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It is easy to understand why it is that when non- 
Aboriginal people see images of crisis in Aboriginal 
communities they are moved to do something. But 

sometimes those good intentions are not enough. In 
the same way the architects of the removal policy 
who thought that assimilation was in the best interests 
of Aboriginal children often did not see the'tragic 
consequences for those they were trying to help, it can 
often be the case that attempts to help can do more 
harm than good.
Louis Nowra’s monograph B a d  Dream ing: Aboriginal 

M e n 's  Violence aga inst W o m e n  an d  Children has been 
portrayed as an attempt to raise an awareness of the 
difficult issue of violence in Aboriginal communities.
In the abstract, this is a noble motivation. But the 
causes of dysfunction in Aboriginal communities that 
can lead to the unravelling of the social fabric and the 
high incidence of anti-social behaviour are complex and 
multifaceted. A foray into this area is a minefield for 
anyone who seeks to make generalisations and 
over-simplifications.
In an article published early last year, ‘Culture of 
Denial’ (The Australian Literary Review, 1  March 2007), 
Louis Nowra begins with surprisingly frank confessions 
by three Aboriginal men of perpetrating child sexual 
abuse. The first was made to Nowra by a man he 
shared a hospital ward with in 2005, and the second 
was divulged by two co-offenders who he met in Alice 
Springs ‘a few years before’. Nowra makes no further 
mention of the confessions in his paper, which begs 
troubling questions.
Firstly, did Nowra report the confessions to the police?
In particular, the second confession appears to have been 
made very soon after the offence; when the two men 
were in the process of buying gifts to ‘pay’ their twelve- 
year-old victim for having sex with them. Had Nowra 
approached the police with this information, perhaps 
they could have acted to protect the victims from 
further abuse. It is ironic that Nowra apparently failed 
to discharge his moral responsibility, not once but twice, 
because in ‘Culture of Denial’ he criticises Indigenous 
people for similarly turning a blind eye to sexual abuse. 
Finally, if Nowra chose not to share this information with 
the police, why is he now telling the world at large? That 
Nowra’s shocking revelations coincided with the release 
of his book, ‘Bad Dream ing: Aboriginal M e n 's  Violence 

against W o m e n  and  Children is disturbing.
Equally disturbing is the lack of intellectual rigour to both 
works. According to Nowra, violence against women

is innate to Indigenous cultures; apparently proven by 
reference to the accounts of early anthropologists. 
Nowra portrays such individuals as blank canvasses, 
whose observations were sanitised of the prejudices 
of their times. Nowra seems to concede that it was 
in ‘traditional’ Aboriginal cultures that the violence 
was acceptable and acknowledges that there is some 
rejection of that characterisation today. How Nowra 
is better equipped than Aboriginal people themselves 
and the anthropologists that have studied them to make 
these assertions is unclear. He relies heavily on articles in 
The Australian for his sources and it is apparent that this 
leads him to some flawed conclusions.
In neither work does Nowra refer to the perspectives 
of Indigenous people themselves on relations between 
the sexes. This is surprising given that Nowra claims 
to have been influenced by the work of Indigenous 
academic, Judy Atkinson, and in particular her 
book, Traum a Trails. However, Traum a Trails finds 
no resonance in Nowra’s work. Atkinson portrayed 
traditional Indigenous societies as gendered but 
unlike Nowra, argued that women enjoyed revered 
and powerful roles in their communities. Nowra’s 
assertions that men were free to beat their wives and 
indulge in a custom of gang-rape are the antithesis of 
Atkinson’s measured analysis. Her work is supported 
by the work of anthropologists and historians as well as 
Aboriginal people themselves.
Also missing from Nowra’s historical and cultural 
conclusions is the fundamental influence of colonisation 
on Aboriginal women and the way in which they 
suffered the horrors of violence at the hands of 
non-Aboriginal settlers as part of the processes of 
dispossession and assimilation. This treatment is 
chronicled in the work of historians such as Ann 
McGrath, Henry Reynolds and Lyndall Ryan. It also 
appears in the pages of the Bringing them  hom e: Report 

o f  the N ational Inquiry into the Separation o f  Aboriginal 

an d  Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families and 
in the oral histories of Aboriginal people. If you want to 
contextualise the contemporary characterisation of the 
sexuality of Aboriginal women, you cannot ignore this 
large part of the historical story.
Atkinson’s observations are consistent with our life 
experiences. We are taught that our cultures are 
matrilineal, that women play an important spiritual 
role in our community. As children we were taught 
about the strong women of the Indigenous civil rights 
movement, such as Pearl Gibbs, the secretary of the 
Aborigines Progressive Association.. Gibbs played an



important role in a political organisation in the 1930s, 
decades before women were welcomed by the major 
political parties. Likewise, Oodgeroo Noonuccal was 
at the coalface of the 1967 referendum campaign and 
today we have Indigenous women parliamentarians 
in Western Australia, New South Wales and the 
Northern Territory. Many of our key organisations, 
especially in the area of health, have been built up and 
supported by Aboriginal women, many of whom have 
led the fight against violence in our community that is 
perpetrated against women and children. So Nowra’s 
assertion that Indigenous women exist only as men’s 
insipid chattels is news to us.
Furthermore, Nowra neglects to deal with 
trans-generational trauma rooted in dispossession 
and occupation, which is interesting considering that 
this is the dominant theme of Traum a Trails. This 
glaring omission conveniently accommodates Nowra’s 
thesis that contemporary incidences of sexual abuse 
have their origins primarily in Indigenous cultures, 
rather than invasion. Hence, his concluding paragraph 
in B a d  D ream ing:

Indigenous communities have to recognise that they are 
part of Australian society and integrate into their cultural 
sensibility the idea of personal and individual responsibility 
for their actions. Furthermore, they need to accept that 
certain aspects of their traditional culture and customs 
—  such as promised marriages, polygamy, violence towards 
women and male aggression —  are best forgotten.

In both essays Nowra inundates the reader with 
horrifying imagery. His graphic, almost pornographic, 
portrayals of sexual abuse mirror those described 
by Northern Territory Crown Prosecutor, Nanette 
Rogers, to the ABC program Lateline. In May 2006, 
Rogers discussed in meticulous detail the rapes 
of infants and demanded that Indigenous people 
‘take responsibility for their own actions’. Rogers 
subsequently became a Northern Territory finalist for 
the Australian of the Year.
Like Rogers, Nowra fails to give credit to the 
Indigenous women and men who have fought against 
domestic violence for decades, and while both have 
benefited from ‘their’ stories, it is questionable whether 
any improvements will flow to their unwilling subjects. It 
is almost certain, that in the minds of many Australians, 
Rogers and Nowra have confirmed the most debased 
stereotypes of Indigenous people. Yet their media work 
has not led to calls for community education programs 
on human rights, increased support services for victims 
or rehabilitation programs for offenders.
It is also paradoxical that the likes of Rogers and Nowra 
are celebrated for having the bravery to expose the 
cold hard truths in Indigenous communities, while failing 
to concede that violence against women and children 
is pervasive. Magazine covers, billboards and television 
advertisements constantly bombard us with imagery of 
sexualised teenage models. Australian adults will always 
remember Dianne Brimble, just as no one who grew 
up in the 1980s will ever forget Anita Cobby. Nowra 
would probably argue that such horrifying events are

aberrations in mainstream society, but the value of such 
sentiments is questionable.
Like all of his other arguments, Nowra’s analysis of 
the law’s complicity in the sexual abuse of Indigenous 
women and children is simplistic. In B a d  D ream in g  

Nowra claims that:
There has been a reverse racism in that indigenous murderers 
have been too easily allowed to plead manslaughter. There 
should be a focus on the accused’s ability to understand 
events and determine whether their actions were right or 
wrong, and any references to cultural or ethnic backgrounds 
should not be used as excuses for murder.

At first glance Nowra’s arguments appear reasonable, 
but they betray the complicated process behind 
sentencing. In reality, cultural background is only one 
of many factors taken into account by a sentencing 
judge that include, most obviously, the circumstances 
of the offence, the offender’s prior criminal history and 
sentences handed down to other offenders who have 
committed similar crimes. A t the end of the day the 
judge will hopefully deliver a penalty that is within the 
appropriate sentencing range. However, any system 
that relies upon the exercise of human judgment is 
fallible and therefore, mistakes are unavoidable. This is 
why we have appellate courts.
Even if judicial discretion is tightened, as Nowra appears 
to advocate, where is the proof that it would lead to 
a reduction in violence against women and children? 
Putting the judiciary into a straightjacket has great appeal 
for conservative ideologues, but is it not dealing with the 
problem at the wrong end? And Nowra seems to have 
missed the boat here anyway. The federal government 
made these changes after the media frenzy that followed 
the comments by Nanette Rogers.
But pointing the finger at the judiciary is an easy way for 
politicians to grand stand and score quick political sound
bites. Judges who hear criminal cases where violence has 
been committed against Aboriginal women and children 
are dealing with the symptoms of a far more complex 
social problem. And it is politicians, not the judiciary, 
who have the most power to profoundly influence the 
root causes of cyclical violence and the breakdown of 
the social fabric in Aboriginal communities.
The situation in many Aboriginal communities where 
there is chronic poverty and dysfunction is the result 
of decades, even centuries of failed government 
policy and neglect. This neglect has occurred in three 
ways: the failure to provide basic essential services 
to Aboriginal communities across the country, the 
failure to provide adequate infrastructure in those 
same communities, and the failure to invest in human 
capital. It is this neglect that has created profound 
cyclical poverty, despondency and hopelessness, 
and an unravelling of the social fabric to create an 
environment in which substance abuse and violence 
become normalised.
While the Howard government claimed that it had a 
commitment to end the cyclical violence and abuse, it 
also said that it would not put more money into the 
problem. It has been estimated that basic indigenous
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health needs are under-funded by $450 million. O f the 
$100 million spent on its new policy of shared responsibility 
agreements, three-quarters was spent on administration. It did 
not spend adequately and when it did, it spent ineffectively.
It abrogated its own responsibility for these issues while it 
blamed state and territory governments and the judiciary for 
the problem. W ith this as the position, there is little hope that 
the root causes of violence in Aboriginal communities will be 
addressed and judges will continue to be in the position of 
having to deal with the consequences of systemic and sustained 
government neglect.
The sad thing for many Aboriginal people faced with life in a 
dysfunctional community is that, while this issue has captured 
the attention of Australians, the convenient finger-pointing at 
the judiciary and the blame shifting between governments does 
not bode well for the hope that something effective might be 
done to alter the situation.
This leads us to our next criticism of Nowra’s w o rk—  his 
failure to propose new solutions to deal with the roots, 
ratherthan the horrific results of sexual abuse. In B a d  

D re am in g  Nowra flags the removal of children from harmful 
environments, a greater emphasis on education and individuals 
(particularly men) taking greater responsibility for their actions. 
The reader only acquires a skeleton of Nowra’s prescription 
for reform that is largely confined to the final pages of B ad  

Dream ing. His ideas are hardly novel, and seem to owe much to 
the writings of Noel Pearson.
Consistent with his apparent failure to report confessions of 
child sexual abuse, Nowra appears more interested in writing 
about Aboriginal men committing horrific acts of violence, 
rather than doing anything constructive to assist the victims. 
Missing are the more complex and thoughtful blueprints for 
dealing with the issue that exist in many of the reports that 
Nowra takes his graphic examples of abuse from. Most of 
these reports do more than simply claim that this is a matter 
that can be solved through tougher laws and by making 
Aboriginal people more accountable. They look at not just 
dealing with incidents of violence but, more helpfully, also look 
at the root causes of the problem, and argue that we need to 
be dealing with both. Experts in the area seem to be universally 
in agreement that you need intervention, but that you need 
to be dealing with the underlying causes as well if you want to 
achieve a long term solution.
When John Howard announced his intervention into the 
Northern Territory on 2 1 June 2007, Nowra used this as an 
opportunity to simultaneously lavish praise on his supporters 
and vindicate himself against criticism levelled against his book. 
Writing in The A ge  on 24 June, Nowra described Howard’s 
response to the report of the Northern Territory Board of

Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal Children from Sexual 
Abuse, Little Children are Sacred, as ‘ ... heartfelt, both as a 
husband and father’. In taking a retaliatory swipe at those who 
saw fit to criticise his book, Nowra singled out academics, who 
‘stooped to personally insult me (which seems to be a common 
tactic in academic ‘debate’).’ This was an interesting comment 
given that Nowra described the Northern Territory Chief 
Minister, Clare Martin, as a ‘dithering dillhead’ in the same piece.
While Nowra conceded that there was a ‘whiff of paternalism 
about the Government’s plan’, he made no reference to its . 
most insidious aspects, such as the compulsory acquisition of 
Aboriginal lands. Arguably, this highlights the vast difference 
between credible research on complex issues such as endemic 
violence in Aboriginal communities and the musings of 
commentators. The authors of Little Children are Sacred, Pat 
Anderson and Rex Wild, interviewed Aboriginal people to 
get their perspectives. Their report looked at the underlying 
issues that lead to dysfunction in Aboriginal communities and 
most importantly, it identified the fact that a majority of the 
perpetrators of sexual abuse of Aboriginal children are white. 
This last finding completely undermines Nowra’s thesis. That 
is, it undermines his assertion that the problem is one that 
lies within Aboriginal culture and the failure of Aboriginal 
communities to take the problem seriously.
Nowra was awarded the annual medal of the Bennelong 
Society in August last year, for his ‘courage in writing about 
Aboriginal mens’ violence towards Aboriginal women’. For 
those who have been spared the racist propaganda in Gary 
Johns’ occasional column in The Australian, the Bennelong 
Society is a right-wing think tank and a staunch advocate of 
assimilation. That Nowra has apparently chosen to associate 
with an organisation comparable to One Nation confirms our 
earlier suspicion —  that he is more concerned with creating a 
scintillating narrative than actually doing anything constructive 
to address violence against Aboriginal women and children.
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