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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the role of Aboriginal people in the northern South Australian
opal industry, in particular the Andamooka and Coober Pedy fields, from 1940 to 1980,
and the distinctive nature of their participation. It explores an aspect of Aboriginal
engagement in the economy that has not been examined in a scholarly way, making
considerable use of oral testimony. This thesis also highlights the agency of Aboriginal
people, who participated in the industry while also maintaining cultural continuity in an
era when the official government policy of ‘assimilation” was in full swing. The small-
scale and informal nature of the opal industry attracted Aboriginal people because of
the level of workplace autonomy it provided, and how it accommodated important
economic, social and cultural practices.

The opal industry shared a number of similarities with the northern pastoral industry, a
large employer of Aboriginal labour which also accommodated significant cultural
practices and so provides a useful comparative framework throughout the thesis. In
addition, there was considerable movement of Aboriginal people between both
industries. Using the ‘hybrid economy’ model, which demonstrates how Aboriginal
people in remote Australia participated in the market, public and traditional customary
economies, this thesis argues that Aboriginal people were able to participate actively in
the South Australian opal industry in a variety of meaningful and skilled occupations,
often in trying conditions that required patience and determination. At the same time
Aboriginal opal miners vigorously maintained important aspects of their traditional
economic, social and cultural lives, which the industry readily accommodated.

Recognising the significant engagement of Aboriginal people in the opal industry and
an emerging Aboriginal opal community, the state government intervened in several
ways to assist. These activities included assisting Aboriginal people attain fair prices
for their opal, and some basic accommodation and welfare services. The level of this
assistance varied considerably on both major opal fields, and this thesis examines the
extent of this and longer term implications. The opal industry provided many
Aboriginal people with a regular source of income for many years, but by the 1970s,
their engagement began to dwindle. A number of factors contributed to this, including
declining levels of opal production, new technology driven by increasing fuel prices
and the extension of unemployment benefits to Aboriginal people in remote areas.
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CONVERSIONS

Before 1966 Australian currency was measured in Australian pounds (£), shillings (s)
and pence (d). There were 12 pence in one shilling, and 20 shillings in one pound.
When Australia changed to decimal currency in 1966, £1 was equal to 2 dollars ($).

Australia used the imperial system of measurements until 1971 when the process of
metrification began. Measurements are given in either imperial measures or metric
measures, depending on the time they were made. Conversions are as follows:

Length
1 foot = 30.5 centimetres
1 mile = 1.61 kilometres

Area
1 square mile = 2.59 square kilometres

Weight
1 Ib (pound) = 0.45 kilograms
1 0z (ounce) = 28.35 grams
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