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ABSTRACT 

The fieldwork for this study was conducted in the West Kimberley region of Western 
Australia between 1997 and 1999. Qualitative and quantitative information provided by 
170 Aboriginal participants enabled an exploration of the context and patterns of 
Aboriginal alcohol use; Aboriginal perceptions of the alcohol issue, existing 
interventions, research findings, 'culture' and its role in prevention and intervention; and 
participants' incorporation of these perceptions into an Aboriginal model for alcohol 
misuse prevention, intervention and evaluation. Findings were based on the results of 
individual and focus group interviews, serial model-planning focus groups, documentary 
data and observation. 

Study findings generally suggest that in addition to self-determination and support 
components, 'cultural context' retains an important role for many remote area Aboriginal 
people. The findings from a small sub-sample tentatively suggest that 'cultural' disruption, 
in addition to the socio-economic consequences of colonisation and dispossession, may 
play an important role in alcohol misuse. Consequently, it appears that in combination 
with self-determination and support components, the strengthening of a locally-defined 
'cultural' context may have an important role in alcohol misuse prevention and 
intervention-an approach frequently unrepresented in existing symptom-focused models 
and one inviting further investigation. The model developed by study participants 
expands significantly on existing symptom-focused approaches through a comprehensive 
life-enhancement focus on aspects of identity, opportunity and hope. This approach adds 
depth and meaning to understandings of cultural appropriateness and of culturally 
relevant models for substance misuse prevention and intervention. 
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5. ABORIGINAL PERCEPTIONS AND PATTERNS OF ALCOHOL 

USE; CHARACTERISTICS OF DRINKERS AND NON–DRINKERS    

In the last chapter factors within the context of Aboriginal drinking in Derby were 

explored and historical and contemporary marginalisation discussed. In this 

chapter a more individual view of aspects within the context of drinking and 

abstinence is presented. Perceptions and patterns of drinking and abstinence are 

described and aspects of the stories of drinkers and non–drinkers presented. This 

data provides insight into patterns of, and influences involved in drinking and non–

drinking behaviours.  

 

Information for this chapter was drawn from responses provided by the study’s one 

hundred ‘combined community group’ participants. As described in Chapter Three, 

52 of this group were female and participants’ ages ranged from 13 to 75 years, 

with five participants aged 13 to 14 years. The average age for the group was 37 

years. Language distribution was roughly equal for groups to the north and south 

of Derby although the majority of participants were related to language groups from 

the Derby area and eastwards.  

 

Tentative suggestions regarding patterns of drinking behaviour were drawn from 

the individual stories of the sample’s ‘personal profile’ participants. The emerging 

themes suggested that a sense of ‘cultural knowing’ (including knowing the stories, 

meaning and places associated with one’s birth and ‘country’); and a sense of 

‘belonging’ (to country and extended family) may have helped to guard some 

participants against the legacy of dispossession. It is also suggested that these 

‘knowing and belonging’ factors may have contributed to personal decisions 

regarding drinking and to a colloquially defined ‘solid’ identity.  

Perceptions of the drinking problem 
Of the one hundred ‘combined community group’ participants interviewed, 99 per 

cent said that alcohol affected the lives of Aboriginal people. One person, drinking 

at the time of interview, disagreed. When asked about the ways in which people’s 

lives were affected, many participants identified a range of factors, their responses 

falling into the two broad categories of physical trauma (69 responses) and 

psychosocial trauma (87 responses), as presented in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2: ‘Combined community group’ perceptions of alcohol’s effect on Aboriginal people  

Effect                Number of responses (n = 100)* 

Physical trauma 

   Health–related  

   Violence–related  

Total  

 

 41 

 28 

  69 

Psycho–social trauma 

   Reduced family/community responsibility 

   Intra–family problems 

   Mental health problems 

   Unemployment 

   Poverty 

   Incomplete education 

   Legal problems 

Total    

 

 20 

 19 

 19 

 10 

 10 

 6 

 3 

  87 

* Some participants gave more than one answer. 

  

Responses pertaining to physical trauma included health–related answers such as 

illness, poor nutrition and death; and also violence–related answers such as 

fighting, domestic and community violence and child abuse:  

… look, I’m against the fellow [alcohol]. I don’t like what they did to our people. That 
was to come and it came and it killed people, both white and black … 

 
… sick kidney, sick brain, no money for food, children …. 

  

… I lie awake at night thinking about what grog’s doing to young people. We’re losing 
our young people through drinking. Elders want to pass on culture to the young 
people before they die … 

 

… accidents in car, accidents with knives, fights, loss of mother, loss of father or uncle 

 

    … there is other abuse too, there’s sexual abuse … when you think of a house 
that’s so crowded … you can see how easy it is for that sort of abuse to occur … 
 

… family breakup, domestic violence … 

 
Of the 87 responses pertaining to psycho–social trauma, 20 related to reduced 

responsibility to family, community and ‘culture’; 19 to intra–family problems such 

as child neglect, family break–up and grandmother exhaustion; 19 to mental health 

problems such as depression, suicide, apathy, low self–esteem and loss of pride; 

ten to unemployment; ten to daily–life poverty, which was attributed largely to 

diversion of food and clothing money into alcohol; six to incomplete education; and 

three to jail and/or problems with the law.   
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… sick mind, don’t work, don’t look after kids. Community work doesn’t get done … 
 

…Even death, due to alcohol, like early death of grandparents as a role model. It’s a 
major impact too because the old people are generally, they acquire all these different 
aspects of culture that they are supposed to keep, so if they die young you don’t have 
access to that information, like going to a library and finding out the book’s gone … 
 

… a lot of our young people want to commit suicide because of alcohol … 
 

… diversion of money from food and clothing, parents too drunk to look after kids so 
grannies end up doing this and getting tired … 
 

… hardly any children on this community finish secondary school, nor any tertiary 
training … people go onto CDEP and it kills their motivation. They scratch the dirt for 
1 ½ hours and get paid for four hours … 

 

… taking the father away and putting them in a prison environment because of what 
he has done while under the influence of alcohol …  

 

These perceptions of the alcohol problem identify both obvious physical effects and 

less visible psycho–social repercussions. Perhaps surprisingly, somewhat similar 

responses indicating a health and family emphasis were given, incidentally, by 

people in Derby’s drinking areas during interviews in 1996 prior to Derby’s 

proposed liquor licensing restrictions. Thirty–eight of the fifty–five people 

questioned thought that it was worth ‘giving them [restrictions] a go’, this high 

proportion probably reflecting both the high number of non–drinkers and sober 

drinkers generally encountered in Derby’s drinking areas (Nichols 1998) and the 

large number of non–drinkers in the Aboriginal population generally (Department of 

Human Services and Health 1998). Those supportive of the proposals suggested 

that restrictions would, like Sundays, give drinkers and families a break from 

alcohol and that drinkers might also spend money on food instead of alcohol.  

 

Like the study participants above, those involved in the development of the study’s 

alcohol intervention model (discussed in later chapters) focused most attention on 

the psycho–social aspects of the drinking problem. While insisting that their alcohol 

interventions take place well away from alcohol outlets and that early attention be 

paid to physical health and mental rest, these model–builders focused most 

attention on strengthening a combination of ‘cultural’ aspects (such as ‘cultural 

knowing and belonging’); and ‘self determination’ aspects (such as vocational, 

educational and support opportunities).     

 

The widespread concern expressed about the alcohol problem by ‘combined 

community group’ participants reflected that of the wider Aboriginal population in 

the Derby area. An ABS survey of the Derby ATSIC region in 1994 found that 81.6 

per cent of Aboriginal people over the age of 13 years considered alcohol to be the 
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main health problem in their local area, compared with State (75.4%) and National 

(58.8%) figures. More than seven in ten people said that family violence was a 

common problem, compared with Perth figures of four in ten people (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics 1995). 

 

Patterns of alcohol use among study participants 
In an attempt to gain further insight into the context of Aboriginal drinking in the 

Derby area, ‘combined community group’ participants were asked a range of   

questions regarding their personal alcohol use. The response rate to these 

questions was variable, partly as a result of the size and setting of some of the 

community group interviews and partly perhaps, because some people may have 

been reluctant to talk publicly about their drinking. Where responses were not 

gained from the full group, this is mentioned in the text.  

 

In the following section, findings from this study are occasionally contrasted with 

those from a much larger (and differently constituted) Kimberley regional survey 

conducted approximately a decade before this study (Hunter, Hall & Spargo 1991). 

These comparisons are made for general interest purposes only as the two studies 

used very different methodologies—the Hunter survey using a CSIRO–produced, 

age, sex and location stratified random sample; a composite questionnaire 

incorporating adapted SRQ, HCSL–25 and modified interviewing strategies; and a 

detailed data analytic strategy (see Hunter et al 1991:24-35). In addition, the 

Hunter survey involved a much larger sample size of 516 Kimberley residents. For 

purposes of general comparison, this study uses the same drinker–categories and 

definitions as those used in the survey.   

 

When asked about current drinking status, participants’ responses indicated that 

within this group there were equal numbers of drinkers and non–drinkers. Within 

these two categories, as shown in Table 3, several types of drinking and abstinence 

behaviours were identified. The non–drinker proportions accord with the findings of 

several other studies (Hunter, Hall & Spargo 1991; Blignault & Ryder 1994; 

Watson, Fleming & Alexander 1988; Department of Health and Family Services 

1995; Australian Bureau of Statistics 1999a) which indicate that a large proportion 

of Aboriginal people do not drink at all.  

 

The 50 per cent non–drinker proportion in this study mirrors the 48 per cent 

finding in the Hunter et al survey (Hunter, Hall & Spargo 1991). Within the non–

drinker group there is some variation between the findings of this study and those 

of Hunter et al. This study found 37 per cent of participants to be lifetime–
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abstainers (as opposed to 25% in the Hunter et al survey), and 13 per cent (as 

opposed to 23%) to be ex–drinkers.  

 

Table 3: Patterns of alcohol use among ‘combined community group’ participants. 

Drinker category Percentage of participants 
(n = 100) 

Gender no. Gender % 

Lifetime abstainer  
(never more than tasted alcohol) 

37 27 female  
10 male 

73 female
27 male 

Ex–drinker 
(confidently abstinent) 

13 5 female 
8 male 

38 female
62 male 

Percentage of non drinkers by 
gender 

50 non drinkers    64 female
  36 male 

Episodic drinker 
(sometimes goes a month or 
more without drinking) 

6 3 female 
3 male 

50 female
50 male 

Intermittent drinker  
(just drinks around payday) 

28 12 female 
16 male 

43 female
57 male 

Constant (regular) drinker  
(drinks most days of the week) 

16 5 female 
11 male 

31 female
69 male 

Percentage of drinkers by gender 50 drinkers    40 female
  60 male 

 

As shown in the Table, sixteen per cent of the ‘combined community group’ 

participants drank almost every day (compared with 15% in the Hunter et al 

survey), 28 per cent (19% in the Hunter et al survey) drank around payday only, 

and six per cent (18% in the Hunter et al survey) drank episodically, usually going 

for a month or more without drinking. When asked about their preferred drink, 88 

per cent of the 34 drinkers who responded nominated beer (compared with 78% in 

the Hunter et al survey), many indicating that they drank in excessive quantities.  

 

Among those Aboriginal people who drink, hazardous and harmful consumption,  

as defined by NH&MRC guidelines (Pols & Hawks 1987), is common. A 1993 Derby 

household survey estimated that 22 per cent of all Aboriginal people surveyed were 

drinking at medium–risk or high–risk levels (d’Abbs 1994). Of the drinking 

population identified in the Hunter et al survey (Hunter, Hall & Spargo 1991), 83 

per cent were found to be drinking at harmful levels and another nine per cent at 

hazardous levels. In this study consumption estimates proved difficult to obtain 

from seven of the 50 drinker–participants. As shown in the Table 4, of the 43 

drinkers whose answers were quantifiable, 36 (84%) were drinking at harmful 

levels. Among these, eight people (19%) reported drinking high–risk quantities 

(such as 12–15 cans of beer per session) but limited this to a set quantity at each 

drinking session. The remaining 28 people (65%) reported that they drank until 
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either money or alcohol ran out, characteristic responses including statements 

such as ‘I drink til I fall asleep’; ’There’s no limit’; ’we just drink, drink, drink’.   

 

Table 4: Patterns of alcohol use among drinkers in the ‘combined community group’ sample 

Drinker category No. of drinkers 
n = 43° 

% of drinkers Hunter et al survey 
% of drinkers 

n = 268 

Harmful drinking 36 84 83 

Hazardous drinking   9 

Safe drinking 7 16 8 

° There were 50 drinkers in the ‘combined community group’ sample, but levels of consumption per drinking session 
were identifiable from the responses of 43 people only 

 

Sixteen per cent of the ‘quantifiable’ drinkers (and 8% of the drinkers in the Hunter 

et al survey) drank in a way which did not put their health at risk. These latter 

participants described drinking in a controlled, low–risk manner at barbeques, 

sporting functions, with meals; or by deliberately using controlled drinking 

strategies. As indicated in Table 3, of the drinkers in the study, the majority (68%) 

did so episodically or intermittently (compared with 73% in the Hunter et al survey), 

many of these people living away from Derby and appearing to practice a form of 

control by confining their drinking to town visits. When drinking occurred however, 

it was generally at high–risk levels. 

Extended family drinking 
All ‘combined community group’ participants were asked about problematic 

drinking within their extended families—which for the purposes of this study 

included grandparents, parents, siblings, children and grandchildren. Their 

responses indicated that approximately 75 per cent had families in which at least 

one third of family members drank in a way that caused problems in their lives. 

Table 5: Problematic drinking among participants’ extended family members 

Proportion of family members who drink problematically No. participants (n = 100) 

One third 41 

Half 24 

None 14 

Three–quarters of town relatives; a fifth of remote community relatives 9 

All 5 

Less than one–quarter 4 

Three–quarters 3 
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As shown in Table Five, five people indicated that all of their extended family 

members drank problematically; three people saying that three–quarters of their 

family members did so. Twenty–four people said that half of the family were 

problem drinkers; forty–one identified a third of family members; four indicated less 

than a quarter; and fourteen indicated that there were no problem drinkers in their 

families at all. The remaining nine people, all participants in one focus group and 

all residents of the one remote community, separated their relatives into 

community residents and town residents, saying that about 20 per cent of their 

community relatives and 75 per cent of their town relatives were problematic 

drinkers. Another two focus groups (included above) also made the distinction 

between town and community relatives, both indicating that problematic drinking 

occurred either among those relatives who lived in town or when community 

relatives came to town.  

 

Four people talked of family members who had once been problem drinkers and 

were now abstinent, two identifying a combination of health and legal problems 

plus conversion to Christianity as the reasons for abstinence. Several people spoke 

of relatives dying as a result of excessive drinking.  

 

In the following section, participants’ responses provide a more qualitative insight 

into reasons for abstinence, initial and later drinking decisions, reasons for 

drinking reduction, and the general context in which their drinking decisions were 

made. As stated previously, response rates were inconsistent, and the numbers of 

participants responding to each question are noted accordingly. Table 6 provides an 

overview of these responses.    

Lifetime abstainers 

Of the one hundred people interviewed about personal drinking experiences, thirty–

seven said that they had never had more than a taste of alcohol. When asked why 

they had chosen lifetime abstinence, the majority (30) gave almost identical 

reasons, characterised by one person’s statement: 

 … I saw the effect alcohol had on people and communities and decided I never wanted 
to get like that … 

 
Among the remaining seven people were the study’s youngest participants, all 

school students aged between 13 and 16 years. All gave going to school as their 

reason for not drinking, only one of this group having ever tasted alcohol. The 

remaining person said she had never liked the taste or smell of alcohol and gave 

this as her reason for abstinence. As shown in Table 3, 27 (73%) of the lifetime–
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abstainers were female. This compares with the 84 per cent of female lifetime–

abstainers found by the Hunter et al survey (Hunter, Hall & Spargo 1991).  

Ex–drinkers 
Of the hundred people interviewed about their drinking stories, thirteen identified 

themselves as ex–drinkers, further questions confirming that they no longer drank 

at all. Drinking decisions made by this group are compared with those of the 

study’s current drinkers in Table 6.  As shown in this Table, answers to questions 

regarding the age of drinking commencement are recorded from only five of the 13 

ex–drinkers. Of these, most began drinking between the ages of 16 and 20 years. 

Reasons given for starting to drink (six respondents) ranged from curiosity (three 

people); to socialising/fun (one person); drinking because of feelings of identity 

confusion and lack of direction (one person); and when invited by family or friends 

(one person]. 

… I was curious. My mother had citizenship papers and used to bring alcohol home …  

… this was in the citizenship time when people had the dog tags to go and buy grog 
when no other Aboriginal people were allowed to … I remember creeping up on this old 
bloke and gave him a few dollars for his bottle of wine and they got a couple of bottles 
of wine for us …   

… [what made me want to drink?] I don’t know, that’s a hard one, but I think it had a 
lot to do with my identity problem you know, like seeking an identity … plus I had no 
idea what I was going to do once I got released from that institution. I think I also 
drunk to self destroy … 

… I think just growing up, the environment you’re in … if you were with a group that 
didn’t drink you probably wouldn’t drink … if you went with a group that did it 
wouldn’t be long before you started drinking … 

 

All but one of the thirteen ex–drinkers had stopped drinking by forty years of age, a 

finding consistent with the Hunter et al survey. When asked why they had stopped, 

four people gave single–reason answers, all to do with the development of alcohol–

related illnesses.  

… Doctor talked to me. I was drunk on the marsh, no money, double pneumonia, 
short wind, temperature. I heard all these other people in there [hospital], short wind 
too. They took X–ray, two hours from death. Doctor said no more drinking for you, or 
finish. Doctor can save a man’s life, and Sister too ... 

 

The answers of the remaining nine people were more complex and were 

characterised by the reaching of a turning point and/or by making an assessment 

of the impact of alcohol on their lives. This group included four women who 

attributed their abstinence decisions to getting older, having more children to care 

for, and to assessing the impact of alcohol on their lives. Most (seven) of this latter 

group said it had taken them several attempts to stop drinking—either 

progressively drinking less and less as they had more children, or stopping and 

relapsing several times over several years before a turning point came. The 

following quote, from a participant who drank heavily on and off for twenty years, 
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encapsulated a sense which many people portrayed when talking of their reasons 

for choosing abstinence: 

… There is a turning point in everyone’s life and that turning point is that morning 
when they get up. They have the thought, they have already thought about it that they 
want to give up. Culture doesn’t come in, nor any social workers nor anybody.  It is 
that very moment when they thought about it—right in the bathroom or the lounge 
room or the park where they got up, they have had enough… in my life it came when I 
had half a carton of beer there and I said well this is it, that’s it, I don’t want anymore 
… I would fall asleep early hours of the night and get up at two or three o’clock in the 
morning and if I had any cans of beer I would sit down and watch the sun come up.  
And with morning I would be back in bed again.  The quality of my life just chewed 
right off.  It just wasn’t my normal living… it is a matter of looking at yourself as a 
sober person [compared] to a drunken person over there—thinking, I don’t want that 
life… no one knows about it, no one will ever know about it, but it is right there when 
you get up from your bed and you have the baddest hangover in your life. It stinks you 
out, you smell your own skin, dried old skin from too much alcohol... and that’s it, 
that’s the turning point …   

 
In my counselling experience with substance users, ‘turning point’ experiences are 

common, and are mentioned later in this section by others who ‘do it alone’. Other 

writers in the field (Casey, Collard, Garvey et al 1994; Blignault & Ryder 1994) have 

noted that ‘giving up’ appears to be a process and the final decision often an 

entirely personal act. People give up when they are ready to give up—and many 

reach that point after years of contemplation. 

… I saw myself in a shop window… and I thought shit…where have I been all the time. 
Plus I was seventeen stone by that time and not looking too good. So I started thinking 
about it … 

 
An event or intervention may help to crystallise their decision, but as in the 

‘turning point’ quote above, the point of decision comes when people have ‘the 

thought, they already thought about it that they want to give up …’. 

… Most of the people I know said it’s up to you. What comes first, your work, your 
alcohol or your family? … Then little X [was born … I finish total with it [drinking]. I 
really thought of my family and didn’t celebrate. I made that decision then … 

 
 Many credited their motivation for abstinence to personal and community 

experience of the destructive effects of excessive drinking on life, health and self–

esteem: 

… [Over two years] I seen people at the pubs in Derby, acting silly… like animals at a 
waterhole. I didn’t want alcohol to spoil me, like get drunk and go with women from 
the wrong skin group …    

 
For this group of ex–drinkers, drinking and life assessments would often be made 

during periods of ‘time out’ such as studying, or staying on a dry community, where 

they had the space and time to think about their lives and become involved in other 

activities: 

… it was study (that helped reduce drinking) … something else to do other than drink 
… like a way of getting away from it all and looking at yourself … you have to give 
yourself a future you know, like work out a plan … 
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 Ten participants identified strengths in their lives, such as living on dry 

communities in their country or gaining strength from ‘culture’, as giving them the 

confidence to stop: 

… Now [X] is a dry community … I can live here and not drink. I can live here in my 
country and not worry about grog … 

… What helps me are the things in my history, my culture. It will always be there. … 
knowing the option was up to me. I knew there were more things in my life than 
alcohol … I can speak my language and I can sing my songs in my language. It doesn’t 
matter if people get sick or something, that thing [culture] will always be there … 

This last quote is a powerful commentary on the strength which other participants 

(as discussed in Chapter Seven) credit to a ‘cultural’ foundation. However others (as 

below) maintain that ‘culture’ has little to do with people’s drinking decisions. 

Despite the cultural foundation referred to in the above quote, this person had, for 

several years previously, been an excessive drinker. As discussed in Chapter Two, 

some writers (Brady 1992b; Kunitz & Levy 1994; Rowse 1993) have commented on 

drinking among ‘traditionally’ oriented groups, some suggesting that such evidence 

refutes claims that ‘culture’ mitigates against drinking—and may in fact encourage 

it. Yet others (d'Abbs & MacLean 2000; Cook, Cook & San Roque 1994; Beauvais 

1992b) suggest that a combination of factors, of which ‘culture’ is only one, is 

required to minimise the likelihood of substance misuse. 

 

Four people mentioned specific triggers external to their daily lives which had 

helped them give up drinking. One, quoted earlier, attributed his decision to a 

doctor’s advice while he lay in hospital; two identified Christianity; and the fourth 

(initially having said ‘I think I just got sick of it’) was given a reminder by his wife 

and mentioned assistance from Alcoholics Anonymous.  

… we used to have a little (AA) group, it didn’t last long, and I think I was the only one 
that didn’t drink after that, I still stuck to my guns … 

 
Another person said his abstinence decision was reinforced daily by the alcohol–

related harm he saw around him: 

… [I] look around me and see every day what it [alcohol] does to people, how they 
killing themselves. Remember what my life was like back then … I don’t want to drink 
anymore, it’s no question for me. I’ll never go back to that … 

 

Three people made a point of emphasising that they had given up on their own. It 

appeared to be important to them that I understood they had given up without 

external help. This was an emphasis repeated by ex–drinkers in other studies 

(Brady 1995c; Blignault & Ryder 1994), Blignault et al finding ‘giving up’ to be an 

act of self–determination. In this study, these three people emphasized that giving 

up had to be a personal decision—that neither ‘experts’ nor ‘culture’ nor anything 

else could ‘make’ them give up.  
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… I didn’t get any instructions about alcohol, I just had to coax my own way out, to 
fight my own way out of it … 

… something had to trigger it off but it wasn’t a doctor, only just myself … by 
planning, by thinking about it and assessing things and reassessing … 

… culture doesn’t come in, nor any social workers nor anybody … 
 

This emphasis on a lack of force and on individual agenda–setting was a general 

and strong theme throughout discussions with study participants about drinking 

reduction. It was frequently referred to during the process of designing the program 

for their ‘bush college’ model (as described in Chapter Nine). Overall, most of the 

ex–drinkers who commented on the process of ‘giving up’ had done so after several 

attempts over several years—and without professional intervention. Most had been 

through a prior process of thoughtful, personal assessment of what had been lost 

in drinking and what was likely to be gained by abstinence. While four people 

mentioned triggers which some may describe as external (health advice, 

Christianity and AA), many would point to ‘internal’ elements of hope and 

spirituality as being integral to one or more of these (Sellman, Huriwai, Ram et al 

1997; Miller 1990; Bunk 1989). Most people talked of gaining strength from and 

being assisted largely by diversionary activities and/or ‘cultural’ aspects. 

Participants’ different emphases indicated their differing opinions regarding the 

impact of ‘culture’ and of other activities.  

 

With reference to Prochaska and DiClemente’s Process of Change model (1986), the 

ex-drinkers in this study could be seen to have moved from the first stage in which 

the consequences of their substance misuse are denied or unacknowledged, 

through the second stage of contemplation (in which, for example, health or family 

or future goals are considered), and into the later stages of non-drinking action and 

maintenance. It seems likely that for many, the contemplation stage also involved a 

‘turning point’ in which people began to value themselves. (This hypothesis is 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter Eleven under ‘Patterns of alcohol use and 

abstinence’). The task for intervention project planners may be to identify 

components which trigger these ‘turning point’ experiences.  

Current drinkers 
As stated previously, of the hundred people interviewed about their drinking 

histories fifty were current drinkers. Within this group, six people were episodic 

drinkers (sometimes spending a month or more without drinking), a third were 

regular drinkers who drank on most days of the week, and just over half were 

intermittent drinkers who drank only around payday. As shown in Table 3, the 

gender of the current drinkers was equally divided among the episodic drinker 

group, slightly more male among the intermittent drinkers, and over two thirds 
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male among the regular drinkers. Of the drinkers as a whole, 60 per cent were 

male.  

 

As mentioned previously, because of the size and setting of some of the community 

group interviews, responses were not recorded from all drinkers to all drinking–

history questions. The responses given by drinkers are compared in Table 6 below 

with those from the ex–drinker group discussed in the preceding section.  

 

Table 6: Drinking decisions made by ‘personal profile’ ex–drinkers and current drinkers 

Decision Ex–drinkers (n = 13) 
No. people  responding* 

Current drinkers (n = 50) 
No. people  responding* 

Age started (years) 
       12–15 
       16–20  
       21–25 
       36–40 

Age stopped 
       < 40 years 
        40–50 years 

5 respondents 
1 
3 
1 
 

13 respondents 
12 
1 

35 respondents 
19 
13 

2 
1 

                   N/A 

 

Reasons for starting 
       Family/friends invited;curious  
       Socialising / fun 
       Negative emotional situation 

6 respondents 
4 
1 
1 

38 respondents ° 
26 

7 

5 

Quantity consumed 
        Hazardous quantity 

N/A 43 respondents 
        36 (84%) 

Frequency of consumption 
        Episodic or intermittent 
        Constant 

N/A 50 respondents 
         34 (68%) 
         16 (32%) 

Preferred drink 
        Beer 

N/A 34 respondents 
         30 (88%) 

Context for current drinking 
       Fun / pleasure / ‘time out’ 
        Whenever alc / money avail. 
        Negative emotional situation 
        Social, controlled drinking 

        Other 

N/A 40 respondents 
22 
6 
6 
5 
1 

Reason stopped/reduced/control 
       Turning pt / life assessment 
       Illness 
       Access to alcohol / money 
       Work 
       Children 
       Sport / training 
       Christianity + other   
       Witnessing effects on others   

13 respondents 
9 
4 

 

 

 

30 respondents ° 
5 

10 
9 
6 
4 
2 
2 
2 
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Decision Ex–drinkers (n = 13) 
No. people  responding* 

Current drinkers (n = 50) 
No. people  responding* 

Factors assisting alc reduction 
       Diversionary activities 
       Strength from ‘cult’ aspects 
       Strength from family 
       Christianity 
       Work 
       Alcoholics Anonymous 
       Daily reminders / willpower 

       Alcohol / health education  

10 respondents 
1 
4 
 
2 
 
1 
1 

1 

14 respondents ° 
6 
5 
3 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 

*Responses were not recorded from all current drinkers to all questions (proportions are detailed in the text). 
 N/A = not applicable. ° = some participants gave more than one answer.  

Of the 35 drinkers whose individual answers are recorded for questions regarding 

the commencement of drinking, 19 (54%) said they began drinking between the 

ages of 12 and 15, and another 12 (34%) between the ages of 16 and 20. When 

asked how they had started drinking, 26 (68%) of 38 respondents said that older 

drinkers, friends and family had given them alcohol and/or that they were curious 

to try it; seven (18%) said they’d simply wanted to join in the fun; and five (13%) 

began drinking out of boredom, having ‘nothing else to do’, or in response to 

relationship problems.   

… An old drunk gave me a bottle of beer … I drank that and thought I was on top of 
the world … 

… I grew up with a family like that always had beer around the place … just being told 
to go and open a can, open a coldie … by the time you give it to them you’ve had about 
two mouthfuls maybe …  

… everyone had fun when they were drinking … 

… I had nothing to do see, unemployed and stuff … 

… alcohol is really an excuse you know … it’s a gateway for some relief … mainly  
relationships, and there’s always domestic violence … 

 

These responses suggested that the majority of participants began drinking out of 

curiosity and for fun/entertainment. Undoubtedly the phenomenon of drinking, 

especially in the days of prohibition prior to 1971, would have invited curiosity—

but this would obviously not sustain people’s motivation for regular drinking. Some 

of the more subtle issues which may have been involved in people’s continued–

drinking choices are explored within the stories of personal profile participants later 

in this chapter.  

 

Of the forty drinkers whose responses are recorded to questions regarding the 

context in which they usually decided to drink, 22 people (55%) gave ‘fun’ and 

‘pleasure’ or ‘coming to town’ (from outlying communities) and drinking with 

relatives as their reason. Trips to town were viewed by many as akin to ‘time out’. 
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Six people (15%) said that they drank whenever alcohol or money was available. 

Another six described drinking when bored, when ‘there’s nothing else going on’, or 

when experiencing relationship problems; another five saying they only drank 

socially (and moderately) at occasions such as barbecues, Christmas parties, with 

dinner at night, or with friends on the weekend. The remaining person said he 

drank ‘when I knock off work and my body is grumbling for it’. 

… (I drink when I come) into town, visit relatives, go down to the drinking areas … 

… Having fun, boys and girls getting together …. 

… Whenever there’s money … 

… just drinking because nothing’s going on … 
 

Participants were asked about which factors, if any, had limited their drinking 

frequency. Of the 30 people for whom answers (some of which were multiple) were 

recorded, ten (33%) gave illness or health–related answers; nine (30%) gave access 

to money or alcohol as their reason; six (20%) identified work; five (16%) identified 

the general effects of drinking on lifestyle; four (13%) identified concern for their 

children; two identified sports training; two a combination of weariness over 

fighting plus conversion to Christianity; and two had been lifelong controlled 

drinkers as a result of witnessing the alcohol related harm done to family members. 

… health and being sick, hangovers … 

… when money is available … 

… I had a lot of promotions in my job … 

… you get to the point where you don’t want to live your life like that anymore… 

…just seeing (the kids) you know, miserable….and I said to myself I’m going to do 
something about it…I didn’t want to lose my kids—so I just stuck to my word … 

… got sick of getting into fights, feeling sick, plus became a Christian … 

… there are stories that stay with you for the rest of your life and one of the things she 
[grandmother] said was that she cried when my father and my uncle came home for 
lunch one day because all she could give them was bread and water—because her 
husband had drunk all the money away. She said she actually cried when she served 
it up… that had a huge impact on my life…   

 
Of the fourteen drinkers who had found ways to reduce their consumption either 

permanently or periodically (some utilising more than one of the following 

strategies), six said this goal was assisted by spending time in alternative 

activities—away from other drinkers—such as sport, TV and other leisure activities, 

and spending time with their children; five by ‘cultural’ aspects such as spending 

time in country and on outstations; three by motivation from family; two through 

Christianity; two through work; and one each through reminders of Alcoholics 

Anonymous philosophy, willpower, and alcohol education. 

… Like over the years I’ve been a regular drinker but I keep it to a low rate, I stay away 
from everybody, I do my own thing … 
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… I go back to the outstation, go back in my country … 

… I’m very involved with my kids too, they inspire me to give up … 

… This job helps—in the last nine months I’ve started getting my drinking under 
control … 

… I’m not always a drinker, sometimes they say I’m classed as a reforming drunk—no 
matter how long I lay off the grog I’ll always be tempted to have that first mouthful all 
the time … 

… I sort of had to train my, I had to discipline myself, my attitude, the willpower… to 
stop drinking… until you learn how to use it socially. And then you can have an 
understanding of it and have more respect, not for it, for yourself and whoever is 
around you as well… I had to do it in stages, so I’m still learning. I’m not really that 
good at it, but I could see that the soul and the heart was there to have some better 
option in life… 

… It’s this (health education). You begin to know what’s going on around your body 
and you know its getting damaged so you slow down on that part… I don’t drink 
spirits anymore, I don’t drink wine anymore, I only drink beer that’s all. I won’t just 
drink anything ...    

 

Overall, like the ex–drinkers whose answers are recorded, most of the current 

drinkers began drinking out of curiosity and for reasons of ‘fun’ and socialising. 

Two–thirds drink intermittently or episodically, but 84 per cent of those responding 

drank hazardously. Among those whose consumption had reduced in amount or 

frequency, most have made this a deliberate decision, but 30 per cent of the 

reasons given were circumstantial and depended upon financial or alcohol 

availability. Those citing factors which assisted them to reduce their consumption 

mostly identified diversionary activities and ‘cultural’ aspects, including family. The 

majority (68%) of the ‘current drinkers’ suggested that they drank largely during 

periods of recreation and pleasure Others specified periods of boredom and without 

further investigation it is difficult to quantify how many of those drinking for 

‘recreation’ are also drinking out of boredom. Although numbers are small, 

‘diversionary activities’ were among the most cited factors assisting drinkers to 

reduce their drinking—suggesting that the presence or absence of opportunity for 

meaningful and engaging activity may be a significant factor in drinking decisions.   

 

Numerous writers in the field have identified a lack of meaningful and pleasurable 

activity as a contributory drinking factor in the lives of many Aboriginal people 

(O’Connor 1984; Burns, Currie, Clough et al 1995; National Centre for Research 

into the Prevention of Drug Abuse 1996; Hammond 1997; Brady 1992b; Hunter 

1990b). The very recent change over the past three generations from more 

‘traditional’ to more ‘urbanised’ lifestyles has created a huge occupational void for 

many Aboriginal people.  While some have found meaningful work and activity in a 

dramatically changed environment, many remain living on the fringes of town–

centred social and economic life. In a discussion about stress and ill–health among 

rural New South Wales Aboriginal people, Sibthorpe (1988:336) writes of the central 

importance to physical and mental health of productive activity in all societies, 
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proposing that this is no different for Aboriginal people. Among the small group of 

seven ‘personal profile’ current drinkers whose stories are presented later in this 

chapter however—all of whom worked in meaningful and challenging jobs—

productive work and its associated status did not in itself appear to provide 

fulfilment. In my observation they portrayed a sense of searching for ‘belonging and 

identity’ which contrasted markedly with the apparent presence of these attributes 

among the lifetime–abstainers and two of the ex–drinkers to follow.  

Characteristics of ‘personal profile’ drinkers and non–drinkers 
During the process of analysing interview data, some unexpected differences 

became apparent in the demographic and life–story profiles of the ‘personal profile’ 

lifetime–abstainer, ex–drinker and current drinker groups. This had not been 

anticipated prior to the study, and as a result questions which could have enabled 

a deeper exploration of these differences were not included in interviews. For this 

reason, the following findings are tentative, and would need further exploration 

before conclusions could be drawn. 

 

Having noted this, the following overview of participant characteristics within each 

of the three drinker/non–drinker groups suggests that people’s drinking decisions 

and/or sense of identity may have been influenced by the degree of ‘cultural’ 

disruption experienced during their childhood and adolescence. These tentative 

findings offer possible insight into questions which arose during the analysis such 

as why it was that, despite the reality of dispossession and socio–economic 

marginalisation, half of the participants in the ‘combined community group’ sample 

did not drink at all. What factors appeared, from the study data available, to most 

influence those who drank excessively? What factors not yet discussed appeared to 

be involved in the context of Aboriginal drinking in Derby?  

 

It is important to note that none of the eighteen adults who made up the ‘personal 

profile’ drinker/non–drinker groups lived ‘traditional’ lives. Their socio–economic 

circumstances were probably atypical of most Aboriginal people in the area—with  

the current drinker group showing the greatest evidence of socio–economic 

‘success’ in western terms. All of the 'personal profile' participants lived in western 

style houses, all but two drove cars and all spoke English fluently. Almost all 

worked for an income, most having been through the western education system for 

several years or longer. Almost all lived with extended family, many in overcrowded 

conditions, although the current drinkers lived with fewer people than most. Most 

of the participants lived with their children, although several of the current 

drinkers saw their children only intermittently. While none of these people were 
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insulated from western ‘culture’, its impact appeared to have been more 

destabilising for some than others.  

Lifetime abstainers 
Five ‘lifetime–abstainer’ participants were among the eighteen adults interviewed 

in–depth during individual ‘personal–profile’ interviews (see Table 7 for a 

comparison of this group’s profile with that of the ‘personal profile’ ex–drinker and 

current drinker groups). Of the five ‘abstainers’, four were women. Their ages 

ranged from 43 to 55 years with a mean and median age of 51 and 49 years 

respectively. They belonged to four different language groups and grew up in a 

variety of settings, most in the country of their ancestors. Two were raised on cattle 

stations, one grew up on a mission community, and two largely on mission 

communities and later town communities of people from their own language 

groups. Four stated that they were brought up entirely by Aboriginal family 

members, with one person having been brought up on a station by both Aboriginal 

family and a non–Aboriginal station couple. This person’s father had been the 

station’s head stockman and the participant had worked as a stockman on the 

station until the 1970’s. The usual residence for three of this group was at or near 

their birthplace, with one of the remaining two people (both of whom lived 

permanently on communities of people from their own language groups) in the 

process of establishing an outstation for permanent residence in their country. 

When asked where (if anywhere) these five participants called their country, three 

gave their place of birth as their answer, the remaining two identifying both 

birthplace and place of permanent residence.  

…I know when I was bought up on [X], us children used to become of knowledge.1 
They used to tell us, you were born in that place, that’s your place you know. This 
happened to me … the traditional owner came to my mum when I was a baby and 
they sort of talked to me and one of the fellas went and put me up against his tummy 
and sort of rubbed me, sort of saying you are one of us. You came from a long way and 
you was born here in my country, we pass this land on to you now, even traditional 
fruit and all that, you’re the boss. Because when I became of knowledge my mum and 
my grandparents and the people that was there, my mum’s aunty and uncle, told me 
the same thing and they named me [X] … that was my blackfella name… I’m happy 
‘cos I know it’s within me see, ‘cos as a child I was told that … [Woman, 50s] 

… Part of me is at [X] too, all that area, my tribal land … that’s what we’ve been told, 
from our elders, how we belong to [those places] … [Woman, 50s] 

 

These comments portrayed the strong association with Aboriginal ‘culture’ and 

identity which appeared evident during conversations with all five lifetime–

abstainers. Part of the ‘solidness’ acknowledged in these people by others appeared 

to me to come from their sense of ‘cultural knowing’ and of belonging to their 

country: ‘… that’s your place you know …’; ‘… we belong to those places …’.  

                                               
1 I understood this to mean being initiated. 
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They and others describe this connection to country as something integral to them, 

which cannot be taken away: ‘I’m happy ‘cos I know it’s within me see …’. A similar 

sense of belonging to country was described by Ronald Berndt (cited in 

Charlesworth 1984:18) when writing about Aboriginal people’s belief that, despite 

early European occupation and exploitation of their land and the enforced 

exclusion of Aboriginal people from it, Indigenous owners:  

… simply did not envisage their land as being alienated. It had always been theirs; 
it was their country, and it would always be there, no matter what happened….  

 
The main language for four of this group was an Aboriginal one, and all fluently 

spoke one or more (and up to five) Aboriginal languages. Additionally, members of 

the group showed evidence of relative socio–economic success in western terms. 

The lifetime-abstainers had varying exposure to formal European education ranging 

from no formal schooling (one person), schooling to grade five (one person), grade 

ten (two people), to one person who had completed grade twelve. Two of the group 

had completed skilled vocational training and one person had completed a higher 

semi–professional qualification. At the time of interview three of this group were 

employed full time; one was on CDEP modestly topped–up through self–

employment; and the remaining person was on a pension with top–up provided 

through consultancy work.    

 
What stood out most prominently for me when analysing the demographics for this 

group—in comparison with the other 'personal profile' participants—was the 

consistency of association with their ‘Aboriginal side’. Almost all were largely 

brought up in ancestral country remote from town, four of the five participants 

having been largely brought up on the station or mission on which they were born. 

Almost all were brought up solely by Aboriginal people and the permanent 

residence for three of the group was at or near their birthplace. Almost all of the 

group lived permanently in or near the place they called ‘their country’ and all 

spoke an Aboriginal language fluently, almost all as a main language. That is, 

everyone in this group had a strong, concrete, ongoing connection with their 

Aboriginal heritage.  

 

When talking with and observing the people in this group over several years, prior 

to any knowledge of their drinking histories, I became aware of the ‘solidness’ 

referred to by others in their way of being and interacting. They portrayed a 

steadiness and depth and a strong sense of personal confidence. They are identified 

by other study participants and community members as people to whom others go 

for advice and guidance (personal communications, 1996–99). This ‘solidness’ 

persists despite the many ongoing stresses I know to exist in each of their lives.  
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Perhaps reflecting theories of 'culture' which emphasise its identity–related role, 

this group of five spoke relatively little about issues of ‘culture’—in contrast with 

other ‘personal profile’ participants who often spoke longingly of these things in 

interviews. Beauvais has made the observation, albeit with reference to non–

indigenous people, that: ‘… those who take their heritage for granted rarely discuss 

it …’ (1992c: 80). For this group of lifetime-abstainers, their ‘culture’ appeared to be 

something that was simply a part of who they were—an interpretation conveyed 

through occasional comments, as presented below, which appeared to indicate an 

integrated sense of cultural knowledge and belonging. I suggest that this ‘knowing 

and belonging’ contributed significantly to their strong personal confidence about 

their identity and place in the world.  

Well the thing is, before, Aboriginal people lived their lives by doing what they thought 
was right…but nowadays, you’ve got the policies, the government. There are areas that 
are restricted … our people have been just pushed back and um more or less being 
afraid, you know, to face the world again … but traditionally, like for me, when a child 
is born and becomes of knowledge, the grandparents, the older people or the parents 
tell them where their father came from, where their ancestors came from, where their 
mother came from you know, and they been pointed out that they belong over there 
you know. To their traditional land. And within them they are happy, they are proud 
because they know that they belong to that particular area…Like um comparing it to 
the freehold land, you more or less got to buy into it with money, but with Aboriginal 
people [who’ve become of knowledge] we don’t do that, we know where we come from… 
[Woman, 50s] 

In addition to the stability and connections to country demonstrated in this group’s 

upbringing and contemporary links with their land, it seemed to me that a 

significant part of their ‘solidness’ came from a sense of knowing their ‘culture’— 

rather than necessarily talking about, pursuing, or even regularly practising 

cultural aspects in a public way: 

… Land is important to Aboriginal people … knowing what it means … [Man, 50s] 

… Like with Aboriginals they talking about Dreamtime … in the Dreamtime they talk 
about somebody, maybe when they have babies, and that baby might be a um animal, 
or a spiritual being you know … that’s what culture is, your lifestyle … [Woman, 50s] 

 

The following comments (explored further in Chapter Seven) were among those 

given by this group in response to questions regarding their perceptions about the 

effect on drinkers of ‘getting the Aboriginal side strong again’: 

…Culture gives back to people self esteem. If they get that side strong they feel like 
they’ve got a place. That side missing, they feel like they don’t belong anywhere… 
[Woman, 40s] 

… I think if Aboriginal people let that Aboriginal side go, then they haven’t got much 
left… [Man, 50s] 

 

At the time of these interviews, as now, I am struck by the profoundness of these 

last two statements. These participants were referring to the near annihilation of 

Aboriginal ways of doing and being—a goal resolutely pursued by government 

policy and actions throughout their lifetimes (Biskup 1973; Charlesworth 1984). 
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For these speakers, ‘culture’ was central to ‘what was left’. Pride, purpose and 

identity would be lost should ‘culture’ be lost. When asked for their perceptions 

about things of most importance to Aboriginal people the group’s responses, as the 

above quotes would suggest, were largely to do with the central importance of 

country, ‘cultural’ identity, and belonging: 

… I’m talking land, yes, that’s the main thing … you know that that’s your land, your 
traditional place … [Woman, 50s] 

… (We’re] teaching our kids, like hunting, our language and, like gathering bush food 
and teach our kids stories, like dreamtime stories … you got to have elders people, 
that’s what matters you know. I mean Aboriginal people get their identity with people 
—elders people—you know … [Woman, 40s] 

… Family is very important too. Aboriginal people stick by their families … [Woman, 
40s] 

 
These participants were all too well aware of how disruption to that ‘knowing 

and belonging’ has made people: ‘more or less being afraid, you know, to face the 

world again…’.  In contrast, people who had been able to retain their ‘cultural 

knowing’: ‘within them they are happy, they are proud because they know that 

they belong to a particular area…’. Several people spoke of the erosion of  

‘cultural ways’ since contact with Europeans and of the importance of reclaiming 

the personal pride and identity which were part of ‘cultural knowing’: 

… like women used to sit with women and talk about um cultural things or talk about 
everyday um women issues, there again culturally, you know. And they had the 
freedom of talking and meeting, but because of this alcohol everyone more or less 
keeps to themselves. They sort of don’t mix in—we got to turn that around again. Start 
mixing together again, join in and help each other again … [Woman, 50s] 

… I used to go to church and you know, but I been thinking about my culture, and 
live out my culture you know, so I just, you know, went back. [FN: To your culture?] 
Yeah … [Woman, 40s] 

 

Overall, the responses of these five people suggested to me that ‘cultural knowing 

and belonging’ played a central, if often subtle role in their lives. The demographic 

information they provided, as set out in Table 7, suggested evidence of a clear 

affiliation with Aboriginal heritage and ‘culture’ and all occupied a position of 

respect within their communities. The co–existence of this ‘cultural’ strength (which 

was far less evident in the ex–drinker and drinker participants to follow) with 

lifetime abstinence may be a possible indication of the importance of ‘cultural 

knowing and belonging’ to understandings of Aboriginal decision–making regarding 

drinking and to the design of alcohol intervention strategies.  

Ex–drinkers 
Further tentative insight into the context of drinking was provided by the study’s 

six ‘personal profile’ ex–drinkers. In contrast with the lifetime–abstainer group 

above, these participants’ stories indicated a generally greater degree of ‘cultural’ 

and country disruption (see Table 7 for a profile of this group in comparison with 
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the ‘personal profile’ lifetime–abstainer and current drinker groups). All six ex–

drinkers were men aged between 36 and 70 years, with a mean and median age of  

48 and 53 years respectively.  They belonged to four different language groups and 

had grown up in a variety of settings. Two people had been brought up entirely on 

cattle stations in their ancestral country, both being the children of Aboriginal 

station stockmen and later stockmen themselves. Another person had been raised 

in a town–based community and sent away as a teenager to do vocational training. 

One person was initially raised on a town–based community and later sent to live in 

the dormitory of a remote mission community for several years before returning to 

live in the community. One person had been brought up in a city; and the 

remaining person spent his very early childhood years in a town with extended 

family members and was then sent away to a series of institutions including a 

mission dormitory and city hostel.  Three of the group had been brought up entirely 

by family (two with Aboriginal and one with non–Aboriginal family), two by family 

until their teens and then by mission and government hostel staff, and the sixth 

person by extended family in very early childhood and then by a range of 

institutional staff. The usual residence for four of this group was at or near their 

birthplace, with the remaining two people living several hundred kilometres 

distance.  

 

When asked where (if anywhere) these people called their country, two people 

named their place of birth; one person named his parents’ place of birth; one 

person named his wife’s community and the remaining two either said they had no 

country or were uncertain. Of the four people stating a spiritual connection to 

country, three lived in this same place, the remaining person living a day’s drive 

away. English was the main language for four of this group, although four of the six 

spoke at least one Aboriginal language. Their educational and employment profile 

was similar to that of the lifetime-abstainer group. Two of the ex–drinkers had no 

formal schooling, three left school at 15, and one at 17 years old. Three of the six 

had completed basic vocational training and one began but didn’t complete tertiary 

education. At the time of interview two of the group were employed full–time; one 

was on CDEP income, modestly topped–up through self–employment; two lived 

solely on CDEP income and one received a pension.  

 

Among the two non–drinking groups discussed thus far, there were similarities in 

average age, language group distribution, proximity of permanent residence to 

birthplace, residence in town–based or remote communities and in schooling. 

However (although numbers were small) there were several significant differences in 

other socio–demographic factors. These were most evident in gender (four of the five 

lifetime–abstainers being female and all of the ex–drinkers male); the use of an 
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Aboriginal language as a first language (four of the five lifetime–abstainers as 

opposed to two of the six ex–drinkers); permanent residence in one’s ‘country’ 

(almost all of the lifetime–abstainers compared with half of the ex–drinkers); the 

identification of birthplace as spiritual country (all of the lifetime–abstainers 

compared with a third of the ex–drinkers); place of growing up (which for all of the 

lifetime–abstainers was entirely on stations or communities among people of their 

own language group, compared with half of the ex–drinkers who grew up either 

partly in institutions or in the city). Four of the five lifetime–abstainers were ‘grown 

up’ solely by Aboriginal family compared with only two of the six ex–drinkers, the 

other four having been brought up partly or mostly by institutional staff or in 

largely non–Aboriginal settings. Half of the ex–drinker group had lived as children 

in institutions for between two and twelve years whereas none of the lifetime–

abstainers had experience of institutional residence.  

    

These comparisons suggest a progressively increasing degree of ‘cultural’ 

disruption, least evident among the lifetime–abstainers and most evident among the 

ex–drinkers. This profile was reflected in the conversations of the four ex–drinkers 

who grew up away from their ancestral country. Additionally, in my observation of 

their personal interactions, there was a restlessness and pre–occupation about 

these four men not evident in the lifetime–abstainer group nor in the two ex–

drinkers brought up entirely on stations in ancestral country (one of whom had 

been a drinker for two years only). All of these latter participants would, by virtue of 

their upbringing in the West Kimberley, have been subjected to the impact of the 

European invasion of their country and ‘culture’. However, I would contend that 

their consistent connection with country and ‘cultural context’ have buffered them 

to some extent from this impact. As suggested, this ‘cultural’ continuity may have 

contributed significantly to the confident sense of identity which appears both 

characteristic of these latter participants and less evident among the remaining 

four ex–drinkers and the current drinkers whose stories are to follow.  

 

The inference of ‘cultural’ disruption among four of the ex–drinkers is mirrored in 

some of their following comments which spoke movingly of a common sense of loss; 

fragmentation of community, family, identity and ‘culture’; and associated anger 

and despair. 

… [Aboriginal people] knew what they were doing and they knew what their education 
was.2 Most of them didn’t want to show that up though, they thought they was the 
laughing stock … we were under the umbrella3 most of our life and most of us are still 
running around trying to work out where we come from … [Man, 30s] 

                                               

2. I understood this to mean that Aboriginal people used to feel confident in their way of life. 
3. I understood this to mean the umbrella of European repression. 
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… that’s what we have to fix, that hopelessness …  These government departments 
aren’t going to do it, they couldn’t care less, they drive past our people laying on the 
streets, they don’t care … [Man, 50s] 

… my first criminal offence occurred when I was six years old … I committed a crime 
in the company of four others, my brothers and sisters and the crime was being 
destitute … I was sent to [X] for seven years and then to [X] til I finished school … I 
didn’t see my mother for twenty–five years … … I don’t really have any of that spiritual 
connection with a place … I was removed to [X] but I’ll never go back there, I’ve got no 
country … [Man, 30s] 

 
The fragmentation implied by these quotes is profound. I can only guess at the 

extended impact these experiences must have on an individual and community 

level. ‘Cultural’ norms and ways of life were eroded: ‘… we started learning … how 

not to get involved with one another and that has put us apart really …’. Aboriginal 

ways of being became ‘… the laughing stock …’, and as a result ‘… most of us are 

still running around trying to work out where we came from …’. This disruption, 

fragmentation and resignation was a common theme among most of these ex–

drinkers and the current drinkers to follow—as was determination to re-establish 

cultural connections. As mentioned, this preoccupation was far less obvious in my 

interviews with, and observations of, those who had been able to retain a 

continuing connection to country and a sense of ‘cultural’ knowledge and 

belonging.  

 

The following quote captured the strong sense of loss, identity–fragmentation, 

search for purpose, and despair evident in many participants’ comments. In the 

course of his childhood and adolescence this person had suffered the loss of family, 

parenting, connection to country, identity, purpose, and hope. 

… [what made me want to drink?] I don’t know, that’s a hard one, but I think it had a 
lot to do with my identity problem you know, like seeking an identity … plus I had no 
idea what I was going to do once I got released from that institution. I think I also 
drunk to self destroy. Have you ever seen X [a film]? Well in the film there was a 
prisoner that was jailed for life, but then he was released. But he didn’t know what to 
do once he was released, so they gave him a job but the job didn’t satisfy him and he’d 
lost all his friends, he’d left all his friends back in prison. So the only thing he does is 
suicide, he’s got nothing else to do. Too old to commit another crime, there’s nothing 
out there for him … [Man, 30s] 

 

I knew from our discussions that this person had also reached the point of 

believing that ‘there was nothing out there’ for him but like many other Aboriginal 

people he had survived and was gradually piecing together—where he could—the 

connections he had lost as a child. Although still affected by these experiences, he 

was gradually finding his ground and spent much of his time helping other 

Aboriginal people re–establish connections with their ‘Aboriginal side’. He is one of 

many extraordinarily resilient Aboriginal people and shows a community concern, 

determination to heal, and belief in the identity–enhancement value of ‘culture’ 

common among many Kimberley Aboriginal people in my experience. It should be 
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noted however, that like the character in the film he referred to above, suicide (or 

other self–harming behaviour) is an alternative choice which an increasing number 

of Kimberley Aboriginal people are making (Hunter 1988). Among these ex–drinkers 

however, the emphasis was mostly one of ‘healing’. 

… [from] the non–Aboriginal people we started learning things about their ways—how 
not to get involved with one another and that has put us apart really … they start to 
bring up [Aboriginal] people into dormitories and start pushing people around … they 
kept us apart from a lot of things we could do together … we got to try and get 
involved with one another, that is a chance that lot of us missed out on and its time to 
turn it different way around … [Man, 30s] 

 

… I would like to see family groups get involved [at the bush college] and telling one 
another and their children … there is no hiding what alcohol done to us in the long 
run. Talk about what was left behind in their history. I would like to see it build up 
their confidence. The young ones could have the opportunity of learning something 
from everyone that been through that system … let the young ones know who they 
sitting with there and the stories, you know, so it is teaching them that. I know it’s a 
long struggle for us to do something like that, but then again progress every couple of 
years and it will stand its ground one day … [Man, 30s] 

 

…[the bush college could be a place where] young people go, sit down, learn all about 
dancing, singing, bush stories, bush skill. Listen to old people again … be really happy 
place for young generation—for some middle age too. We welcome people—not push 
them … [Man, 70s] 

 

… It’s a shame for my people what alcohol does to us. They all got to get pride again to 
take us through this alcohol problem and drug … [Man, 30s] 

 

These ‘healing’ sentiments are reflected in much of the literature pertaining to 

nation–wide attempts to re–establish ‘cultural’ connections. The following comment 

is from the National Inquiry into the separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children from their families.   

… Coming home is fundamental to healing the effects of separation. Going home 
means finding out who you are as an Aboriginal: where you come from, who your 
people are, where your belonging place is, what your identity is. Going home is 
fundamental to the healing processes of those who were taken away as well as those 
who were left behind  … (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 1997) 

 

Possibly as a result of the ‘cultural’ erosion which was a consequence of European 

invasion, interview questions regarding the place of ‘culture’ in contemporary life 

would often produce seemingly contradictory responses. When the six ex–drinkers 

were asked about their perceptions regarding the effect (if any) on drinkers of 

‘getting the Aboriginal side strong again’, their responses were mixed—in contrast 

with the clear acknowledgment of the central role of this approach among the 

lifetime–abstainer group. The two ex–drinkers who had experienced the least 

apparent ‘cultural’ disruption believed, like the lifetime abstainers, that ‘cultural’ 

aspects were powerful and gave people—including drinkers—a sense of purpose 

and respect: 
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… All those cultural things we talked about teach them a purpose … [Man, 50s] 

… They learn respect again—do what the old people tell them … [Man, 70s] 
 

The remaining four ex–drinkers were more equivocal in their answers, which 

included statements that greater impact came from having something meaningful 

to do; and from improving self–esteem (which they maintained came largely from 

knowledge, be this ‘cultural’ or vocational). They said that learning things to do 

with ‘whitefella’ ways provided greater benefit—for the young at least—although 

certain ‘Aboriginal’ things (specifically land and some Aboriginal law) were still 

considered important to Aboriginal people; and that the only thing really making an 

impact on drinkers was ‘hitting rock bottom’. 

… I think a lot of people just haven’t got the jobs and they just sit around waiting, 
doing nothing and being bored … I would like to see CDEP hours extended … to see 
people get up from the boring verandah or the TV and to be able to do something in 
life … [Man, 40s] 

… the main thing is that you accept what you are and you know a lot of things … and 
you know what you’re doing … [Man, 30s] 

… The age group [that would benefit] is probably the older age group—if you ask the 
young ones in their twenties … they want to live as what society is giving them—they 
like the town life you know … but it does seem that tribal ways are still important to a 
lot of Aboriginal people … [Man, 50s] 

 
 However, when the four ‘equivocal’ drinkers were asked about things of most 

importance in the lives of Aboriginal people all of their answers tended to focus on 

aspects of ‘culture’, especially those related to identity, some of which had been 

part of their upbringing: 

… I am proud that I’ve got a culture that I could practice … dreamtime stories, the 
things that have been taught to you, where no white man, no other Aboriginal people 
from different groups of different tribes knows, you know … [Man, 40s] 

… there’s the land, there’s always the land. Most Aboriginal people still got strong 
feelings for the bush … [Man, 50s] 

… Its all got to do with what they think, like culture’s inside, like if you know language 
and pull everyone together … that’s where their thoughts and legal stuff comes from, 
future directions, through getting together and talking about things you know, and 
being able to tell the children about the past and the future and knowledge … [Man, 
30s] 

… well listen when they have Aboriginal education we tell them things when they are 
small. They go through different stages in the bush … like grade one grade two … 
when they go through education in the kartija [non–Aboriginal] way, English just go 
one way straight see … I can speak my language and I can sing my songs …doesn’t 
matter if people get sick or something, that thing will still be there … [Man, 30s] 

 

All of the factors identified by this group as being of importance to Aboriginal 

people related to issues of pride, country, community and ‘cultural’ education. The 

two ex–drinkers who had grown up in their own country on stations identified 

country and ‘cultural’ laws as the most important things. Perhaps the apparent 

inconsistency in the responses of some of the ex–drinkers is a reflection of the 

mixed ‘cultural’ forces experienced in their upbringing. On the one hand these 
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participants noted the fundamental importance of ‘cultural’ aspects to Aboriginal 

people, yet on the other most had had the powerful experience of residence in 

‘western’ institutions, and all were regularly exposed to the dominance of western 

‘culture’ in contemporary life. It is possible that for these four people, ‘cultural’ 

influences factor less prominently in daily life as a result of their life experience—

despite a stated awareness of its importance. 

 

It is also possible that the inconsistency in their responses relates to an idealised 

notion of what ‘culture’ can offer—in this case a sense of pride, community and 

special knowledge different from things of importance to non–Aboriginal ways of 

living. When the influences on drinking reduction are examined however, these 

participants identify not ‘culture’, but other factors—such as meaningful activities, 

self–esteem (whatever its source) and knowledge of ‘whitefella ways’. The fact that 

excessive drinking exists among people who live relatively ‘traditional’ lives would 

appear to support such interpretations. I think it is likely that ‘traditional culture’ 

is idealised (as among most societies) but also that that identity-related 

components—for which 'culture' provides one accessible source—may play a 

significant role among components influencing drinking decision–making. With 

reference to the importance of Zinberg’s (1984) ‘set’ and ‘setting’ components within 

drug use, my own analysis—based on the insights of both study participants (to 

follow) and the evaluation literature (Hunter 1990c; Oetting, Edwards & Beauvais 

1989; Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs 1987; Royal Commission into 

Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (Johnson E Commissioner) 1991; Tsey 1997; Saggers 

& Gray 1998; Brady 1992b)—is that a combination of both the personal (identity–

related) and the material (opportunity-related) is most likely to influence drinking 

decisions. The lifetime-abstainers, for example, exhibit a combination of both 

strong cultural identity and relative socio–economic success. The ex–drinkers have 

a similar socio-economic but more disrupted 'cultural' profile. Among the drinker 

sub–group to follow, markers of socio–economic ‘success’ are the most pronounced 

of the three sub–groups—and childhood ‘cultural context’ is the least so. The 

identity/opportunity combination exhibited by the lifetime-abstainers is also 

strongly reflected in study participants’ proposals for their alcohol intervention 

model (see Chapters Eight to Ten). The focus of the current discussion however, is 

on the marked differences evident in childhood ‘cultural context’ among the 

participants within this 'personal profile' group.  

 

Government policies throughout the lifetimes of all of the participants in this study 

created widespread fear and encouraged repression of ‘the Aboriginal side’ (Kaberry 

1939; Elkin 1979; Jebb 1998). All six ex–drinkers had been brought up in an era 

when state and national government policy aimed to minimise Aboriginal influence 
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and impose a European ‘cultural’ education on Aboriginal children throughout 

Australia. This enforced ‘cultural’ domination created a widespread atmosphere of 

fear about the open expression of one’s Aboriginality.  

Some tried to protect their families from separation by continually moving; others 
called themselves Maori or Indian; others cut off all ties with Aboriginal people,  
including family members (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 
1997:21). 

 
Many study participants were clearly reluctant to talk about their childhood 

experiences in detail and where this was the case I did not pursue these issues. I 

do not know great detail about how assimilation policies affected these participants 

individually but I knew from our conversations that three of the six ex–drinkers had 

been separated from their families for periods of two to ten years in mission 

dormitories, government hostels and training institutions. I think it is likely that 

these experiences would have affected their sense of Aboriginal identity and their 

perceptions of the role of ‘culture’. When I first asked these three ex–drinkers what 

it meant to be Aboriginal, it was immediately apparent that they found the question 

offensive:  

… I got my arms and my legs and my head. [FN: What do you mean by that X?] Well 
that I am myself, X, I am proud to be Aboriginal, I am an individual. You asked me the 
question, everyone is an individual regardless if they are proud of who they are … the 
important part of it all I’m glad who I am regardless of what colour I am … [Man, 40s] 

… well I’m damn proud of my colour and I ain’t going to be ashamed and hide it away, 
I’ve got pride in me same as everyone else … [Man, 30s] 

 

The third person’s answer had a different but related quality. This person had had 

the most prolonged experience of institutional life and his answer seemed to me 

more about an experience of having been denied his Aboriginality than of being 

forced to suppress it: 

… if  you think of Aboriginal as another species of society, and if you haven’t got those 
qualities inside you, you don’t think you are Aboriginal … [Man, 30s] 

 

These three men were the same three quoted earlier in this chapter regarding their 

emphatic assertions about the independence of their abstinence decisions. I did 

not ask them further direct questions to do with Aboriginality issues because it 

was clearly painful for them—neither was it the purpose of my study. It is possible 

that their responses reflected their institutional experiences and that their 

reactions were the result of racist implications that their Aboriginality made them 

different from, or less than, other (non–Aboriginal) people. Such experiences were 

commonly cited during the National Inquiry into the separation of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children from their families.  

… They used to warn us that when we got older we’d have to watch it because we’d  
turn into sluts and alcoholics, so we had to be very careful. If you were white you  
didn’t have that dirtiness in you … it was in our breed, in us to be like that …  
(Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 1997:15)   
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The comments made by four of this small group of ex–drinkers reinforced the 

perception of ‘cultural’ disruption evident in their demographic profiles, and 

contrasted with the ‘cultural’ and geographical stability evident in the profiles of the 

previous lifetime–abstainer group. Evidence of a greater overall disruption was 

portrayed by the intermittent and regular drinkers whose stories are presented 

next.  

Current drinkers 

Of the study’s seven ‘personal profile’ current drinkers, five were women—an 

uncommonly high proportion in comparison with other studies among indigenous 

drinkers (Hunter, Hall & Spargo 1991; Watson, Fleming & Alexander 1988; May 

1995; Pomare 1995). Four of the seven participants (two men and two women) 

drank excessively but only one (a man) did so regularly and all had significantly 

reduced their drinking over several years. Of the remaining three people (all 

women), two drank moderately and episodically on social occasions and the 

remaining person, having been through a lengthy period of excessive drinking in 

the past, had for some years been drinking regularly but moderately. 

 

It is important to emphasise that when compared with the current drinker profiles 

in the regional survey by Hunter et al (1991), the gender distribution and socio–

economic circumstances of these ‘current drinkers’ were unusual. The employment 

pattern of the ‘personal profile’ drinkers in this study was more common among 

non–Aboriginal than Aboriginal people in Derby (Australian Bureau of Statistics 

1998a), with all seven participants working full–time at the time of interview. All 

were living (one transiently) with partners or one or more extended family members 

in non–crowded housing. All members of the group were parents, although most 

lived apart from their children as a result of either relationship breakup or the 

residence of adult children elsewhere.  

 

The members of this group were aged between 31 and 55, with a mean and median 

age of 41 and 43 years respectively (see Table 7 for a comparison of this group’s 

profile with that of the previous ‘personal profile’ lifetime–abstainer and ex–drinker 

groups). These participants were related to five different language groups and had 

grown up in a variety of circumstances. One person had initially been raised on a 

mission community and later moved as a young teenager to live with a parent in a 

town–based community. One was raised in a town then taken into a mission 

dormitory for several years before moving back with parents to live in another town. 

Both of these moves to town in the teenage years were made so that the 

participants could undertake a high school education without being separated from 
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their families. One was raised on a mission community and was later moved to 

hostel accommodation for schooling. Between six and eight years of age another 

two of the participants were taken into hostel and health institutions where they 

spent the majority of their childhood. The remaining two people were both brought 

up in towns. In similar histories, the mixed–race families of these last two 

participants moved from ‘more Aboriginal’ towns to ‘more European’ towns during 

the participants’ childhoods in the 1950s and early 60s. Both participants implied 

that this decision was made for ‘assimilationist’ reasons, possibly complying with 

government regulations of the time which enforced disassociation with Aboriginal 

communities in order to maintain citizenship status.  

 

Two of the group had been brought up largely by Aboriginal extended family 

members, two were brought up initially by Aboriginal family members and then by 

mission or hostel staff, one was brought up initially by Aboriginal family members 

and later mixed Aboriginal/non–Aboriginal family, and the remaining two people 

were brought up largely by non–Aboriginal institutional staff. All of this group lived 

permanently in towns, two at or near their birthplace. When asked where (if 

anywhere) these participants called their country, three named their place of birth 

and four appeared unsure or ambivalent in response. Of the three people 

describing a sense of spiritual connection to country, two lived in this same place. 

Three of this group had non–Aboriginal fathers and another two had non–Aboriginal 

grandfathers. Three said that their father or grandfather had been part of ‘the 

stolen generation’. Of the seven participants, six had either personal or parental 

experience of institutional life ranging from two to twelve years.     

 

English was the main language for all of this group, one person also speaking an 

Aboriginal language fluently. One member of this group had formal primary 

schooling only, five continued school to the age of 15, and one completed year 

twelve. Two of the group had no further formal education, three completed skilled 

vocational training, one person was undergoing and one had completed tertiary 

education. At the time of interview all of the group were employed full–time, all of 

their jobs having status in the community. 

 

In Table 7 to follow, the socio–demographic information provided by these drinker–

participants is compared with that from the ‘personal profile’ lifetime–abstainer and 

ex–drinker participants discussed previously. The comparison suggests a 

progression in the degree of ‘cultural’ disruption experienced by these participants, 

least evident in the lifetime–abstainer group and most evident among the current 

drinker group. 
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Table 7: Group profiles for abstainer, ex–drinker and current drinker ‘personal profile’ 
participants. 

Demographic     L’time abstainer
    (5 people) 

Ex–drinkers 
(6 people) 

Current drinkers
(7 people) 

Gender 
        Male 
        Female 

 
1 
4 

 
All 

 
2 
5 

 
Age range  
       Average (median) age of group 

 
    43–55 years 

51 (49) 

 
     36–70 years 

48 (53) 

 
    31–55 years 

41 (43) 
 
No. languages represented* 

 
4 

 
4 

 
5 

 
Main language 
         Aboriginal language 
         English         

 
 
4 
1 

 
 
2 
4 

 
 
 

All 
 
Fluency in Aboriginal language 

 
All 

 
4 

 
1 

 
Where grew up 
        Station 
        Mission c’ty° (remote/peripheral) 
        Town community 
        Mission c’ty/town community 
        Mission c’ty /institution 
        Town c’ty/institution 
        Town/ institution(s) 
        Town or city         

 
 

2 
1 
 
2 
 
 
 

 
 
2 
 
 
 
 
2 
1 
1 

 
 
 
 
 
1 
1 
 
3 
2 

 
Institutional residence 
        Personal/parental  
        Years of residence  

  
 
3 

       2–12 

 
 
6 

       2–12 
 
Parenting/caretakers 
        Aboriginal family 
        Mixed Ab’l/non Ab’l(non–institutional)  
        Mostly non Ab’l family 
        Mixed Ab’l fam/institutional staff 
        Mostly non Ab’l institutional staff  

 
 
4 
1 

 
 
2 
 
1 
2 
1 

 
 
2 
1 
 
2 
2 

 
Non–Aboriginal parenting/caretakers 
        Non Ab’l parent / grandparent 
        ‘Stolen generation’ parent /g’parent 

  
 
1 

 
 
5 
3 

 
Problematic parental drinking 
         (Unrecorded) 

 
1 

(1) 

 
4 

(1) 

 
6 
 

 
Problematic extended family drinking 
        Most of family 

 
 
4 

 
 
5 

 
 
6 

 
Permanent residence 
        Remote community 
        Town c’ty/town–periphery c’ty  
        Towns(s) 

 
 
1 
4 
 

 
 
2 
3 
1 

 
 
 
 

All 
 
Perm residence with partner & children 

 
5 

 
5 

 
2 

 
Proximity of perm. residence to birthplace 
        At / near birthplace 
        Several hundred kilometres distance 

 
 
3 
2 

 
 
4 
2 

 
 
2 
5 
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Demographic     L’time abstainer
    (5 people) 

Ex–drinkers 
(6 people) 

Current drinkers
(7 people) 

 
‘Country’ 
        At place of birth 
        At place of birth and place perm res. 
        At  parents place of birth 
        At partner’s place of birth 
        Unsure/ambivalent r’ship to country 

 
 
3 
2 
 
 

 
 
2 
 
1 
1 
2 

 
 
3 
 
 
 
4 

 
Proximity of perm. residence to country 
        Lives in / near ‘country’ 
        Moving back to country 
        Lives sev hundred kms from country 
        Unsure/ambivalent r’ship to country  

 
 
4 
1 

 
 
3 
 
1 
2 

 
 
2 
 
1 
4 

 
Religion 
        Belongs to a church or religion 

 
 
4 

 
 
2 

 
 
6 

 
Schooling 
        None 
        Primary school only 
        School to year 10 
        School to year 11 
        Completed year 12 

 
 
1 
1 
2 
 
1 

 
 
2 
 
3 
 
1 

 
 
 
1 
5 
 
1 

 
Further education 
        None 
        Basic vocational training 
        Skilled vocational training 
        Completed semi–professional qual 
        Incomplete tertiary education 
        Undertaking tertiary education  
        Completed tertiary education  

 
 
2 
 
2 
1 

 
 
2 
3 
 
 
1 
 

 
 
2 
 
3 
 
 
1 
1 

 
Employment status 
        Unemployed 
        Pensioner 
        Pensioner plus top–up  
        Part time employed / CDEP 
        CDEP plus top–up 
        Full time employed 

 
 
 
 
1 
 
1 
3 

 
 
 
1 
 
2 
1 
2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All 
 

*Number of first languages represented by the participants in each group. C’ty° = community 

 

Among the differences apparent in these profiles are those suggesting the highest 

overall degree of ‘cultural’ disruption among the current drinker group. In 

comparison with the other two groups, proportionately fewer of the drinker 

participants were born and grew up on their parents’/ancestral country, more 

having grown up in towns and having spent long periods in institutions. Most 

identified a non–Aboriginal parent or grand–parent and problematic parental 

drinking. All of the drinker–participants lived in towns, fewer readily identifying a 

spiritual connection to country and only two lived in their country. Progressively 

fewer (none of the drinkers) spoke an Aboriginal language as a first language and 

fewer (only one of the drinkers) spoke an Aboriginal language fluently. The drinker–
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participants had undergone more formal education and were more employed than 

the other two groups. 

 

It is important to again emphasise that some of the demographics of this small sub-

sample of drinker participants appear uncharacteristic of drinkers in the Kimberley 

region generally and elsewhere. In the Hunter et al (1991) survey referred to 

previously for example—and unlike the sub-sample above—drinkers in the region 

tend to be male, tend to drink in ways likely to compromise social and occupational 

functioning and tend to be unemployed (over four-fifths at the time of the Hunter 

survey). As in most studies, given the propensity of drinkers to reduce or stop their 

consumption at around forty years of age, the drinkers in this sub-sample tended 

on average to be younger than the non-drinkers. As shown in Table 7, the average 

(and median) ages for the lifetime-abstainer and current drinker participants was 

51 (49) and 41 (43) years respectively. The common difference in ages between the 

two groups suggests the need for age–controlled studies of the ‘cultural disruption’ 

hypothesis presented in the thesis. Given some of the socio-historical and 

demographic changes discussed in Chapter Four, the somewhat younger age of the 

drinker group may partially explain the higher levels of education, parental 

drinking, town-based childhood and lower levels of indigenous primary language 

use among the drinkers in both the Hunter et al survey and the study’s drinker 

sub-sample. It is important that the sub-sample’s small size and the 

uncharacteristic nature of some of its comparable demographics be kept in mind 

when considering the findings presented in this chapter. Further investigation is 

required before any definitive conclusions may be drawn.  

 

With these cautions in mind, the demographic suggestion of ‘cultural’ disruption 

among the small 'personal profile' drinker sample appeared to me to be apparent in 

these participants themselves. Despite their personal warmth and professional 

competence, all appeared in my observation to be burdened to varying degrees by 

regret, anger, confusion or sadness. This was more apparent among the drinker–

participants than the lifetime–abstainer and ex–drinker participants discussed 

previously. This perception has been consistent throughout the time I have known 

these people, despite their continuing and substantial contribution to their 

community through their work and other activities. This possible emotional legacy 

of ‘cultural’ dispossession is not surprising given the force of imposed change 

during the lifetimes of Aboriginal people from this area. Their following comments 

reflect my perception of what appeared to be a diminished sense of identity and 

self–confidence among them, an insecurity about the future, and a great sense of 

loss:  
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… [at the alcohol rehab centre] they always say really lovely things in the morning to 
you to make [residents] feel better inside them, to make them feel like being a person, 
‘cos a lot of them, a lot of us are resentful about ourselves, you know just keep 
doubting ourselves down, we think there is no future left … [Woman, 30s] 

 

… The things my people have been through, the Australian Aboriginal people have 
been through hell … I just want not to go down, I have been down before … [Woman, 
40s] 

 

… [I grew up at X]  hostel … you didn’t even know if you were Aboriginal or white. 
When I was there, there were people, you’d see white people in town and say I’m not 
full blood because they would be prejudiced against you anyhow. You had a hard time 
by the full bloods and by the white people … [Man, 40s] 

 
… I just sort of grew up in a town situation. I suppose it can’t be helped when things  
are, um, when there is a lot of things happening in the future, like town planning and 
stuff like that and everybody has to be moved around and all the history is sometimes  
gone … [Woman, 30s] 

 

… I was at the [government hostel] from 8 years old … then I went to another [hostel] 
so I was brought up a lot by institutions, and sometimes my family in between … It 
would be good [at the bush college] if little kids, small kids are with the grown–ups ... 
and the kids get the feeling of being wanted and … you’re all mixing again, you’re all 
being harmonised together again. I missed out on that side of things myself. I think 
it’d be good to have it there … [Man, 30s] 

 

… I know the broken down creole, I can speak that but um that’s one thing I find sad 
about my own language is that we never ever learnt it … we tried getting it started at 
the school but the problem was a lot of the parents were saying …  why bother to send 
your kids to school if they are going to speak the broken down language plus the 
Aboriginal language then when they go for a job they have to be like the whiteman 
style and they have to know this English … when you’re with white people you gotta 
change, you gotta be someone different and you have to speak their language … 
[Woman, 30s] 

 

The insecurity apparent in the first comment was common, in my experience, 

among drinkers in the area—as were doubts about the future and fears of going 

‘down again’. Some of the drinker participants spoke about the adaptation they and 

their families had had to make in order to survive; and the social and ‘cultural’ 

fragmentation caused by disruption to role and identity, especially among men,  

and the effect of these changes on a personal and community level:  

… [Aboriginal people] have been through a lot, a lot of their culture’s had to go 
underground. They have had to marry into western way, into western society to be 
able to survive, it’s a matter of survival … My grandmother grew me up … [she] said 
for me to become better, or my family to become better I have to live the western way, 
live whiteman’s way. That was her opinion, she would say Aboriginal culture is gone 
and I would have to learn the whiteman’s way. Unfortunately, now I don’t agree with 
some of her theories … [Woman, 40s] 

… I also think there has to be real um recognition out there about things, of the real 
cause of things … with family violence the men are charged, are seen as the 
perpetrators and often left out on a limb and that’s not how we want to see, you know, 
our Aboriginal men go. Because of, once again, the traumas that they experienced, 
and I think real care has to be taken in terms of working with the men … the men 
can’t be left out, because they have been left out for too long … [Woman, 50s] 
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Several other writers have described the dramatic impact of colonisation on the role 

of men (Hunter 1990; Langton, Ah Matt, Moss et al 1991; Brady 1995). The 

overwhelming change in male roles from ‘culturally’ bestowed power and a key 

provider role to a marginalised position within a foreign and dominant ‘culture’ has 

been devastating for many men and is posited by many, including the above 

sources, as partly explaining the larger proportion of male drinkers in the wider 

Aboriginal community. That men have been found by some to drink less when 

staying in country on remote communities and outstations (Smith & Smith 1995; 

McDermott, O’Dea, Rowley et al 1998) may possibly indicate, in addition to alcohol 

supply considerations, that they feel less need to drink when in ‘country’ and 

involved in ‘cultural’ activities: 

… well I don’t really know why it’s [bush skills and tracking skills and getting back to 
the land] is important, just knowing how to do it is good, I think its just instinct that 
comes back out in you anyway. But to be able to show somebody else that, you know 
you’ve got something up your sleeve that no–one else has you know … [Man, 40s] 

 

Some drinker participants spoke of the loss they felt as a legacy of having had to 

repress their Aboriginality, and of their attempts to find ways to fill this void. 

Despite their own losses, there was often an accompanying determination to work 

with others in a healing capacity:  

… it has taken me a number of years to realise, to recognise even, that there were 
issues and there was a lot of pain and hurt and suffering that in some way had to be 
dealt with … you must lock things away, our normal survival skills that enable us to 
do that … I can only speak for myself that we all need to be able to feel whole again on 
a spiritual level and have a real connected–ness. I need to go through that healing 
process myself… you can’t be carrying a lot of your own grief and pain with you 
because it can block you to work in a good way with people who may be seeking come 
sort of support in the system … [Woman, 50s] 

 

… no, no I don’t speak [parents’ language], I can understand a few words. That’s one 
of the things I get so angry about, that because I have lost, through that 
assimilationist policy and the policies that were practised when I was growing up and 
that, it was forced on my parents, it meant that I lost my language, because my 
mother spoke the language and I didn’t get the opportunity, so did my grandmother 
and grandfather and that, and it is one of the really big pains that I have … [Woman, 
30s] 

 

… I have a lot of gaps in my years, in my childhood, which I’d like to work on … 
[Woman, 50s] 

 
People often referred in interviews to sadness over loss of language. Several talked 

about the general loss of ‘cultural knowing’ which accompanies language loss, 

maintaining that language enables far more than communication alone as so much 

of a culture’s perspective is contained within it: 

 

… I never learnt to speak [language] because she [grandmother] said you don’t have to 
speak [language], you have to learn how to read and write and live in the whiteman’s 
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world. Whereas if I had of spoke [language], because she had both the [X] and the [X] 
dialect, I think I would have had a lot more to offer. That was one of the small things I 
had to give up as far as my Gran was concerned … She almost had her sister and my 
father taken off her because they had to go away to school, so rather than take them 
off her she had to move to [X] so she could live with her children. I think her vision of 
the way Aboriginal people were going was quite clear to her you know … [Woman, 40s] 

 

As with the ex–drinker group, the drinker–participants talked about the speed and 

impact of change since colonization and of the frustration and confusion they had 

experienced in trying to learn ‘western’ ways and to find a place in that world: 

… Aboriginal people are travelling people. They move around, have ceremonies. They 
hunt and go bush whenever they can. But it’s changing, the changeover is happening 
too fast, I mean from one world to the modern world. I mean you’re looking at forty 
thousand years, there’s a big difference between forty thousand years and two 
hundred you know. They try and  teach stuff all at once to Aboriginal people …  it’s 
not teaching them anything putting it in white man’s words or white man’s doings … 
what they need most is education about how to adapt … [Man, 30s] 

… this world is twisted in so many whirlpools really and there is a lot of confused 
Aboriginal people out there … they forget to remember about the past and it needs, it 
takes places like [the bush college] or more organised stations to bring together, to 
have a good understanding of who they really want to be … [Woman, 30s] 

 

When the drinker–participants were asked about the effect on drinkers (if any) of 

re–connection with the ‘Aboriginal side’, the responses from most contained mixed 

messages. Two people gave immediate and unambivalent replies:  

… [the ‘Aboriginal side’] gets back their self respect and who they are, where they 
came from and who they are in the first place … [Woman, 40s] 

… there is a  connection to the land, in a spiritual sense, and there needs to be  
recognition by kartijas [white person] that a person’s country owns him or her, 
strengthens that person on a spiritual level. A person’s reconnection with their art and 
ancestor place and possibly birthplace is very strengthening in an Aboriginal spiritual 
way … and also the stories, and the passing down of stories … [Woman, 50s] 

 

As with most of the ex–drinkers, the initial responses of the remaining drinker–

participants suggested an uncertainty about the impact of ‘the Aboriginal side’. One 

person said that there was still ‘heaps of culture around, just not out in the open’, 

the others saying, initially, that the ‘cultural’ side had meaning to more traditional 

people and to older people, but not so much to younger or town–based people. 

Interestingly, in contrast with some of their earlier responses, when this group of 

five was asked about things of most importance to Aboriginal people, all gave 

answers to do with things generally considered components of ‘Aboriginal culture’. 

They identified aspects such as community, the importance of country, bush skills 

and ceremony, family, language and stories: 

… [the most important things are] caring and sharing. What’s mine is yours … not like 
today, like the white man, what’s mine is mine and what’s yours could be mine. We 
got to take that and try and get out of the European way, it’s time for giving and 
sharing not taking all the time, take, take, take. I think it’s time to turn the clock 
around and start giving … [Man, 40s] 
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… well we’ve come a long way and we’re living the whiteman’s way now, we’re getting 
to put clothes on ourselves and going to colleges and all that but still in our spare time 
we still got the Aboriginality in us, wanting and craving to go back to the bush … 
[Woman, 40s] 

… well Aboriginal people are travelling people, they move around, have ceremonies. 
They hunt and go bush whenever they can … [Man, 30s] 

… family involvement, family participation is very strong with Aboriginal people and 
that’s just something that seems to be bred in us … we don’t do things for ourselves, 
we do things for our family and our whole lifestyle is based around that … [Woman, 
40s] 

… language is important and going back to your country is important … I keep 
thinking  old stories too from our family you know, we have older people who’re our 
grandparents and they have only got days to be in this world …  its important to keep 
the stories our family tell us … [Woman, 30s] 

 
In addition to these comments, participants were asked about interventions which 

they believed helped drinkers, and about ways in which current alcohol 

interventions could be improved. All suggested, among other things, ‘cultural’ 

components such as extended family involvement; ‘cultural’ dances, songs, and 

stories; learning bush knowledge and bush skills; learning skin names; re–

establishing connections to country; and learning about pre–contact Aboriginal 

history. Like the ‘cultural’ definitions identified in interviews with participants  (and 

documented in Chapter Seven), many of the responses given by these participants 

referred to the ‘knowing and belonging’ role of ‘culture’. As discussed in Chapter 

Seven, all of these drinker–participants were pursuing personal and community 

reconnection to and strengthening of the ‘Aboriginal cultural side’. 

 

Given this apparent acknowledgment of the importance of ‘cultural knowing and 

belonging’, the statements by some of this group regarding the irrelevance of the 

‘Aboriginal side’ to all but more ‘traditional’ and/or older drinkers were confusing. It 

is possible  (as with the ex–drinkers) that a certain degree of ‘cultural’ idealising 

may have influenced their perceptions—and also that as a result of circumstances 

beyond their control, the disruption to their own ‘cultural’ learning had left them 

with some degree of confusion about the place of Aboriginal ‘culture’ in their own 

lives. Most had had a largely ‘European–style’ upbringing, yet all had some degree 

of ‘Aboriginal–side’ education and it is possible that their mixed responses are 

characteristic of people brought up in more than one ‘cultural’ context. It appeared 

that these participants were aware, both personally and generally, of the 

importance of ‘culture’ on a fundamental level related to identity and place— 

certainly this foundation was something all appeared to be searching for. On an 

everyday level however, it may have been that ‘cultural’ associations did not feature 

prominently in their own decision–making and awareness. The persistence of  

interest in the ‘cultural side’ by these relatively young and ‘non–traditional’ 

participants however, may have relevance to a deeper understanding of the context 
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of Aboriginal drinking and to the design of alcohol intervention strategies—although 

as stated these findings need cautious consideration due to the group’s small size 

and uncharacteristic demographic and socio–economic profile.  

Summary 
Alcohol–related harm was an issue of concern for almost all ‘combined community 

group’ participants. Their emphasis on its physical and psycho–social 

repercussions is mirrored in the intervention strategies identified by participants at 

later stages in the study.  

 

Equal numbers of drinkers and non–drinkers were identified among this sample 

group, non–drinkers tending to be female and current drinkers mostly male. The 

non–drinkers, and those drinkers who had reduced their alcohol consumption, 

tended to have made these decisions due largely to their assessments of the 

physical and psycho–social effects of alcohol on their own and/or others’ lives. 

Among those who had reduced their drinking, most identified diversionary activities 

and ‘cultural’ aspects as factors which had helped them do so. Of those past or 

current drinkers whose responses were recorded, almost all had started drinking in 

their teens, many before the age of sixteen years. Almost all of the ex–drinkers had 

stopped drinking by the age of forty years. Among the current drinkers, two–thirds 

drank intermittently or episodically, although 84 per cent of current drinkers did so 

at hazardous levels. Most past and current drinkers began drinking for reasons of 

curiosity and socialising, most who continued drinking saying they did so for 

reasons of fun, pleasure and ‘time out’. Only 15 per cent of current drinkers gave 

the availability of money or alcohol as the context in which their drinking decisions 

were made.    

 

Details from the stories of eighteen adult ‘personal profile’ participants provided 

further tentative insight into factors which may be associated with people’s 

drinking decisions—although the uncharacteristic profile of the drinkers calls for 

further investigation on a wider scale. The stories from this small 'personal profile' 

group suggested a gradually increasing degree of ‘cultural’ disruption, least evident 

among the lifetime–abstainer group and most evident among the current drinker 

group. Those who had had the most opportunity to gain a sense of ‘cultural 

knowing and belonging’ in childhood, coupled with relative success in socio–

economic terms, appeared to have been the least personally affected by the impact 

of European colonisation. They tended, among the small sample of ‘personal profile’ 

participants presented in this chapter, to be lifetime–abstainers from alcohol. For 

those whose opportunities to establish an Aboriginal ‘cultural’ foundation had been 

more disrupted, periods of past excessive drinking, or continuing (if reduced and 
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sometimes moderate) drinking, often associated with a lingering sense of loss, were 

more common. Surprisingly perhaps, it was the sub–group which was the most 

employed and which enjoyed the most material comforts among which the most 

current drinkers were found. This is a possible indication, requiring far more 

exploration, that ‘cultural’/psychological rather than economic impacts have played 

a greater role in people’s past or present drinking decisions.  

 

In the following chapters, participants’ perceptions of the meanings of ‘culture’ and 

of its role in alcohol intervention are explored further. 
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