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Abstract
Governments in Australia have deployed Aboriginal specific positions within
government departments which focus on health, education and welfare
services. This small-scale study uses a qualitative interpretive interview
approach to explore the relative value of these targeted positions to service
provision. The paper reveals that Aboriginal practitioners use a range of
communication strategies that enable them to act as mediators and to traverse
cultural distance between the bureaucracy and Aboriginal communities. The
paper points out that Aboriginal practitioners experience unique types of
professional pressures, which may not be evident in the wider public service.
The paper concludes that the uses of particular communication strategies have
the affect of creating distance and building solidarity between the practitioners
and the communities they engage with. Although focused on Australia, the
findings may have implications for other intercultural communication contexts
that involve interaction between indigenous people and government
bureaucracies.
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Introduction

Historically government bureaucracies in Australia and Aboriginal

communities have had an inharmonious relationship. In 1996, the then Premier

of New South Wales (N.S.W), Bob Carr, became the first Australian state

leader to formally apologise to the Aboriginal people for what is now termed
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“the stolen generations” and to acknowledge the role that various state

bureaucracies had played in the implementation of policies which have been

detrimental to Aboriginal communities and their culture (Hansard The

Parliament of NSW, 14th November 1996).

I acknowledge with deep regret Parliament's own role in endorsing the

policies and actions of successive governments which devastated Aboriginal

communities and inflicted, and continue to inflict, grief and suffering upon

Aboriginal families and communities. I extend this apology as an essential

step in the process of reconciliation. In particular, we should repudiate any

idea that the severance of children and the break-up of families was justified,

in terms still used today, as being only for their own good. (The Hon. Bob

Carr, 1996).

Government organizations, and in particular, those associated with health and

child welfare have suffered ‘a crises of confidents’ in working with Aboriginal

communities, as a result of the roles they have played in the unjustified

removal of Aboriginal children from their families, a practice outlined in the

1997 enquiry into the stolen generation (Human Rights and Equal

Opportunities Commission, 1997) as well as the New South Wales

government’s own enquiry, Learning from the past (1994). These reports

extensively examined past and present policies, which historically created a

negative relationship between state bureaucracies and Aboriginal

communities.  However, although these reports identify the negative effects of

some welfare practices on Aboriginal communities, they pay minimal attention
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to how language barriers hamper access to services for Aboriginal people (see

Bain, 1992). Essentially both reports suggested that the principle barrier to

communication was the use of excessive bureaucratic jargon (see Learning

From the Past, 1984:74).

“ .. staff must recognise that how language is used can be a major obstacle in

communications. Staff must learn to speak to people in their own terms rather than

expecting all people to understand their jargon”

Learning from the past (1994: 74).

In this paper, I argue that the problem of service access for Aboriginal people

goes deeper than simply ‘issues of jargon’. Encounters between Aboriginal

people and bureaucrats need to be examined from an   ‘inter-cultural

communication’ perspective (Gumperz & Cook – Gumperz, 1982; Gumperz,

1982; Holliday et al., 2004; Samovar et al., 1998). Despite attempts to

improve services to Aboriginal communities, government Departments

continue to seriously underestimate the intercultural challenges posed by the

numerous communicative encounters that occur between the various

predominately ‘white’ bureaucracies and Aboriginal communities.

There has been a significant amount of research focused on inter-cultural

communication across a range of bureaucratic encounters involving Aboriginal

and non-Aboriginal interlocutors.  For instance, Malcolm (1994) argues for the

need to look very closely at the discourse patterns of bureaucratic encounters

between Aboriginal people and the institutions of the mainstream community.

Malcolm suggests that ‘communication problems’ are always associated with

the presence of Aboriginal communicators in a setting or speech event, which
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is defined by non-Aboriginal bureaucrats (see Bain, 1992, p. 147-197). The

key to understanding how Aboriginal people communicate lies in who defines

the setting and who determines the discourse pattern.

There are commonalities in the discourse patterns and indeed the type of

communication problems that occur during encounters between Aboriginal

and non-Aboriginal interlocutors across a number of institutional setting, such

as schools (Malcolm, 1994; Malcolm, 1989; Morgan & Slade, 1998; Eagleson,

1985; Kaldor & Malcolm, 1991; Sharifian, 2008 ),  law courts (Nash, 1984;

Goldflam, 1995 and Cooke, 1995), health (Koch, 1991; Rochecouste et al.,

2004) and criminal justice (Eades,2007; Eades, 2004; Eades, 2000; Eades

1996 and Gibbons,1999). It is fair to suggest that in most interactions in which

the non-Aboriginal interlocutor defines the terms of communication and

controls the unfolding interaction, some form of inter-cultural communication

problem will occur as bureaucratic encounters are notoriously difficult for

Aboriginal people to negotiate (see Trudgen, 2000).

Aboriginal people appear to use different ‘communication strategies’

when interacting in English between themselves to what they would use when

interacting with the wider largely ‘white’ Australian population (see Malcom

& Sharifian, 2002; Malcom & Rochecouste, 2000; Sharifan, 2006; Malcolm,

1994).  A ‘communication strategy’ can be defined as “any rule governed

behaviour evident in interpersonal exchanges which serves to maintain the

communicative situation and is not restricted to the linguistic system, but

includes all aspects of the interlocutors social-cultural background”

(Platt,1989, p. 13). This concept is closely aligned to the notion of a ‘discourse

strategy’ (Gumperz, 1982a) which is the realisation of speaker goals through a
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particular variability in discourse (see also Smith, 1987; Tarone & Yule, 1987).

Interaction becomes complicated and is prone to ‘break-down’ or ‘pragmatic

failure’ when communication strategies are used by one participant in the

interaction that are not well understood by the other (see Thomas, 1983;

House, 2000; Tzanne, 2000).

Intercultural mis-communication in bureaucratic exchanges is not  a

problem confined to Aboriginal communities in Australia and effects

intercultural communication generally (see Scollon & Scollon, 1985, p. 4;

Pan,et al., 2002, p. 4 ) and appears to adversely impacts on indigenous

populations around the world, such as the Maori in New Zealand (see Cram,et.

al., 2003; Holmes,1998, Graves & Graves, 1985), the Inuit in Canada (see

Eriks-Brophy & Crago, 1994; Crago, 1992; Crago et al., 1997) and the Navajo

in the United States (Clark, 1999; Corson, 1995; Philips, 1983).  Indigenous

communication strategies become mapped onto the use of English (Malcolm,

1996) creating a form of diglossia (Romaine, 1995p.33-38).

Miscommunication is common in exchanges in English in situations where

these differences are not understood.

The concept of communication strategy in Aboriginal English has been

extensively treated in the work of Diane Eades (1984, 1988, 1991 and 1996b).

Eades focuses on Aboriginal uses of English, and in particular on the

differences in discourse strategies utilised by speakers of Aboriginal English

(see also Malcolm, 1994; Malcolm, 2002).  Eades suggests that these

differences mainly occur in the pragmatics of use. For instance, she found that

the discourse strategies used by speakers of Aboriginal English are more

indirect than those used by speakers of Standard Australian English to
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accomplish the same ends (Eades, 1988; 1991).

The implications of this is that speech acts that are integral to a

bureaucratic encounter, such as ‘seeking information’, ‘making and refusing

requests’, ‘seeking and giving reasons’ and ‘expressing opinions’, may be

differently enacted and differently interpreted by Aboriginal interlocutors. This

may have a profound impact on encounters between predominantly white

bureaucrats and Aboriginal people, in a number of key services areas, such as

in health, education and social services. This impact would be most noticeable

when obtaining health, education, welfare, legal and employment services as

well as when interacting with teachers, police, health care workers and the like

(see Morgan et al. 1997).  In fact this problem will manifest itself at just about

all levels of government bureaucracy where there is an interface between a

white professional and their black client (see Bain, 2006).

Eades identifies a particular discourse strategy, which she terms

‘gratuitous concurrence’. Gratuitous concurrence is agreement or

confirmation, which serves to keep conversation flowing, and does not signify

the speaker’s actual agreement with a proposition, has serious implications for

investigative interviewing, and bureaucratic encounters at all levels of the

bureaucracy (Eades, 1991; Walsh, 2008). For example, the notion of the one

sided interview, a participation structure typical of many bureaucratic

encounters, is quite contrary to the assumptions and strategies used by

Aboriginal people to seek information. (Eades, 1996a, p. 218).

The variety of English spoken by many Aboriginal people, particularly

from urban areas is widely referred to as Aboriginal English. The

characteristics of Aboriginal English are extensively treated in the literature
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(see Arthur, 1996; Eades, 1984; 1988; 1991;1996 a; Malcolm, 1991; Kaldor &

Malcolm, 1991; Sharifian, 2001; Sharifian, 2005). For these researchers

Aboriginal English is distinct from Standard Australian English (see Taylor,

1998; Debridge, 1999; Leitner, 2007) in that Aboriginal people speak it in

interactional situations involving other Aboriginal people.  The researchers

suggest that it encodes an Aboriginal world view (see Malcolm, 2001), has

differences in grammar and lexis, and communication strategies surrounding

its’ use by Aboriginal people are different to those used by the mainstream

community (Malcolm, 1996).  While many Aboriginal people are competent

bilingually and bi-culturally, many choose to maintain their identity through

‘Aboriginal ways of speaking and relating’ (see Hasan, 1996 a).

While government bureaucracies are aware that English is used in an

Aboriginal way, they nevertheless lack understanding of how exactly it can be

different and as a result there remains the potential for considerable

communication clashes and inter-racial tension centred on these often hard to

notice differences in communication styles (Eades, 1984). Although the exact

characteristics of Aboriginal English remain controversial, (see Arthur, 1996;

Malcolm & Grote, 2007). The differences are enough to ensure some form of

communication difficulty will manifest itself in a bureaucratic encounter.

Despite genuine attempts being made by the various state governments in

Australia to make state institutions more responsive to the needs of Aboriginal

communities little attention is paid to the discursive  differences between

Standard Australian English and Aboriginal English or to how such differences

may contribute to social disadvantage for Aboriginal people (Eades,2007).

Studies in the area of inter- cultural communication would appear to
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indicate that for successful interaction to occur with Aboriginal Australians it

is necessary to establish concrete social links by approaching the encounter

with at least some rudimentary cultural understanding (Fitzgerald, 2003, Pan,

et al., 2003). Cultural understanding is a broad concept, but may include

knowledge of different philosophical perspectives, the impact of traditional

languages, and an understanding of factors of identity (see Holliday et al,

2004, Cass et al., 2002; Mobbs, 1996; Lowell, 2001; Pultsch, 1985). Although

not a uniquely Aboriginal experience, it can be assumed that for many

Aboriginal people a bureaucratic encounter remains predominately a negative

experience. The fact is that Aboriginal people broadly engage with

bureaucracy at a number of levels and there is a need for research into how

these encounters are enacted.  Bureaucracy plays a central role in the

maintenance of practices, which prevent people from minority groups

accessing services through sustaining a variety of co-existing, contrasting and

often competing discursive practices and by privileging particular orders of

discourse, where an order of discourse of an institution is seen as the totality

of its discursive practices and the relationships between them (Fairclough,

1992 p.43; Sarangi 1996).

Defining a Bureaucratic Encounter

Bureaucracy is more than concrete buildings, standardised documents or

quasi-mechanical decision-making. It is a process which happens to those

involved in the exchange.  It is intimately tied up with individuals, and does

not merely exist outside, as objective phenomena (Sarangi & Slenbrouk,
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1996). Bureaucracy is a type of event; a particular kind of encounter or contact

situation experienced by social subjects, and is by largely constituted in

discourse, and the discursive practices of the institution, which are linked to

the interests of particular social groups (Sarangi & Slenbrouk, 1996;

Fairclough, 1988). As state bureaucracies in Australia are significant providers

as well as funders of services it is reasonable to suggest that Aboriginal people

will continue to experience bureaucratic encounters.

Public institutions use bureaucratic practices and language. Bureaucratic

discourses are often seen as mystifying social processes, however Iedema

(1999) identifies the positivity and productiveness of bureaucratic discourses

and highlights their enablements and accomplishments, in contrast to the often

concentration on their constraints and limitations. According to Iedema,

administrative and bureaucratic practices and institutions constrain in that they

require things to be done according to pre-established rules and procedures,

claiming that they enable as they facilitate complex social processes (Iedema,

1997).

In order to understand the nature of the enabling process one must have an

insider understanding of the workings of the discourse and be particularly

aware of

how it can enable social action. The Aboriginal practitioner is both an insider

to the workings of the institution as well as an insider to the workings of

indigenous communities. In this paper I aim to examine how the Aboriginal

practitioner believe they mediate bureaucratic encounters between Aboriginal

people and government bureaucracies and to identify some communicative

strategies that appear to be effective in aiding this mediation.
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Aboriginal specific positions are identified in the bureaucracy where

‘Aboriginality’ is seen to be essential selection criterion. As part of the NSW

government’s strategy to improve services to Aboriginal people, they have set

a 2 % employment target for Aboriginal employment in the public sector. In

2002 1.6% of the public sector workforce was of Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander decent (see Report to the Premier from The Director of Equal

Opportunity in Public Employment, 2003).  Increasing the number of

Aboriginal people in the public sector is a key strategy in both improving

cultural representation in the public service and services to communities.

Apart from affinity with the Aboriginal culture, there do not appear to be any

studies which examine how the services provided by government

bureaucracies can better meet the needs of Aboriginal people through an

increase in representation of Aboriginal practitioners in the bureaucracy.

The policy ensures that the workforce is representative of the wider

community and to assist in ensuring that the public sector services and

programmes are developed with the needs of Aboriginal people in mind. There

is no firm reason in the literature as to why practitioners from the Aboriginal

community should be employed other than such a policy fulfils ‘Equal

Employment Opportunity’ requirements. In undertaking this research, I was

interested in identifying the tacit knowledge (Wagner & Sternberg, 1985)

which appears to mediate communication. This is knowledge the Aboriginal

public servants appear to bring to the position above and beyond the minimal

selection criteria identified for the job. I hypothesized that one of the key skills

which Aboriginal practitioners would posses was an ability switch between the

language of the bureaucracy, Standard Australian English, and Aboriginal
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English, and adopt the relevant communication strategies associated with each

communicative situation. This mediating strategy would seem to facilitate

access to services for Aboriginal people and communities in some way.

Method

I employed a small scale case study method (Denscombe, 1998; Gillham,

2000, p. 9-19) which can be situated within the qualitative research

paradigm.  A qualitative research technique “involves the studied use and

collection of a variety of empirical materials that describe routine and

problematic meanings and subjects them to an interpretive framework”

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 5).

Two Aboriginal public servants were interviewed, using a semi-structured

qualitative interview format as described by Manson (2002, p. 225-241).  I

prepared some standard questions (refer to Appendix 1) and gave them to each

of the participants in advance of the interview to allow some prior thinking.

The actual interview was not restricted to just these questions alone and

allowed for expansion of points raised through follow up questions (Gillham,

2000, p. 63; Denscombe, 1998, p. 113; Flick, 2006). Questions were structured

to focus on ‘how each respondent perceives their professional role’ as well as

on ‘how Aboriginality may positively or negatively impact on this role’. The

purpose of each interview was to identify the different communication

strategies each practitioner believed they have used to mediate between the

bureaucracies they represent as public servants and Aboriginal communities.

Hence each interview progressed in the style of a “conversations with a

purpose” (Manson, 2002:225) and takes a phenomenological perspective that
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“assumes it is possible to investigate elements of the social by asking people

to talk, gather and construct knowledge by listening to what they say and to

how they say it” (Manson,2002, p. 225; Briggs,1996, p. 93-111).

Three interviews were conducted with each participant. The first

interview was a pre-interview (T = 30min) and lasted for thirty minutes. The

purpose of this was to gain an understanding of each practitioner’s

professional role and the problems they faced. The second interview

(T=90min) constituted the main interview and focused on communication

strategies. A post interview (T=30min) was further conducted two weeks later

to allow for follow up identified issues.  Practitioner One (P1) was a

caseworker in a child agency.  Caseworkers are the front line staff in the

protection of children, a sensitive issue given the history of Statutory Child

Protection Services in the stolen generation. Practitioner Two (P2) was an

officer in a government agency involved in service planning. This is a policy-

oriented role concerned with the allocation of resources. Both practitioners are

directly involved in dealing with Aboriginal communities in the delivery of

government services.

The aim of the inductive analysis was to identify the communication

strategies the practitioners say they use in the process of mediating between

the state bureaucracy and Aboriginal communities from their perspective

(Flick, 2006, p. 390; Denscombe, 1998, p. 207-222).  Identified issues were

clustered into key themes related to the central question of enquiry: “What are

the communication strategies, which Aboriginal practitioners claim to use

which aid inter-cultural communication?” (Strauass & Corbin, 1990). I

isolated core themes in the data pertaining to communication and identify
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these as possible strategies. Full extracts are included from the data in the

text to allow the reader to see the practitioner’s words as transcribed from the

data, with P (1) indicating practitioner one and P (2) indicating practitioner

two. Key phrases supporting my category allocation are underlined in each

extract. The study reveals what the practitioners ‘say they do’ as opposed to

‘what they actually do’. Hence the study is limited to ‘reporting’ as opposed to

‘observing actual interaction’. Given the sensitive nature of the field in which

each practitioner works, it was not possible to gain permission to observe

actual interaction, which could fruitfully extend this study.  Each interview

captures the practitioner’s struggle with identity, which their role as

bureaucrats inevitably forces them to consider.

Findings

Several key factors which situate the Aboriginal practitioner in a key position

to communicatively mediate access to government services for Aboriginal

people can be identified in the interview data.  I discuss each of these factors

under the following categories, ‘language awareness’, ‘projecting

professionalism’, ‘building identity’, ‘calibrating language use’, ‘making use

of background knowledge’ and ‘demystifying institutional practices’.  Each

category is supported by quotes from the actual interview data and key phrases

which distinguish its categorical allocation are underlined.

Language Awareness
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Knowledge about Aboriginal English is not widespread in the Australian

community. The acknowledgment that there is a linguistic form of English

unique to Aboriginal communities is an important first step in achieving

‘cultural congruence’ (Malcolm, 1989) and in closing ‘cultural distance’

between the white and black communities (Hasan, 1996b).  Both practitioners

point out that although Aboriginal English is widely spoken it varies to a

significant extent within aboriginal communities themselves, so it is difficult to

identify exactly what the differences are. The differences lie at many different

levels for example leaving the “h” off words the differences are often difficult

to identify, but exist both at a semantic level (see Extract 1) and pragmatic

level (see Extract 2).  The belief that Aboriginal English carries a low status

within the wider community (see Wheeler & Swords, 2006, p.12-14) is also an

ongoing reason why bureaucratic encounters may be complex (see Extract 3).

Extract 1 “ We have manipulated the language a lot so that English becomes

useful to us; attach a lot of our other communication mechanisms,  lot of stuff

which has come with us into how we use English has been around for a long

time, such as who looks at whom in the eye for how long. Words do not mean

the same anymore once they are used by Aboriginals” (P1)

Extract 2 “The word ‘shame’ means a million things, the way I use shame

could mean embarrassment. For others “don’t shame me” could mean don’t

contradict them, pick them up on things or “don’t make me stand out and

“there should be shame” means they should have a conscious about things.”

(P1)
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Extract 3 “Definitely the larger community sees it as different, but I don’t think

there is any respect for it coming out of the white community as to what it

actually means, and my colleagues don’t understand it.” (P2)

Interestingly Standard Australian English is perceived by both practitioners to

be a language of oppression (see Pennycook, 1998) and the use of Aboriginal

English is preserved by them as a small act of resistance (see Extract 4).

Hence both practitioners consciously use particular linguistic forms to be

purposefully different, even though they do not necessarily have to. For an

‘educated black’ it is easy to use Standard Australian English, but often they

don’t, and not doing is a form of resistance (see Extract 5, Extract 7).

Extract 4 “To use Aboriginal English is part of the subversive fight against the

oppressor and oppressive language that they have given us. We have taken it a

made it our own” (P1)

Extract 5 “Language is the last bastion of control, it is one of the strongest

ways in which oppression and intimidation continues and is part of the

cultural genocide which has happened, you have to understand that, its not

that we don’t want to speak English well, we don’t feel we have to” (P1)

In Extract 6 the notion of choice is evident (see Heller, 1995; 1992). The

selection of which English variety to use is seen as a matter of choice. Yet

choice only comes from being competent users of both Aboriginal English and

Standard Australian English (see Extract 6 and Extract 7).
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Extract 6. “I consciously use my Aboriginal and white English daily, I choose

to do it, I am able to manipulate both” (P2)

Extract 7. “ Don’t get me wrong white English gives me access to both

communities, so I never say to people don’t use it, I am just wanting you to

realise what it represents to us” (P1)

Projecting Professionalism

Professionalism was a key issue for both practitioners as they felt the need to

maintain credibility with both their white colleagues and Aboriginal

communities.  There are particular pressures on practitioners to appear overly

competent in front of white colleges as a strategy to overcome racial

stereotypes. Extracts 8 and 9 illustrate the conscious effort the practitioners

make to be seen and evaluated as a competent professional by their white

colleagues, but also the lengths they go to retain respect within the

communities with which they engage.

Extract 8 “I always feel I have to be one step smarter, one step more

competent, one step more efficient, otherwise I lose my credibility. That works

for both sides black and white” (P1)

Extract 9 “I am sensitive not to be late for non-Aboriginal meetings, so I get

rid of a lot of those stereotypes about blacks being late. I have certain

expectations of my senior colleagues, who are koori, if they turn up late
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without reasonable excuse, on time, and then I just think it is slack. (P2)

At the same time the practitioners need to appear to be members of their

communities yet run the risk of losing credibility with Aboriginal communities

if they appear to be ‘too white’ or ‘coconut workers’ (see Extract 10  and

Extract 11). In the eyes of Aboriginal communities, the practitioners have

crossed over, adopting a code that is not generally thought to belong to a

member of their community (see Rampton, 1985).

Extract 10 “ People get onto me that you have just adopted white peoples

ways, where is your flexibility around your brothers and sisters, but I just say

that we are always going to be out of the main game if we continue to behave

like that in a professional role” (P2)

Extract 11 “I have been called everything under the sun, if I speak too

formally I am called a coconut worker, if I don’t they ask me who I represent,

it’s a balance and sometimes even I don’t get it right” (P1)

In performing their professional roles, the practitioners are presented with a

professional problem which requires them to engage in a delicate ‘balancing

act’ between performing their duties on one hand and also advocating for their

communities on the other. This role conflict is particularly evident when they

need to exercise the authority of the state as is the case in policing and child

protection practice.

Building Identity

A significant finding of this research is related to identity (Ivaniċ, 2006).
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Extract 4 indicates the importance of maintaining identity and connection with

Aboriginal communities through the use of certain lexical forms (see

Extract.17). The practitioners suggest that they ‘manipulate the meaning of

English’ and ‘calibrate their language style as well as choose particular words

to accommodate to the needs of Aboriginal communities (see Extract 13). If

the practitioners do not use Aboriginal forms of English when interacting with

Aboriginal communities, they run the risk of appearing as outsiders to these

communities (see Extract 14). It is this risk they spend considerable time and

effort minimising. In their dual capacity as members of an Aboriginal

community and public servants, the practitioners are continually placed in

situations that challenges which group they identify with, the Aboriginal

community or the state institution (see Extract 12).  In addition they are often

placed in situations where their opinion is looked for and where any

subsequent advice given, may either compromise their allegiance to their

government department or to the particular Aboriginal community concerned

(Extracts 14 and 15). The use of bureaucratic language can easily be

misconstrued to indicate that the practitioners have been ‘reconditioned’,

identifying too closely with the establishment (Extract 16).

Extract 12 “ There might be instances where I give more of a departmental

line, but the tricky thing is around being involved in a number of initiatives,

being a Departmental person, wanting to influence the communities view of

what should get up to the Minister, which is a tricky bloody game to play,

because I can’t be a protagonist. The issue will go to the Minister and the

Minister will seek my advice. It’s politically quite tenuous.” (P2)
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Extract 13 “You can tell when I have been hanging around blacks because I

use a lot more Black English. Being able to reclaim some traditional words

becomes really important to us. We have manipulated the language a lot so

that English becomes useful to us, attached it to a lot of our community stuff.”

(P1)

Extract 14 “When I use white English I sound too much like a “Guv” and of

course there is going to be suspicion around that. It is the same language,

which gave use the stolen generation, it is the same language that continues to

displace me from my heritage, it continues to keep me bound to white ways,

but of course it is the language which gets me into university and got me my

job”. (P1)

Extract 15 “Is a divide between my loyalties as an Aboriginal person to my

community, and my loyalties to the department, and try to play the role of

advocate, and try to tackle things at a systemic level, knowing that they will

eventually come back to me for a response.” (P1)

Extract 16 “You have to be careful when you use white English with blacks as

it is a sign that you have been reconditioned, so I don’t speak white English a

lot of the time and I don’t share my Black English with white people, I don’t

want them judging me. White English is a sign of your education, so you don’t

throw it around” (P1)

Extract 17 “To hear Aboriginal English is for me an affirming, a validating



The Linguistics Journal. June 2011 Volume 5 Issue 1

90

thing, because they see that we are still surviving and we are still not going to

use your language the way you want us to use it.” (P1)

Calibrating Discourse Style

I have selected the word calibration to describe this strategy as a switch

between different styles may be applied gradually rather than abruptly, again

depending on how much authority or solidarity is situationally warranted.  In

the data, the practitioners appear to calibrate their communication style

according to the particular communicative situation they find themselves in

(see McConvell, 1988). Following Scollon and Scollon (1995),

communication style is a broad category, which includes the concept of

register and refers to the relationship between participants.   In other words

who the practitioners were talking to and the group they were addressing were

key determining factors of a change in communication style, adopting the

more indirect communication style associated with Aboriginal English (Eades,

1988, 1991) when negotiating with Aboriginal people (Extracts 18, Extract 19,

Extract 20 and Extract 21) with the more direct style being adopted when

attending official bureaucratic meetings with white colleagues (Extract 22).

Extract 18 “ If I am out in the bush for three or four days being with

Aboriginal people, talking to Aboriginal people, and then you come back to

the city, that’s more conscious effort to get back into the language of the

bureaucracy. I think it’s more the other way than changing for Aboriginal

people”. (P1)

Extract 19 “with kooris who are in your face empowered blacks, that’s not
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such an issue, people will just cut to the chase, but with another group like

older people or my client group, there is no way I could go straight into an

issue, we would have to go around the issue to get to the point.”. (P2)

Extract 20 “Well first I listen, if it was a community group, I listen to the

language they use, If I can use those words, because If I can validate that

community, even as simply as using the same words they use, if it is culturally

appropriate of course”. (P2)

Extract 21 “Sometimes not asking direct questions and using indirect

questions, it raises suspicion. It comes down to timing and it is important to

contextualise the question. If you don’t listen to the story you can miss the

whole point. If you need to summarise or use closed questions you could miss

it. It has large implications”. (P1)

There is also indication that practitioners may adopt a direct communication

style, when interacting with Aboriginal people and groups, when they wish to

align themselves closely with the authority of the institution, in order to get

things done as in Extract 22. Essentially the practitioner is marking the need to

return to what has been agreed through summarising and obtaining a

consensus. This is clearly in relation to their role and the task they are

attempting to achieve as a public servant.

Extract 22 “I need to be quite firm at times with really powerful people. The

way through this is putting it back onto people at the meetings. At the end of
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each meeting I will summarise I will say OK, this is the stuff we talked about

and we have an agreed position on this, I will articulate that and say does

everyone agree. (P2)

Leading on from this the practitioner has highlighted the need to be direct and

in a sense using a discourse style of the bureaucracy in order to avoid the

possibility of a discredited outcome or decision, placing the practitioner in a

vulnerable position of having seemingly negotiated something and informing

their colleagues of the outcome, with no firm commitment from the

community or person (Extract 23). This is a form of gratuitous concurrence.

Extract 23 “You need to be very concrete and often quite directional, but it is

self protection, because they will get on the phone, they will ring up someone

and say that “this bastard railroaded us” and we didn’t agree to anything,

then the outcome will be discredited”. (P2)

This need to take a direct approach is again seen in Extract 24, where the

practitioner is caught between a bureaucratic practice with an agenda with

firm timelines and the more Aboriginal style of ‘talking around the topic’.

Extract 24 “ I have to say to people, well I am sorry, government has this

agenda and it needs to be consulted on by a particular date and I will cop a

lot of shit about it, a lot of things about not having input”. (P2)

It appears that the practitioners are able to switch between the use of
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bureaucratic English, Standard Australian English and Aboriginal English.

Romaine (1995) defines ‘code switching’ as the juxtaposition within the same

speech exchange of passages of speech belonging to two different grammatical

systems or subsystems (see also Wheeler & Swords, 2006). The practitioners

appear to calibrate their English use according to the people or group they

were dealing with, tending towards the use of “black English” when with

Aboriginal groups, but adopting the standard dialect when relating to white

colleagues and senior bureaucrats. I have selected the term calibration to

describe the process of accommodation (Ylänne-McEwen & Coupland, 2000).

Speakers are motivated to “reduce differences between themselves and their

addressees in particular situations, particularly to gain approval”. On the other

hand “speakers will resist accommodation when they want to accentuate

differences between themselves and their addressees” (see Ylänne-McEwen &

Coupland, 2000, p. 191).The communicative situation is a key-determining

factor in cuing the need for maintenance and divergence and this is achieved

through a calibration between Standard and Aboriginal English. The change in

style is not always totally one or the other, and hence I have used the term

‘calibration’ rather than ‘switch’ to refer to this gradual adjustment.    When

the practitioner is relating to their white colleagues they use the language of

the bureaucracy as in Extracts 25 and 26. When the practitioner needs to evoke

authority they also align themselves with bureaucratic discourse (see Extracts

25, 26 and 27).

Extract 25. “When I am being assessed or when I am in front of the

representatives of white  power, I fling their words around as much as I need



The Linguistics Journal. June 2011 Volume 5 Issue 1

94

to, it depends on the audience, the same as when I am with some elders I use

Aboriginal terms, its not always that clear and straight forward, I use white

English sometimes with some pretty cluey blacks ”.  (P2)

Extract 26. “talking about case work I definitely use white English, because I

can’t leave any confusion or gaps with the white people who are making

decisions about black families, I just can’t afford to do that and black families

just can’t afford to have me muck up like that”. (P1)

In Extract 27, a change in discourse style is also cued by the practitioner’s

perception of the seriousness of the issue and the need to exercise authority,

evoking the use of a very direct style where the issue is to do with serious

harm i.e. sexual abuse. This reflects a wider issue of what culturally

constitutes neglect, where in this example the practitioner is prepared to

negotiate, verses what constitutes serious harm, where the practitioner evokes

bureaucratic power and signals unacceptability with the qualification “enough

is enough”.

Extract 27 “ When it is an issue of neglect, I would tend to use Black English

Style, but when the issue is a serious physical sexual assault then it is direct,

no bullshit approach because enough is enough”. (P1)

Switching between the use of Aboriginal English, Standard Australian English

and the language of the bureaucracy appears to be a successful communication

strategy used by Aboriginal practitioners which builds both solidarity and
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conveys distance (Brown & Gilman, 1960/1972) in their interaction with

Aboriginal people.

Making Use of Background Knowledge

Aboriginal practitioners bring crucial background knowledge to the job, which

their white colleagues would find difficult to develop or would take a

significant amount of time to establish. Background knowledge is a difficult

concept to both define and equate however here it can be taken to mean

knowledge and information members of a particular community assume to be

held common by virtue of the fact they have very similar backgrounds or

upbringing. Background knowledge is therefore a form of common ground

which members of a community share (Lee, 2001; Carell, 1983; Brown &

Yule, 1983, p. 236-238) For the Aboriginal practitioner, this knowledge

extends from knowledge of local politics and idiosyncrasies of local power

systems (see Extract 28), to cultural history (see Extract 29). This type of

background knowledge is critical for the management of rapport with the

Aboriginal interlocutor.

Extract 28 “Communities have histories, local idiosyncrasies, local politics,

local elders and local power brokers and white people don’t know those sorts

of arrangements”. (P2)

Extract 29 “ for non-Aboriginal workers in Nowra (NSW South Coast town)

you need to know across the river Aboriginal children were imprisoned, so for

those people there is allot of sadness allot of fear, allot of trauma is still

experienced”. (P1)
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In addition, a crucial area of background knowledge surrounding Aboriginal

communities is how to harness the established social networks to the task of

communicating information or negotiating services as indicated in Extract 30.

In this extract the practitioner highlights the need to use networks of pre-

established relationships that have an understanding of local issues and

concerns.

Extract 30 “ local people can do that, in much more heartfelt and realistic

way, than some whiz-bang, sharp koori trainer coming in, giving a sell across

the state on how people should work with Aboriginal communities”. (P2)

A further crucial point made by the practitioners is that Aboriginal people do

not necessarily expect bureaucrats to understand everything and in situations

where the non-Aboriginal interlocutor is not sure what was said or agreed they

should seek some form of clarification to check that a common understanding

exists (see Extract 31).

Extract 31 ” If a Koori is saying something which doesn’t make sense to you, just askthem to clarify it, rather than feel that you as a white person need to be able tounderstand and interpret everything to the letter”. (P2)

Demystifying Institutional Practices

The workings and discourse of the bureaucracy are not always clear to the

people, who may need to access government services (Wodak, 1996; Iedema
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& Wodak, 1999; Fairclough, 2005; Burns & Carson, 2005; Keeney et al.,

1997; Mäkitalo & Säljó, 2002). Both practitioners emphasised that the

methods by which information from the bureaucracy reached Aboriginal

people and vies-versa needed to be different.  A reliance on the standard

depersonalised institutional methods, would not work in Aboriginal

communities and the practitioners focused on the importance of personal

engagement and the need to use social networks already established in the

Aboriginal community there is a need to communicate a community level.

Extract 32 clearly lays out what it means to communicate at a ‘community

level’.

Extract 32“Clearly if I have a presentation to give which is a bureaucratic

line, that might have been constructed by other people in the Department,

with overheads and fancy government jargon, clearly there is a very

conscious effort to make this understandable, and I will do some research; I

will go to the dictionary and thesaurus and find out what, for example

probate means, and I will talk around this. I might have to expand notions

and concepts, in the language I have been given as a package to deliver,

make it more concrete and provide examples, talk at a “community level”

about the implications rather than at a theoretical level” (P2)

Both practitioners report the tendency of Aboriginal people to ‘bypass’ normal

bureaucratic channels and contact them direct, indicating a justifiable

suspicion of the institutions normal information channels. The practitioners are
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then able to take the issue up with their departmental management in an

attempt to negotiate a solution. The practitioners also view a part of their role

as explaining how bureaucracy works to achieve change for Aboriginal

communities (see Extract 33).

Extract 33 “ a large part of my work is demystifying processes of government,

because people just think they will jump up and down or they run an emotive

argument around the issue and they think they will get a response, a more

positive response. I have to be clear to them by saying no there is no black

bucket of money in this state you have to get that through your heads. I can’t

just access it you have to go through the process”. (P2)

Extract 34 There are structural issues here, there are systematic issues that we

have got to tackle, and the Minister might force the hand of the Department on

an emotive level, but on a general level bureaucratic and government

processes work to restrain this, and we need to get smart about how to use the

process”. (P2)

The practitioners often take on an advocacy role, and actively advocate on

behalf of Aboriginal people to have access to services provided by their own

Departments (Lee, et al. 2002; Abbott et al., 2007). This advocacy role,

looking after the interests of people in their community, is often in conflict

with the practitioner’s role as field staff and providers of these services. In

addition, the practitioners play a crucial role in demystifying’ the working of

the bureaucracy (see Extract 33). They perceive an important part of their role
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is explaining how processes work and in a sense educate communities to

become more sophisticated users of the system (see Extracts 34 and 35), rather

than continue to carry unrealistic expectations (see Extract 33).

Extract 35 “ So it is not just necessarily always delivering the message of

government, but actually telling people out there how to attempt to change the

system, rather than marching down the street and that sort of thing, getting a

bit more sophisticated in their approach to making things happen”. (P2)

Using Social Networks

The practitioners utilise particular strategies to provide information to

Aboriginal people which tends to go beyond the traditional bureaucratic

methods of distributing written information. The practitioners emphasise the

importance of face-to-face communication, which is again, closely aligned to

trust and credibility Aboriginal communities use social networks to

disseminate information (see Extract 36).

Extract 36“ I get a lot of calls from people who come to me because they know

I have the right information, who won’t go to their white regional person or

hospital or whatever. The best way to get information across is face to face,

engage, get a relationship going, build and maintain trust”. (P1)

This may have a positive or negative effect depending on the source of

information (see Extract 37). The practitioners use these social networks to

effectively spread information (see Extract 38) and again emphasise the



The Linguistics Journal. June 2011 Volume 5 Issue 1

100

importance of trust in this process, as Aboriginal people will seek information

from people they trust, even if the information may be incorrect.

Extract 37 “In the main they will get information from other Aboriginal

people, and that information might be incorrect so you might have this whole

body of mis-information happening. In general they will go to the people who

are knowledgeable, people who have got credibility, who they trust, but who

may not be the best source and that is a real issue for bureaucracies

communicating. Doing it in a way that is Aboriginally appropriate, not just in

language, but also delivery”. (P2)

Extract 38 “It is critical for our regional staff, going to hook up with

Aboriginal networks, which are providing that information, our first line of

attack, where we are trying to get information across to Aboriginal workers

and agencies and they are actually getting the right information and taking

that back to their constituents”. (P1)

It is interesting to note that attendance rather than participation at the meeting

or forum indicates interest in the topic or issue (see Extract 38). This means if

the Aboriginal person has come along to hear, it should be taken as expressing

interest in the subject. This is often a problem for non- Aboriginal bureaucrats,

as active questioning and expression of view is generally considered the

marker of participation.
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Extract 39“ They let you go. If you keep talking they won’t talk. If they don’t

understand they probably won’t ask. In my community, it is the women who are

the movers and shakers. To get information they will turn up, expect to see you

there and then and want an answer there and then”. (P1)

A key point evident in Extract 39 surrounds the use of silence in interaction

(see Saville-Trorke, 1985; Sifianou, 1997; Watts, 1997).  Silence is a

communication strategy important to the maintenance of interaction and is not

always an indicator of a breakdown in communication (Tannen, 1985). The

cultural use of silence is evident in indigenous communities around the world

(see Basso, 1970; Braithwaite, 1990). The practitioners point out that many

‘white’ bureaucrats’ respond with repair strategies to fill the silence or take it

as an indicator of mis-understanding what is being discussed or alternatively

as a lack of interest in the topic being discussed (see Extract 40).

Extract 40 “ A lot of white people get nervous about dealing with Aboriginal

people, particularly in a group, they feel like they need to talk a lot. Silence

and the power and the impact of silence in Aboriginal communities and its

importance is not recognised, a little bit of silence on the part of the white

worker allows people to say what they want to say”.(P2)

Advocating Flexibility in Practice

Bureaucracy is traditionally seen as inflexible and in order to meet deadlines,

it is often necessary to use the power of the bureaucracy to obtain compliance

(see Extract 41). Both practitioners emphasised the need to be flexible when

negotiating and maintaining relationship with Aboriginal individuals, groups

and communities.
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Extract 41“when I am out on the road negotiating with Aboriginal groups,

there is no second bite at the cherry, I don’t have the capacity to go back and

speak with them. What it involves is clearly being flexible in your

arrangements, in that if I arrange a meeting, I might do a lot of prior leg work

explaining to people what the meeting is about, so that there is no mystery,

getting people interested in coming along”. (P2)

Flexibility is perceived by the practitioners as allowing enough time for the

meeting to take place, ensuring that agreement is obtained on all the issues

discussed and making time to ensure that participants understand what had

been discussed and agreed. The practitioners indicate that it is through the use

of flexibility that they are able to engage with Aboriginal communities and

adopt strategies to gain participation (see Extracts 41 and 42).

Extract 42 “I leave myself more space for meetings than my non-Aboriginal

colleges would. I’m flexible; if people don’t come they don’t come. They can

get information through other sources: they can ring me up. I have given them

the opportunity. If it means holding off a meeting for an hour while local

people get on the phone and get people along, fine.” (P2)

The practitioners emphasised the fact that they were employed to do a job,

which is by nature goal-oriented and task- focused and there is a limit to this

flexibility (see Extract 42 and 43).

Extract 43 “I take that flexibility to a point and I am not willing to compromise
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everything. If I am out there to do a job and only a few people turn up and

show they want to be involved, I don’t care if it is one person I am giving the

message to, I am still committed to that process”. (P2)

Accommodating for Different Cultural Practices

Understanding cultural difference is not sufficient and both practitioners

identify the need to accommodate for cultural difference in communication

(Lustig & Koester, 2006, p. 276)  This includes knowing when to contact

people and when to hold a meeting (see Extract 44)

Extract 44 “The other thing is ringing up a week before the meeting to check if

there is anything in the community happening, festivals or deaths which might

impact or clash with the meeting, so I will change the meeting”. (P2)

Understanding  periods of mourning and when not to contact people is highly

important to demonstrate respect (see Extract 45).  This means being flexible

enough to reschedule important meetings or events if necessary.

Extract 45 “even sorrow time for people, there might be a period of time after

a death that you just can’t do anything in that community, particularly with

elders, you have to respect that sort of thing”. (P1)

Knowing in which order people should be asked questions, the hierarchy of

consultation and the length of time to hold conversations are all crucially

important to the interaction (see Extracts 46 and 47). The interaction order

(Goffman,1967; 1981)             may be predetermined by factors of age and
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seniority and even possibly gender. It is crucial that everybody in attendance

has an opportunity to put forward their view. It is important that not only

particular people are consulted, but they are able to speak on topics of

relevance to them, hence it is important to exhaust the topic prior to moving to

the next topic (see Extract 47).

Extract 46 “The white workers put aside one to two hours for a case

conference, I put aside four hours. You sit around let everyone have their say

and instead of making an agenda, we do it with people, who speaks first. So

the agenda is which person, grandma, and aunty, child who will speak first. At

the end you have to sift through all of the information for the case plan”. (P1)

Extract 47 “ so in order to come up with the issues for the case plan you go

through people, just say grandma brings up health, then we put it down and

we get agreement from everyone while it is grandmas turn”. (P1)

Build Rapport

Both practitioners emphasised the importance of credibility and trust in the

building of rapport (see Extracts 48 and 49).  Without an established

relationship, Aboriginal people can be suspicious of both the worker and the

institution they represent. The key to establishing a relationship is to be

accessible to people, the ability to spend time as well as to meet face to face

and above all to be seen.

Extract 48 “some people may see me as an aboriginal person who will go into
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bat for them with the Department, other people will say that I never give them

a straight answer. They ring up the white workers and say “we don’t want to

talk with (interviewee), he’s a black fella but he can’t fukin talk straight”, he

will never give me a straight answer” (P2)

If the practitioners are  seen by the Aboriginal communities to align

themselves too closely with the ‘white bureaucracy’, and neglect or abandon

the struggle, they could quickly lose credibility within the community and

could be labelled as “coconut” workers i.e. black on the outside, but white on

the inside. In effect the practitioners have to carefully balance their social

interactional role as bureaucrats (Spencer-Oately, 2000, p. 36) against a

defined cultural identity.

Extract 49“ There is a lot off work in eliciting an opinion, and doing it in a

way that is non-confrontational, that doesn’t chain them up, that doesn’t put

pressure on them to answer. For those people I am conscious of giving them

multiple opportunities in our interaction to have a say”. (P2)

Extract 50 “The most challenging situation is where there is a mixture of

people they’re the difficult negotiations, when you are trying to target the

meeting so that you are not marginalizing anyone, giving people the

opportunity. I have to be quite firm at times, and say look you have had your

say, sorry, you will get another chance, but you have to give somebody else a

chance, If you are saying that to an elder that is really disrespectful.

Sometimes I have to do that and wear the consequences”. (P2)
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A strong theme throughout the data relates to gaining access through building

trust. Again trust appears to be a factor of respect and credibility (see Extract

50). In the absence of trust as indicated in Extract 51 and Extract 52 there is

suspicion leading to engagement through superficial compliance.

Extract 51 “The whole thing is a conversation, the whole contact, every time

you visit its all conversation. Nine times out of ten, by the time you are ready

to close a file you have all the information, but the information needs to be

sifted” (P1)

Extract 52 “Bureaucrats have to get down to the level that people can feel like

they are communicating, and they can feel trust over time, and they have to

come up with some results”.(P1)

In Extract 53, the practitioner is highly conscious of being portrayed as an

expert and therefore giving incorrect information. In addition, the building of

trust (see Extract 54 and 55) is a fundamental concern and this again is a factor

of showing respect (see Extract 56). The practitioner’s claims rest on their

perceived credibility with the community and this is a difficult and delicate

negotiation to achieve  as each practitioner also represent the bureaucracy.

Extract 53 “It is a dual role, I have to be continually conscious of what I am saying.

If I say the wrong thing, or people misinterpret it, it will go across NSW on the Koori

grape-vine and that happened a couple of times that kind of mis-information, and my

credibility can go down overnight”. (P2)
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Extract 54 ” trust it takes a long time to build that trust, get a few runs up, because

people will suss you out, especially if you are not from NSW people will go “ wants

this smart arse black coming up to my country and telling us what to do, he’s got no

mandate to do that” (P2)

Extract 55 “If bureaucrats can’t deliver something then they need to be up

front and honest about it, instead of treading this shaky ground where they

think they have to appease Aboriginal people, to engage them”. (P1)

Extract 56 “Essentially negotiating access is about showing respect, not using

power to push people around, attempting to do some sort of analysis about

your own prejudices and how this may impact on you as a worker in that

community”. (P1)

Dealing with Gratuitous Concurrence

Finally the communication strategy used to avoid interaction and avoid

commitment termed gratuitous concurrence by Eades (1991) is clearly

recognised as an issue by both practitioners, who are able to recognise it and

evoke institutional authority to overcome it through strategies of restating

understandings, ensuring everybody can contribute and eliciting agreements

from all parties. Both practitioners refer to this communicative strategy

employed by Aboriginal people as ‘superficial compliance’ (see Extracts 57

and 58). Gratuitous compliance (see Extract 59) has profound implications for

service areas, which institutionally rely on agreements such as in child

protection, legal areas, policing and developing case plans.

Extract 57 “They just want me off their backs. You can tell you can only feel it
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when the person is going yes, yes, yes, but you can never say, “I don’t believe

you”. (P1)

Extract 58 “You will get families who will give you what you want, tell you

want to hear. So you have to sort of keep on probing, keep on scratching the

surface. What I find is on initial contact, you don’t get the information you

need, and you just get the surface”. (P1)

Extract 59 “If you ask up front you are likely to get yes, yes, yes, yes, that all

happened, yes, yes, yes or no, no. Allot of the time there is no point in directly

addressing an allegation, with an Aboriginal family the first time. You need to

have a relationship first. You have to build your own credibility”. (P1)

Role Conflict

With the role of mediator come range particular and specific problems peculiar

to Aboriginal specific practitioners in the performance of their duties. The

practitioners are also expected to give advice on dealing with the bureaucracy

to Aboriginal groups outside of their role as public servants, with loyalties to

their departments. This expected advice is often in direct conflict with their

responsibilities as public servants. These are issues which do not normally

impact on the work of their ‘white’ colleagues who are employed to do a

similar job. These issues which have emerged from the data are summarized in

Table 1 below.
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Table 1: Sources of stress for the practitioners in the performance of their
roles.

Problems Sources of Stress

A limited understanding of variation in
English and variation in communication
strategies within the bureaucracy.

There is limited awareness and
understanding of Aboriginal English within
the bureaucracy and therefore limited
accommodation provided for variation in
English, by the bureaucracy, apart from
initiatives surrounding plain English.

An assumption of community cohesion
within Aboriginal communities.

The Aboriginal community is not a unified
whole, but a series of smaller communities,
which are networked together through
various formal and informal systems of
relationships

Belief that only Aboriginal practitioners
should deal with Aboriginal communities.

A reliance on Aboriginal practitioners to
engage communities appears to achieve
positive results for access, but in the
process white practitioners are able to
abdicate some responsibilities to engage
with Aboriginal communities and passes
responsibility onto the Aboriginal
practitioner.

Assumption that Aboriginal Practitioners
have unlimited access.

The potential to ‘mess up’ through a
negative encounter and not gain entry into
a community again is particularly high with
Aboriginal communities because of the
historical experience with bureaucracy.

Only Aboriginal practitioners should deal
with Aboriginal clients.

The impact of the Aboriginal practitioners
in improving bureaucratic interactions
between the bureaucracy and Aboriginal
communities depends on how practitioners
are deployed by the various government
departments. The outreach and community
work with Aboriginal communities is
critical.

Limited opportunities for promotion to
keep the practitioners in the specialist role.

The practitioner may be locked into a
particular role and progression or skill
development may be limited because of
this role.

The low numbers of practitioners employed
leads to limited professional support.

Support structures for the practitioner are
somewhat limited, in terms of supervision
structures, peer interaction, training
opportunities and clear position
descriptions. This is particularly a problem
when the practitioner needs to seek advice
on particularly complex issues

Blurred boundaries between private time
and work time.

The practitioners are expected to be
available all the time, by the Aboriginal
community. The concept of the 9am - 5pm
bureaucrat does not exist for Aboriginal
practitioners and both practitioners
appeared to be ‘on call’ for the Aboriginal
communities all the time.

Performance of duties outside areas of key
responsibility.

The practitioners are required to perform a
consultancy role for white bureaucrats, who
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may wish to “run Aboriginal issues” past
them and for senior managers within their
perspective Departments who may need
advice on a complex cultural issue.  This
additional role is often outside of their
direct programme responsibilities and is a
crucial role often not recognised in their
remuneration within the public service.

Discussion

The discursive practices of various bureaucracies continue to contribute to the

maintenance of Aboriginal people in a position of social disadvantage. The

establishment of Aboriginal public servants within these institutions appear to

have improved access to services for Aboriginal people. Both practitioners

play a pivotal role in mediating between the bureaucracy and Aboriginal

communities. Primarily these Aboriginal practitioners mediate between the

discourse of the institution and the discourse of the Aboriginal community by

employing communication strategies, which build distance when the situation

warrants the use of bureaucratic authority and solidarity in situation where the

practitioner is negotiating access to the community (see Brown & Gilman,

1960). The ability to switch between the use of Aboriginal English, Standard

Australian English, and bureaucratic language, gives the Aboriginal people a

‘way in’ without having to directly encounter the barriers presented by the

discourse patterns of the institution.  The need to build distance or create

solidarity is key determining factors in calibrating from one language form to

the other or in utilising a particular communication strategy. The practitioners

calibrate their communication style according to the situation. at hand .

The Aboriginal practitioner, who is equally comfortable using the

discourse patterns of the institution and the discourse patterns of their own

community, can act as a very effective advocate for services for Aboriginal
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people. At the same time, their extensive knowledge of the culture and of

Aboriginal communities offers a resource of background knowledge, which

the general public service can access. This wealth of knowledge is difficult to

measure in bureaucratic outcome terms. Although highly affective for

Aboriginal people, occupying a dual role of both a practitioner and a member

of a community places high degrees of stress on the Aboriginal public servant.

The Aboriginal communities expectations on these workers, and their own

loyalty to their people, often places them in a situation of conflict between

their duties as public servants, and their ethical need to advocate on behalf of

their own people. Expectations of their role by the institutions is often far in

excess of the duties for which they were employed to do.

There is reason to be cautious of too much optimism and expectations of

Aboriginal practitioner’s central role in service mediation, for if the majority

of practitioners are employed in clerical or clerk positions and not as field

workers, or in policy and professional positions, then the discursive practices

of the key service areas of health, education and welfare will continue to

present a major obstacle for Aboriginal people.  It is also important to ensure

all public servants receive training in dealing with Aboriginal people and

community groups and understand the role of language in the services they

provide. The tendency to leave Aboriginal issues to Aboriginal workers to deal

with, establishes a divided system, and a justification for white public servants

and policy makers to avoid direct responsibility. As such, Aboriginal workers

should be employed in consultative positions, with the specific purpose of

providing such advice to the public service as a whole. The key issues of trust

credibility and flexibility need to be central factors in negotiating with



The Linguistics Journal. June 2011 Volume 5 Issue 1

112

Aboriginal people and communities.

It also needs to be recognised that the Aboriginal community is not a

uniformed whole. Just as class variations exist in white communities, they also

exists among Aboriginal communities. The small scale nature of this study

presents limitations in the generalisability of the finding. In addition further

studies, which focus on an analysis of actual spoken discourse during

bureaucratic encounters, would also be valuable in identifying discourse

strategies, although this may be difficult to negotiate. Finally there is a need

for further sociolinguistic research into this cross-cultural communication

problem and for this research to be made available to institutions engaging on

a daily basis with indigenous communities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the discursive practices of the various government agencies

present linguistic barriers which deter Aboriginal people and communities

from obtaining the services they need. The employment of Aboriginal specific

practitioners within government bureaucracies can improve inter-cultural

communication. The communication strategies used as well as the background

knowledge possessed by these practitioners enables them to mediate between

the Aboriginal communities and bureaucracies in which they work. The

practitioners scaffold understanding for the Aboriginal communities of

bureaucratic practices which they may not be aware of and at the same time

act as cultural interpreters for government bureaucracies which may otherwise

discard variation. The Aboriginal practitioners therefore deploy particular

communication strategies to mediate across these barriers. As such the
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employment criteria of “Aboriginality”, should not only be seen as a strategy

of an Equal Employment Opportunity policy, but should also be defined by the

skills and knowledge, which these practitioners bring to the job. These skills

are grounded in both their knowledge of Aboriginal culture, and their ability to

calibrate language use to the various groups they interact with. A continued

increase in the numbers of Aboriginal practitioners in key management, field

and policy positions may result in improvements in service access for

Aboriginal people
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Appendix I: Some Questions used in Semi-Structured Interview

1) What advantages or disadvantages do being Aboriginal hold for your Job?

2) Do you think that the Aboriginal communities you work with identify a form of

English as being uniquely Aboriginal?  If so how is it different? How do you think these

differences affect interaction with government departments?

3) Do you perceive any differences between how Aboriginal people use English and how

Standard Australian English is used, say with your colleagues?

4) How do you feel you might change your language use in the different contexts you

have to engage and what things might make you change it?
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5) Do you feel that your colleagues in the public service recognise a unique form of

English spoken by different Aboriginal communities?  How do you think they

accommodate for the difference?

6) How do you accommodate for communication differences when you consult or speak

with Aboriginal communities?

7) What difficulties do you experience holding meetings or consulting with aboriginal

communities? How do you ensure Aboriginal people are heard when you hold meetings?

8) How do you perceive yourself to change your language use when you have to exercise

authority?

9) Can you describe any situations when you have been chastised or even victimised for

appearing to be a government worker? Why do you think this happened?

10) What benefits do you feel Aboriginal practitioners can bring to working with

Aboriginal communities.   How do members of different communities perceive your role?

How does that impact on your work?


