chapter 6 will also examine related theoretical questions of the "authenticity" of certain forms of
indigenous media and will lay out some possible questions, issues and avenues for the future
development of an authentically-Aboriginal form of print journalism in Australia.

2 Alist of those people interviewed is included in the Bibliography. In general, early records of
decisions related to the foundation of the paper and records of its early operations are scarce.
However, I am indebted in particular to the newspaper's former General Manager, John Toohey, for
the generous access which he granted me to whatever documents and records were available,
including consultants reports which he commissioned in early 1993 and a formal, detailed business
plan which was submitted to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission in mid-1994.
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year, when ownership of the paper was briefly taken over by the White-owned
Northern Star newspaper of Lismore, NSW as a result of non-payment of some
outstanding printing and related debts. The paper was edited in this first period by a
White journalist named Janine Wilson. The second period began after a group of five
Aboriginal communities in the region took control of the paper (with the Northern
Star retaining a 20 percent stake) in late 1991-early 1992 with the help of a
substantial grant from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission
(ATSIC). This second period, during which Carriage departed and the paper
continued to be edited by Janine Wilson, lasted until February 1993 when Wilson
was sacked by the Board of Directors. The third period, in which a White part-time
Editor, Dona Graham, was hired to work closely with the White full-time General
Manager, John Toohey, to put out the newspaper, began after Wilson's departure and
continued to mid-1994, when The Koori Mail was able to buy out the Northern
Star's remaining 20 percent stake using an ATSIC loan. The fourth period began on
a note of uncertainty, caused in part by strains over introduction of new desktop
publishing equipment and procedures, a changed relationship with the White-owned
Northern Star operation, and the abrupt departure of John Toohey in August 1994.
Throughout its development, however, the Koori Mail suffered from various
setbacks and crises large and small, most of them financial or related to personnel,
but managed to survive. By mid-1994 it had started to become a relatively stable and

commercially-viable proposition.

Any description of the Koori Mail operation must begin with the idea
developed by Owen Carriage to launch an Aboriginal newspaper serving, it was
originally thought, a relatively large area of northern NSW and southern Queensland
centred around Lismore, NSW. Carriage was, according to the first edition of the
paper dated 23 May 1991, a former employee of "several Aboriginal organisations
and government departments”. The first edition noted as well that Carriage's
"dream" of launching an Aboriginal newspaper was a result of his "wide knowledge
of Aboriginal issues and culture”. According to Carriage himself (interview 1994),

he had had no experience as a publisher, editor or journalist:

I had been talking to a lot of people in the Aboriginal community,
and often people had said it would be a good thing to have our own
newspaper for Aboriginal people in this country. I could see there
was potential for a newspaper like that, and I didn't think there
would be any trouble making it a commercial success as well,
because a lot of organisations and government departments would

want to advertise in it.
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Carriage used as working capital a loan of $15,000 secured by his wife, who
was working in the Lismore office of Telecom, from the Richmond-Tweed Post-Tel
Credit Union. Carriage used the borrowed funds to rent office space at 125 Union
Street, Lismore and to assemble some basic used office and computer equipment.
Carriage had talks with the Lismore Enterprise Development Agency and other local
government and educational agencies about his project, and received advice and
support from various other quarters. His main working partner in the early days of
the project was a White freelance journalist named Liz Tynan, but she left before the
first edition was completed. Eventually, and just prior to the first edition, Carriage
had assembled a team comprising himself; John Toohey (whose only journalism
experience of any sort was as publisher of a small photocopied "singles" newsletter

in the area) as Sales Representative; Vicki Payne, a White trainee Office Manager;
and some Aboriginal part-time and casual clerical and reception staff who, like most
of the others, were either irregularly paid or received training allowances or work-
experience allowances from government sources such as the Department of

Employment, Education and Training.

Carriage, Toohey and others close to the project at the time describe the
period leading to the first edition as "chaotic", with a quite haphazard seeking after
advertisers and editorial copy from contributors and press releases. Equally
haphazard were the attempts to organise those materials into a newspaper. At first, it
was thought the paper would be printed by the Northern Star, a local daily owned by
the Australian Provincial Newspapers Group. However, the Star lost interest in the
project, and Carriage and Toohey approached Colourfast Graphics in Ballina, NSW
to have it typeset in A4 format. Thirty-two pages was the objective for the first
edition. The typesetter at Colourfast was willing to help organise the layout and
appearance of the first, and presumably subsequent, editions. He was to print,
according to Toohey, 10,000 copies based on promises of approximately $3300 in

advertising revenue which Carriage and Toohey had managed to secure.

However, management at the Northern Star, on seeing that the Koori Mail
project appeared ready to actually go ahead, became interested again in a potential
new and long-term printing contract, and sent a representative to speak to Carriage
about providing printing and related editorial services for a tabloid-format -
newspaper. This began a heavy and long-running involvement of the White-owned
Northern Star with the finances and production of the Koori Mail. When Carriage



agreed to this new arrangement, the Star sent one of its casual editorial staff, Janine
Wilson, a White former employee of the Newcastle Herald, to help finish organising
24 tabloid-sized pages of copy for a 23 May 1991 first edition. The Northern Star
also helped organise the services of a local graphic artist, John Picone, to design an
attractive masthead and a general layout style for the publication.

Wilson agrees with Toohey's assessment that the situation was extremely
chaotic in the days leading to the first edition, and notes that most employees, if they
were paid at all, were paid irregularly. Against these odds, the paper appeared for the
first time on 23 May 1991. The ambitious initial print run was, as planned, 10,000
copies, but no firm arrangements had been made for distribution and most copies
were transported around the region by Carriage and friends or colleagues in cars.
Many were sent out by mail at no charge to potentially interested parties and many
others given away to Aboriginal organisations or to news agencies from which most

payments were never collected.
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