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The recent news of Northern 
Territory politician, Bess 

Price’s sister being murdered 
should be a wakeup call to one of 
the most serious problems facing 
Aboriginal Australians. 

The woman was and is Bess’ 
skin sister. They were close like any 
sisters; they had the same father. 
Violent deaths of a loved one, 
whether they be adult, child, family, 
friend, is something that Bess has 
had much experience with, yet it is 
something you just don’t get used 
to. 

In a statement, Bess said 
“Violence of any type is an 
issue that we as a community 
cannot remain silent about. It is 
a conversation we must have, for 
the sake of our families, friends 
and colleagues”. But apart from 
Bess and a few lone voices, it is an 
issue which we have been silent 

on. Why? Because you cannot 
talk about Aboriginal victims of 
violence without talking about 
Aboriginal perpetrators of violence. 
And to talk about that would be 
to destroy the myth that so many 
cling to – that of a fairy-tale culture 
where the Aborigines live off the 
land, sing and dance, share, care 
for one another, and live happily. 
Nobody can deny that elements of 
traditional Aboriginal worldviews 
survive in Australia, but the reality 
also is that violence amongst 
Aboriginal people has always been 
so normal that it is easily forgotten. 
The woman accused of murdering 
Bess’s sister is also Aboriginal. 
Recently it was reported that a 
female Indigenous politician in the 
Northern Territory was charged 
with aggravated assault. Yes, the 
violence is common.

An Australian medical journal 
in 2008 reported that Aboriginal 
people are 21 times more likely 
to be admitted to hospital for 

skull injuries. For Aboriginal 
women, this figure peaks at 69 
times the rate of admissions for 
non-Aboriginal woman. Senator 
Nova Peris was reported as saying 
that in the Northern Territory an 
Aboriginal woman is 80 times 
more likely to be hospitalised for 
assault than other Territorians. In 
a report in 2010 by the Institute 
of Criminology, it is stated that 
“Indigenous people are 15 to 
20 times more likely than non-
Indigenous people to commit 
violent offences”. 

If Aboriginal violence does 
get discussed, it is often framed 
as ‘lateral violence’ where it is 
assumed that present day violence 
is the result of the white man. Or 
else the violence is blamed on 
alcohol which was introduced by 
the white man. Alcohol, combined 
with unemployment, has only 
worsened a problem that has always 
been there. For people believing 
that the white man is to blame for 

Bess Price MLA NT, last week lost a sister to violence. Image: NT News
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the violence, they best read the 
works of people like Stephanie 
Jarrett and Peter Sutton who 
have written on the violence in 
Aboriginal communities, both pre 
and post colonisation.

In the absence open discussion 
about Aboriginal violence, the 
national dialog has focused on other 
issues such as treaties, changing the 
date of Australia Day, modifying 
the Constitution, the need to 
acknowledge British invasion, 
and other peripheral issues. These 
are topics which people like Bess, 
myself, and a few others believe 
are trivial by comparison to the 
reality of violence. These are 
simply diversions from discussing 
the ugly topics like Aboriginal 
violence. It was most unfortunate 
(though not surprising) that John 
Pilger’s recent film, Utopia, 

which had the opportunity to 
raise awareness on violence in 
Aboriginal communities, did not. 
I and others are left wondering, 
“Why not?” The answer is because 
we don’t like to deal with the tough 
issues. It is so much easier to sit 
in our comfortable chairs, shout 
“The government is racist” and 
other empty words and convince 
ourselves we helping those who are 
suffering the most. 

While this violent death of Bess’s 
sister is sad, there is something I 
find even sadder. It is that it hardly 
registered in the media, and the 
only reason it did, was because the 
victim was the sister of someone 
well known. Tragedies like these 
are not uncommon, as anyone 
familiar with remote communities 
knows. Very few wish to talk 
about these deaths. Why is that 

activists are so keen to discuss 
treaties, constitutional change, 
or the events of the invasion and 
other such topics, but go very quiet 
when discussing how Aboriginal 
people are killing each other? Why 
is it that when freedom of speech, 
‘offensive’ signs, etc., are posted 
in the social media, people go into 
a frenzy yet remain silent on the 
more important issues?

Violence is a topic Bess talks 
about, and wins no popularity 
contests for doing so. While not 
winning popularity contests for 
talking about such topics, she does 
win the respect and admiration of 
those who know these topics need 
to be talked about. Many people 
prefer to hear messages like “Until 
we as a nation acknowledge the 
past, we cannot …” However, 
in order to address the problems 
facing many Aboriginal people, we 
need to hear messages like “The 
violence must stop!”

A solution to the violence 
will entail addressing the related 
problems of substandard education, 
unemployment, and the abuse of 
alcohol and other drugs. But it will 
also require open discussion that 
recognises that violence is a serious 
problem. This elephant in the room 
has been allowed to rampage for far 
too long.
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