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Chapter 1

Introducing the Uncanny: Europe’s Antipodean Mirror

“Aboriginal corporeality—the embodied being of Aborigines—remains a troubling and
disturbing fact for settler Australia”
(Philip Morrissey 2007: 65)

1.1. Introduction

This dissertation and its prequel, my minor thesis, have their seeds in a concern with a
certain uncanniness embedded in multicultural developments in Western society. In his
1919 essay “The Uncanny”, Freud explains the uncanny as a special quality of feeling: it
is a frightening, disquieting strangeness, rooted in the familiar becoming strange. A
century after the publication of Freud’s essay,! this feeling of estrangement from a known
and secure world has become a universal feature of the postmodern West, and locks in
with profound changes in Western society felt to be beyond individual and communal
control. I am specifically interested in tracing how the uncanny is activated in
contemporary issues of race and ethnicity, how it dislocates the Euro-centrism of our
identity, and how it signals towards identity’s redefinition along the parameters of race,
gender and class through articulation and performance.

As 1 will point out in chapter 2, the uncanny is a liminal concept which blurs
cohesive (self)-definitions. It is therefore at the postcolonial margins that the values of the
metropolitan centre are most successfully interrogated and—to paraphrase a seminal title
in English postcolonial literature studies>—written back to. This is so because the liminal
geographical and cultural locatedness of the postcolonial enables the highlighting of
cultural difference, diversity and incompatibility to such an extent that postcolonial
“micro-narratives” unmask and undo what Frangois Lyotard has called western
“metanarrative” or “grand narrative”.> Grand narrative is founded on the fiction of

European modernity: the universalist claim on the world’s perfect knowability through

!'See chapter 2 for a detailed discussion.

2 Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. (1989). The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice
in Post-Colonial Literatures. London and New York: Routledge. A second, rewritten edition of this study
was published in 2002.

3 Lyotard 1984: xxiii-iv.



science, the linear progress of history, and the possibility of full individual freedom. In
reality, grand narrative hides an underlying agenda that has served to crown ‘The West’
in a position of global economic, political and cultural superiority in the modern age. Or,
as Edward Said says, “the major component in European culture is precisely what made
that culture hegemonic both in and outside European identity as a superior one in

»% Postmodernity, however,

comparison with all non-European peoples and cultures.
shows itself precisely in “incredulity towards metanarratives™ and questions the Euro-
centred worldview the latter can be understood to obscure and support.

I have chosen to take an Antipodean instance of Western postcolonial margins as
the point of departure for my investigation, since it is at the tense black-and-white
interface of the so-called settler nations that the uncanny most forcefully obtains.
Australia, New Zealand and South Africa are known as the Antipodean settler nations—
postcolonial nations that have been politically controlled by settlers from the old Imperial
Centre and built on a White self-definition.® The case of Australia is especially instructive
in terms of the appearance of the uncanny because of its troubled relationship with its
Indigenous communities, nowadays largely articulated through the official policy of

multiculturalism. Regarding multiculturalism, the Oxford Concise Dictionary of Politics

states:

The term ‘multiculturalism’ emerged in the 1960s in Anglophone
countries in relation to the cultural needs of non-European migrants. It
now means the political accommodation by the state and/or a dominant
group of all minority cultures defined first and foremost by reference to
race or ethnicity; and more controversially, by reference to nationality,
aboriginality, or religion, the latter being groups that tend to make larger
claims and so tend to resist having their claims reduced to those of
immigrants. The ethnic assertiveness associated with multiculturalism has
been part of a wider current of ‘identity’ politics which has transformed
the idea of equality as sameness to equality as difference. Black power,

feminist, and gay pride movements challenged the ideal of equality as

# Said 1995: 7.

3 Lyotard 1984: xxiv.

6 My research is not concerned with the postcolonial literatures arisen in the Antipodean European settler
nations located in Latin America, which are not founded on an Anglo-Celtic self-definition and use Spanish
and Portuguese as their vehicle languages.



assimilation and contended that a positive self-definition of group
difference was more liberatory. The rejection of the idea that political
concepts such as equality and citizenship can be colour-blind and culture-
neutral, the argument that ethnicity and culture cannot be confined to some
so-called private sphere but shape political and opportunity structures in
all societies, is one of the most fundamental claims made by
multiculturalism and the politics of difference. It is the basis for the
conclusion that allegedly ‘neutral’ liberal democracies are part of
hegemonic cultures that systematically de-ethnicize or marginalize
minorities. Hence, the claim that minority cultures, norms, and symbols
have as much right as their hegemonic counterparts to state provision and
to be in the public space, to be ‘recognized’ as groups and not just as

culturally neutered individuals.’

This definition of multiculturalism links up with Homi Bhabha’s distinction
between cultural diversity and cultural difference. As cultural difference may translate as
incommensurability—one (majority) worldview not being able to accommodate other
(minority) ones within the same nation space—its institutional management in liberal
democracies aims to neutralise and contain the centrifugal impetus of difference by
promoting the concept of cultural diversity. As Bhabha says in “The Third Space”,
“Multiculturalism represented an attempt both to respond to and to control the dynamic
process of the articulation of difference, administering a consensus based on a norm that
propagates cultural diversity.”® It is in the assimilating and dissimilating interplay of
multicultural diversity and difference that the search for Australianness is played out.
Thus, the manner in which multicultural developments contest Australia’s Euro-centred
self-definition is indicative of how we need to refocus our management of postmodern
identity predicaments on the private and public level. I will concentrate on postcolonial
Australian literature to argue the latter point, since a sense of national, group and
individual identity is foremost established through narrative, as the Tasmanian-based

scholar Lucy Frost has pointed out.’

7 Modood. 2003.
8 Rutherford 1990: 207-9.
% Frost 1997.



In order to establish how the definition of Australianness has become shifty, the
term postcolonial deserves special attention. Australia is, in fact, an odd member of the
postcolonial margins and has had an ambiguous, troubled relationship with its still-extant
metropolitan centre, Britain, as well as its own oppressed peoples, the Aborigines. How
colonised has Australia been as a society, and how colonising? In a discussion of The

Empire Writes Back (1989),'° Ella Shohat argues that:

[its] authors expand the term post-colonial (sic) to include all English
literary productions by societies affected by colonialism ... This problematic
formulation collapses very different national-racial formations—The United
States, Australia, and Canada on the one hand, and Nigeria, Jamaica, and
India on the other as equally ‘post-colonial.” Positioning Australia and India,
for example, in relation to an imperial center, simply because they were both
colonies, equates the relations of the colonized white-settlers to the
Europeans at the ‘center’ with that of the colonized indigenous populations
to the Europeans. It also assumes that white settler countries and emerging
Third World nations broke away from the ‘center’ in the same way.
Similarly, white Australians and Aboriginal Australians are placed in the
same ‘periphery’, as though they were co-habitants vis-a-vis the ‘center’.
The critical differences between the Europe’s genocidal oppression of
Aboriginals in Australia, indigenous peoples of the Americas and Afro-
diasporic communities, and Europe’s domination of elites in the colonies are
leveled with an easy stroke of the ‘post.” The term ‘post-colonial,” in this
sense, masks the white settlers’ colonialist-racist policies toward indigenous
peoples not only before independence but also after the official break from
the imperial center, while also de-emphasizing neocolonial global

positionings of First World settler-states.'!

Thus, when we speak of the margins of the (ex-)British Empire, white-settler colonies
such as The USA, Canada, New Zealand and Australia all form part of them due to
having been colonised by the British Metropole. However, if we use ‘The West’ in its

widest sense, as all those societies that take European origins—political, historical,

10 Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 1989.
I Shohat 1992: 102-3.



economic, cultural and that politically-incorrect notion: biological—as their main
referent, these white-settler colonies must be included as agents in neo-colonialist
policies at home and abroad. In fact, the denomination white-settler nation straddles
uneasily across notions of the coloniser and colonised, and the occurrence of the
postcolonial uncanny can be located precisely in this ambiguity.

Therefore, the exact focus of my research is on the ‘margins within the not-so-
very margins’: the literature produced by a minority group enjoying special status in the
Australian multicultural firmament. These are the Indigenous Australians, the so-called
Aborigines and Torres-Strait Islanders, whose prior (i.e. pre-colonial) presence and
situatedness question mainstream claims upon the nation space. Their literary
manifestations can be considered an apt tool in the articulation, authorisation and
redefinition of Indigenous definitions of Australianness within the process of what I will
call ‘postcolonising” and ‘postmodernising” Australia. How this leads to uncanny
inscriptions of identity that question and blur rigid boundaries of race, class and gender I
aim to analyse by discussing the work of four novelists who focus on a rewriting of the
Australian physical, textual and identitarian landscape from an Indigenous point of view.
My research topic aims to inscribe itself in the unresolved, uncanny tension between the
need for effective political strategies of Native entitlement and the very dissolution of the
racial, gender and class boundaries with which essentialist discourses fix Native and non-

Native subjectivities alike.

1.2. Too Close for Comfort?

Having drawn attention to the postcolonial location of literature, some words are due to
my own situatedness as a scholar. I write from the geographical and cultural location of
Western Europe, which determines my interest in the structural links between the
postmodern and postcolonial. In Western Europe, the strong development of the global
economy and the continuing political, economic and cultural links with ex-colonies after
the demise of European Empires have spurred ever-increasing flows of immigrants. Such
immigration, mostly from the Arab world, Africa, South-America, Asia and Eastern
Europe, is associated with poverty, poor education, and a different cultural baggage.
While Western Europe was—ironically enough—the cradle of the colonial project that
sent large segments of its population across the seas in previous centuries, the current
migratory influx has raised a general concern that the Western-European continental

fringe is no longer able to absorb newcomers economically, socially and culturally. The



widespread perception that (especially Muslim) immigrants do not assimilate into the
host culture but will outnumber ‘us’ and take over ‘our’ society has boosted racist
attitudes. These have also been accompanied by an uncanny fear of the denaturalisation
of European identity and values, and of a loss of privileges for the mainstream
population. Particularly striking in this sense is how reconfigurations of the ethnic do not
take place in isolation, but feed into a reassessment of class and gender notions as well.
The case of The Netherlands, a country once reputed to be tolerant and pioneering in
social reform, is illustrative; it is also my homeland and thus paradigmatic for my own
conception of ‘home’.

One of the most striking and uncanny developments in recent Dutch politics has
been the virulent development of a populist and racist discourse against immigration. The
advent of the new millennium saw the quick rise of a right-wing anti-immigration party
centred on the histrionics and populism of politician Pim Fortuyn. His ideas found
massive support in a considerable part of the working and lower-middle-class Dutch
and—surprisingly—the more settled immigrant population who sought to defend their
interests against newcomers. Indeed, this was a development that unsettled Dutch
multiculturalism profoundly. Class, gender and ethnic intolerance had long been taboo
areas in Dutch politics and against Fortuyn’s political incorrectness, Dutch politicians
generally reacted with an attempt to silence this new rival. But when Fortuyn’s support
quickly grew, most parties followed his initiative to curb immigration in an effort to cater
for this unexpected change in attitude of mainstream Dutch society; Fortuyn had
definitively put the ethnic issue on the map, and in racialist terms for that matter.

However, about to enter Parliament with a landslide victory, Fortuyn was shot just
before the national elections of 2002 by a mentally-disturbed environmentalist of Dutch
ancestry. Fortuyn’s assassination, rather than crushing his party’s prospects, boosted its
forecasted results: it reached a 20% share in the polls, primarily amongst the less affluent,
yet not so poor segments of Dutch society. What, in fact, disclosed itself in Dutch society
through these events was a notion of the uncanny, or the familiar becoming strange. The
Dutch pride themselves on a strong sense of peace and tolerance, of shared opportunities
and prosperity, and on a multiculturalism avant la lettre inherited from the country’s 17"
century period of affluence and rekindled by the 1960s’ economic boom. However, both
the specifics of Fortuyn’s rise and demise shocked the country into the disturbing
awareness that the traditional basis of its democracy had been torpedoed from the most

unimaginable and unlikely front possible: precisely those formerly underprivileged
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classes who had benefited from the welfare the Dutch state and economy had been able to
create for its citizens. The icon of this uncanniness was, in fact, Fortuyn himself.

Fortuyn, a former communist, gay campaigner and textbook defender of the
politically marginalized and weak, uncannily turned into a stronghold of traditional
conservative values after coining the Pim Fortuyn Parliamentary Group (Lijst Pim
Fortuyn or LPF). It was closely connected to local right-wing factions organized under
the rather deceptive name For a Livable Holland (Leefbaar Nederland). He successfully
appealed to large groups in Dutch society who felt their rights and privileges of old
endangered and perceived themselves as a new marginalized ‘minority’, empowered
therefore to rally against the positive discrimination policies geared towards the recently-
arrived. Nevertheless, it was not an immigrant complot that stunted Fortuyn’s rise, but the
single-handed action of a white campaigner for animal rights, whose reasons for the
murder were never completely cleared up. Officially the assassin objected to Fortuyn’s
unscrupulous use of Dutch Muslims as the scapegoat for multicultural tensions in order to
gain political power, but perhaps the issue goes deeper.

As the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothes—and it is tempting to speculate that
Fortuyn’s murderer reacted to animal imagery on a subliminal level—Fortuyn was not
what he appeared to be; drawing on a past of commitment with the underdog, he appealed
to and convinced the Dutch lower middle classes with a programme of undemocratic and
divisive tendencies that subverted the very idea of an empowered minority. Thus, the
good fortune projected through his surname reached out to Dutch society in what could
only be described as uncanny ways. Both the circumstances of his appearance and
disappearance from the Dutch political scene were literally most ill-omened and
unfortunate, symptomatic of the changing political climate in Western society after the
Islam-fundamentalist attack on the Twin Towers in 2001 and representative of serious
fissures in Dutch national identity.

While the racial component in Fortuyn’s assassination was partly put to rest by the
white identity of the perpetrator and could only be tentatively related to homophobic
attitudes, another assassination of a Dutchman of high public profile would put a closer
spotlight on the structural links between ethnicity, class and gender. For some decades
now, feminist sectors of Dutch society have been concerning themselves with the
emancipation of women immigrants. The case for first-generation immigration is
wrought with multiple difficulties, such as the need to learn the Dutch language, lack of

adequate schooling and the persistence of traditional role patterns, but it is precisely
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daughters rather than sons from immigrant families who have been integrating more
easily into Dutch society, overcoming domestic limitations on gender. So when in 2004 a
male Muslim fundamentalist of the Moroccan underclass murdered Dutch filmmaker
Theo van Gogh because of a documentary entitled Submission, which criticises female
oppression in Muslim countries,'? issues of ethnicity, class and gender clearly linked up
with each other.

This was all the more the case because the documentary’s script had been written
by a Somalian woman, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, who was forced to go into hiding and placed
under police protection after Van Gogh’s murder. She was a notable icon of ethnic
women’s liberation who had repeatedly denounced the subjugated position of women in
Islam, the particulars of Dutch multiculturalism, and the unfairness of Dutch immigration
policies regarding ill-qualified immigrants. This positioning became her springboard for a
political career in progressive circles. However, she soon grew critical with the ways the
multiculturalist programme of Dutch Labour (PvdA) ‘subjugated’ immigrant women, as
ethnic tolerance had led to condoning male chauvinist attitudes amongst immigrants. She
therefore started to move towards conservative, neo-liberal positions, in apparent
contradiction with the purport of her political ideas, and became an MP for the liberal
right-wing party VVD (Volksverbond voor Vrijheid en Democratie or ‘People’s Party for
Freedom and Democracy’) in 2003. In this change of allegiance, she uncannily emulated
Pim Fortuyn’s movements through the political spectrum: both became active within
progressive factions through the gendered articulation of a minority discourse but
uncannily ended up identifying with a conservative politics apparently at odds with their
subject positions, perhaps only to be explained out of changing class allegiances.

But the disturbing similarities with the Fortuyn case do not stop here. Surprisingly,
Ali’s role on the Dutch political scene was thwarted by an outstanding member of her
own party, Minister of Immigration Rita Verdonk. The latter, a controversial hardliner in
immigration affairs, revoked Ali’s Dutch citizenship in 2006 over reputed immigration
irregularities, and thus forced her to resign her seat in Parliament. The loss of her Dutch
nationality draws attention to the uncanny identity issue underpinning this act of political
assassination which, in turn, echoes and profiles the issues of ethnicity, class and gender

embedded in the silencing of Pim Fortuyn. Ayaan Hirsi Ali had already publicly

12 Theo van Gogh, a relative of the famous Dutch impressionist painter, filmed and presented Submission in
2004. The documentary created an immediate controversy involving the Dutch Muslim population.
Submission can be watched at YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aGtQvGGY4S4.

12



confessed in 2002, before assuming a position of political power, that she had not been
altogether truthful when claiming political refugee status in 1992. The irregularities in
question were excusable minor offences. The first misdemeanour was a technicality: she
had immigrated from Kenya after a long stay there, rather than from Somalia, but had
pleaded for political refugee status regarding the latter country because it was easier to
obtain. Nevertheless, she had been born in Somalia but left it for political reasons, while
Kenya was only a phase in a longer process of expatriation.

The second misdemeanour was an issue that, although sensitive, the vast sway of
Dutch feminism could easily sympathise with: she hid her true identity upon entrance in
order to elude the marriage her father had arranged for her to a distant Canadian cousin.'?
Ironically, the official position of Dutch Parliament on arranged marriage is one of
rejection, and the then minister of Immigration was a woman who should have
understood Ali’s misgivings. All in all, several observers believe that Ali’s downfall at
the hands of her own parliamentary group was spurred by the fact that, as a controversial
hardliner in Muslim emancipation matters, she did not fit into the Dutch model of
consensus politics. Although Parliament and national and international public opinion
forced Minister Verdonk to revoke her decision, Ali accepted an offer from the USA to
join a neo-conservative think tank and left The Netherlands for good.'*

Ayaan Hirshi Ali and Pim Fortuyn no longer occupy the Dutch political scene, but
the sense of slow recovery to ‘normality’ that some observers perceived in Dutch society
after their disappearance'® was quickly undone. Fortuyn and Ali’s legacy uncannily
resurfaced in Geert Wilders, a populist politician formerly active in the aforementioned
liberal party VVD.'® Copying Fortuyn’s strategy, in 2004 Wilders formed a one-man
faction bearing the eponymous name Groep Wilders after his hardliner-assimilationist
view on (non-Christian) immigrant integration had clashed with more moderate party

views regarding the Islamic and the Turkish accession to the European Union. It appears

13 Apparently, her real name is Ali Hirsi Magan.

14 See, for instance, Lluis Basset’s “La princesa blasfema” in the Spanish national newspaper E! Pais, 18
May 2006, p. 12, and the editorial “Holanda y Hirsi Ali” in E/ Pais, 22 May 2006, p.16.

15 Peter Giessen discusses a survey on Dutch mentality in a newspaper article entitled “A country that
slowly relaxes” (Volkskrant 23 June 2007). Its abstract states that “The Netherlands seemed to have
recovered from the shock caused by Pim Fortuyn and the 11 of September. This, at least, is the conclusion
of a survey looking into changes of attitude by the only institution that foresaw the ‘civil revolt’. But we
remain on our guard.” Whereas in the public sphere the pressure on new immigration and the call for law
and order has diminished somewhat, in the private sphere a sense of wariness prevails: “[e]xtreme
experiences are out of fashion, a meaningful life and security are becoming fashionable” (my translation).
The publication of Giessen’s article coincided in the same newspaper and day with Duyvendak & Tonkens’
article discussed below.

16 Traynor 2008.
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that Wilders’ harsh attack on Islam can be connected to his part—-German ancestry: his
father fled from German National Socialism to settle in the pre-War Netherlands. This
has led Wilders to speculate about his possibly Jewish origins, and places his discourse in
the uncanny crucible of a politics of racial exclusion that turns victims into victimisers. It
is a curious coincidence with the object of this dissertation and important for the
development of his political career that, due to financial problems when younger, he was
unable to visit and explore his favourite travel destination, Australia. Instead, Wilders
developed strong ties with Israel, where he has spent long periods since his twenties, and
learnt to abhor the lack of democracy in the neighbouring Arab countries he so often
visited.!’

Favouring Euro-scepticism on anti-immigration grounds, Wilders became the
cornerstone of the Dutch veto of the European Constitution in the 2005 referendum. His
populist style, boosting facile, restrictive and exclusionary arguments on national and
European identity is uncannily crafted on combining a fake Aryan appearance with a
presumed libertarian attitude. Indeed, his carefully-bleached platinum-blonde hair is at
odds with his refusal to ally with notoriously fascist politicians such as Austria’s ill-fated
Jorg Haider and France’s Jean-Marie Le Pen.!® As such, his style is indebted to Pim
Fortuyn’s histrionic charisma but also cuts across to Ayaan Hirshi Ali’s confrontional
conception of political activism with uncompromising opinions of Islam that have also
earned him constant police protection and robbed him of a personal life. Emulating the
case of Submission, Wilders wrote, commissioned and internationally promoted the short
film Fitna"®, which virulently attacks Islam, without any sensitivity towards its less
radical and less dogmatic versions. Citing excerpts from the Qur’an within a context of
media and newspaper clips, it shows and describes acts of violence and hatred committed
by Muslims, aiming to demonstrate that followers of Islam are taught to reject and
persecute non-believers. Wilders claims the film to be “a call to shake off the creeping
tyranny of Islamization” by denouncing its supposed promotion of terrorism,
antisemitism, violence against women and homosexuals, and Islamic universalism.

Ilustrative for his exclusionary politics, Wilders holds that “Fitna is the last warning to

17 Traufetter 2008.

18 Traynor 2008.

19 “Fitna’ is Arabic for ‘division’ or ‘test of faith’. The film can be watched at YouTube:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BgQdZgojOFI
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the West. We can choose to pass freedom on to our children or allow our freedom to sink
into a multicultural swamp.”?°

Fitna has been internationally condemned and has sparked off an international
debate on the limits of freedom of speech,?! up to the point that the UK has declared
Wilders persona non grata because of his hate-speech.?? His current international
reputation of ethnic and religious intolerance notwithstanding, Wilders has managed to
appeal to the settled, large Dutch middle classes and is forecast to become the country’s
next Prime Minister. Authoritative surveys in March 2009 suggested his newly-coined
Freedom Party (Partij voor de Vrijheid) would have won the elections with the support of
a fifth of the Dutch electorate, had they been held then in this country with a highly plural
parliamentary make-up traditionally functioning on the basis of consensus politics.?
Indeed, in the European elections of June 2009, Wilders’ party managed to fetch 17% of
the votes with an exclusionary agenda in terms of race, but not of gender. This was good
for the second position in a neck-to-neck race with the traditional political centre
represented by the Christian-Democrat CDA (20%), and it easily outdid the large
moderate left and right-wing parties Pvd4A and VVD, which both had to settle for a
meagre 12% of the votes on the final count.?*

Thus, the particulars of Pim Fortuyn’s death are disturbingly amplified by the
assassination of Theo van Gogh, Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s banishment, and the current rise of
their ‘hybrid offspring’” Geert Wilders, who considers himself their political heir.>> These
events exemplify the uncanny turmoil in which Dutch national identity finds itself,
defining it as shifty territory in these times of global migratory movements. It may well
be that Holland, which is—rather than the formal Nederland—the term the Dutch use to
denote emotional closeness to their country and a feeling of homeliness, has become
unrecognisably ‘strange’. In June 2007, a major national newspaper published an article
by two university professors, Jan Willem Duyvendak and Evelien Tonkens, who hold the
chair of Sociology and ‘Active Citizenship’ respectively at the University of Amsterdam.
It assesses the general state of feeling surrounding the question of immigration in relation

to ‘Dutchness’. In their analysis, significantly entitled “All of The Netherlands is

20 Park, Michael 2008.

21 See Works Cited: “Holland declines to prosecute anti-Islam politician,” an anonymous report in The
International Herald Tribune of 30 June 2008.

22 Steen, Michael 2009.

23 Waterfield, Bruno 2009.

24 See Works Cited: “Verkiezingen”, an anonymous report in the Dutch national newspaper De Volkskrant.
23 Traynor 2008.
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homesick,” the issues of ethnicity, class and gender interlink and develop in the crucible

of the uncanny:

The debate on immigration has reached a new stage: that of emotionalism.
Full integration is no longer a question of doing, but increasingly one of
feeling ... The issue of ‘feeling at home’ has presumably moved to the
centre of public and political debate, because diverse groups of Native
Dutchmen—from homosexuals and feminists to people from disadvantaged,
so-called ‘problem neighbourhoods’—have increasingly lost a sense of
home due to (their perception of) Muslim immigration. They project their
own feelings of discomfort onto these immigrants, who they find hard to
imagine with an established sense of belonging to the Dutch host country.
Moreover, the thought that ‘they’—the newly arrived—might possibly feel
at home while ‘we’ feel estranged is difficult to digest. They were surely our
guests, our ‘guest workers’? Should they not conform and assimilate? Have
‘we’ not got the oldest rights? In the heyday of the Pim Fortuyn ‘revolt’, it
was especially those Native Dutch people living in disadvantaged urban
areas who no longer felt at home in their ‘own’ neighbourhood, because it
was being ‘taken over’ by immigrants. Fortuyn aptly coined the concept of
the ‘homeless nation’, and that was a telling image ... The increasing
emotionalism of the integration debate has made for a nostalgic and
melancholic tone so far. The undercurrent is one of homesickness, the
longing for a lost home; of reaching out to what is on the verge of being lost
but may still be kept ... This increased sensitivity is also exclusive. It places
those who have an ‘original’ right to ‘our’ home in an advantaged position.
Of course, they completely belong. Their views on what it means to feel at

home become the touchstone for the newly arrived.

Duyvendak and Tonkens’ notion of ‘homesickness’, the nostalgia for a lost Dutch
home and identity, can be extended to Western Europe as a whole. Immigration has
become too close for White European comfort, so that a formerly open-armed reception

of the immigrant is rapidly turning into an attitude of unfeigned rejection. As a

26 Duyvendak & Tonkens 2007: BO1 (my translation).
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consequence, projects of multiculturalism and asylum policies are questioned and
redefined to serve a more conservative, restrictive agenda. The ‘War on Terrorism’
waged after the Twin Tower Attack in New York on 11 September 2001, the referendum
debacle of the new European Constitution (which was felt to curtail national identities
and therefore vetoed by France and The Netherlands in 2005), and the landslide
conservative victory in the 2009 European elections exemplify a general swing to the
political right which has turned European nationhood and identity into hotly debated
issues. While a sense of an established home is increasingly lost, the battlements in
defence of a so-called ‘European identity’ are being raised.?’” Applying a restrictive
definition of cultural diversity, Europe is moving from the recognition of cultural
difference to the mainstream imposition of an overarching concept of assimilative
sameness. Thus, Tariqg Modood writes that, in its most liberal configurations of openness

to difference:

Multiculturalism has had a less popular reception in mainland Europe. Its
prospect has sometimes led to the success of extreme nationalist parties in
local and national polls. In France, where intellectual objections to
multiculturalism have been most developed, multiculturalism is opposed
across the political spectrum, for it is thought to be incompatible with a
conception of a ‘transcendent’ or “universal’ citizenship which demands that
all ‘particular’ identities, such as those of race, ethnicity, and gender, which
promote part of the republic against the good of the whole, be confined to

private life.?®

27 In my current country of residence, Spain, the ideas put forward by FAES, the influential neo-
conservative think-tank presided by the ex president of government, José Maria Aznar, illustrate the latter.
Its 2007 round of summer conferences saw a host of illustrious speakers defend European identity from a
perspective of racial and moral/Christian strength, purity and space: “We must ask immigrants to integrate
and assimilate our fundamental values. Whoever agrees, fine, and whoever not, there’s the door”
(anthropologist Mikel Azurmendi); Europe will end up being flushed down the drains of History ...
Without children a nation cannot be raised ... Its massive dependency on immigration is bound to lead to
structural weakness ... we need children” (Canadian writer Mark Stein); “Europe is quickly advancing
towards Eurabia, as Islam has occupied the space that Europe has relinquished in the 21* ¢. because of a
strong sense of guilt and inferiority, which has caused the identity crisis in which it is immersed. Europe
shows serious signs of surrender and resignation” (PP senator Alejandro Mufioz Alonso); “Once our
Christian awareness has disappeared ... our modernity has degenerated into a lack of judgment and criteria
in which good and evil, right and wrong are no longer distinguishable” (award-winning author José
Jiménez Losanto); “Nowadays the West is blamed for all evils. Multiculturalism has decidedly contributed
to this erosion. The solution must be found in the reaffirmation of Western values” (writer Valenti Puig)
(Quoted in Cué 2007: 18, my translation).

2 Modood 2003.
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1.3. Too Far for Discomfort?

Perhaps surprisingly, the distant shores of Australia may offer an Antipodean mirror to
put these new, multicultural tensions in our continent into a manageable perspective. It
may avoid an essentialist approach that nostalgically turns a blind eye to a process of
intercultural contact that is surely impossible to reverse, potentially enriching but often
perceived as a threat. Australia, while seemingly on a far physical and spiritual remove
from recent European turmoil, has a long history of raising disturbing questions on
national identity and a sense of home. Indeed, as the destabilisation of identity is a
universal feature of postmodern Western society, Australia may help to clarify the
present European predicament. As a settler nation of European stock, Australia casts its
postcolonial definition of Self and Foreigner/Other in ways which puts Western
essentialist philosophies to the test and sounds an uncanny warning to current European
positioning in multicultural matters. On the one hand, as a long-standing destination of
immigration Australia has had a multicultural head start, being “amongst the first
nations® to constitute models of state multiculturalism, that is, to include
multiculturalism as an official component in their national definitions,” whereas “the
European Union is the latest organization attempting to grapple with the questions and
tensions untidily grouped together under that unsatisfactory term: multiculturalism.”*® On
the other hand, what makes the Australian case especially appropriate in order to
understand and come to terms with the uncanny tensions that affect contemporary Europe
is the fact that immigration in Australia precisely includes a// Europeans. This group has
only settled the island-continent over the past two centuries and in doing so, wreaked
havoc on Australia’s Native population, the Aborigines and Torres-Strait Islanders.
However, through the joint effect of more favourable policies and legislation, the latter
have managed to recover positions of some political power over the last two decades or
SO.

Australian multiculturalism has been operative since the 1980s on the initiative of
successive Labour governments, although the present decade of conservative rule has
limited its presence as an active political instrument in multicultural relations. It was

initially promoted so as to respect cultural diversity and “to lay to rest both the iniquitous

2% Other nations to be counted amongst these forerunners are The USA and Canada.
39 Gunew 2004: 1.
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White Australia policy>'—which had officially started with the Immigration Restriction

266

Act of 1901*?—and the official immigration policy of ‘assimilation’* by addressing a
series of material, educational and social needs of non-Anglo-Celtic, often Asian
minorities.*> However, in the 1990s multiculturalism also developed into an instrument
aiming to accommodate the Aboriginal minority into Australian mainstream society,
hitherto largely ignored.>* After a rewriting of official Australian colonial history,
government policies swung towards differential treatment of the Aborigines with
Aborigine-inclusive multiculturalism, the founding of the Council for Aboriginal
Reconciliation in 1992 and the new Native Title legislation of 1993. Positive
discrimination towards the Natives and the possibility for Aborigines to regain ownership
of some of their tribal land, up to then a legal impossibility, have nevertheless been seen
as a serious threat by conservative mainstream society. They have turned into a source of
uncanny multicultural tension in that they defamiliarised white mainstreamers from an
Australian territory they felt ‘naturally’ theirs, thus creating a national space that was
increasingly perceived as unhomely.

Bulldozed into what they felt to be a minority position and suffering from what they
presumed were unjustified assaults on rights and properties inalienably theirs,>> a white
backlash against the new multiculturalist ideas was led by John Howard’s Liberal Party,
Tim Fischer’s National Party and Pauline Hanson’s ultra-conservative One Nation Party
in the mid 1990s. After a landslide victory, the first two parties formed a conservative
government in 1996 that maintained itself in power until 2008, aided by an unfavourable
attitude nationwide towards ethnic policies after the 2001 World Trade Centre attack.
Consequently, the conservative establishment has implemented more restrictive policies

on immigration, epitomised in the Asian asylum seeker/Tampa crisis of August 2001.%¢

31 The umbrella term ‘White Australia policy’ covers a series of legal measures and policies implemented
between 1901 and 1973, with the aim of restricting non-White and favouring European immigration into
Australia. For its attempt to keep Australia ‘White’, it is often seen on a par with Australian policies of
Aboriginal extermination in the 20" century.

32 Ang 2003: 51.

3 Gunew 1990: 103, 115.

34 Keating 1992; Mudrooroo 1997: 1.

35 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: xii.

36 Ang 2003: 52. In August 2001, the Howard Government refused the Norwegian freighter MV Tampa
permission to enter Australian waters. The vessel had rescued 438 Asian asylum seekers travelling in
precarious circumstances from drowning in international waters. When the Tampa entered Australian
waters, the Prime Minister ordered the ship to be boarded by the Australian special forces. At the United
Nations’ 65" plenary meeting on 27 November 2001, the Norwegian government alleged the Australian
Government failed to meet obligations to distressed mariners under international law. The Howard
government quickly reacted by passing the Border Protection Bill in the House of Representatives, which
claimed Australian sovereignty to determine who will enter and reside in Australia. The Howard
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Moreover, it has also cut back on recent achievements for the Aboriginal population,
projecting them as an ‘undeserved’ privilege and problematic political heritage, while
refusing to acknowledge that some kind of retribution for past atrocities is due.’” Such a
backlash notwithstanding, which denotes that the Natives have come too close for
mainstream comfort, “Mabo’® and the new Australian History ends the historical silence
about the Aboriginal pre-colonial and colonial past upon which the conservative
invention of Australia and Australianness was founded...”* Consequently, any sense of
national belonging for White Australian settlers must involve a coming to terms with the
Indigenous “skeleton at the feast.”*

Bearing in mind these developments, it should come as no surprise that, “[a]lthough
Aboriginals are numerically a small proportion of Australia’s population, their
importance in the construction of Australian identity is disproportionate.”! Thus, in his
official address to the nation on Australia Day** in 2002, the well-known White
Australian environmental scientist Tim Flannery critically defined the attempt to

incorporate the Aborigine into Australian identity as necessary and inevitable, but also

problematic:

We can’t celebrate Australia Day unreservedly, nor can we expect Aboriginal
people to celebrate it, unless we somehow come to terms with that terrible
history...Certainly I don’t mean to suggest that the European aspects of our
history are irrelevant or should be disposed of — only that they reflect us as a
people who have not yet developed deep, sustaining roots in the land. Yet
Australia — the land, its climate and creatures and plants — is the only thing

that we all, uniquely, share in common. It is at once our inheritance, our

Government finally opted for the so-called “Pacific Solution,” taking the asylum seekers to Nauru, a
Micronesian island administered by Australia, New Zealand and the UK, where their refugee status was
considered, rather than in Australia.

37 Veracini 2003: 233.

38 The court case which the Indigenous land right fighter Eddie Mabo won against the state of Queensland
in 1992 was the prelude to the new Native title legislation.

3 Attwood 1996: 13.

40 Read 2000: 1-2.

4 Hodge & Mishra 1990: xiv. At present the Indigenous population is about half a million of a total
Australian population of 21 millions, who are largely of European descent (Australian Bureau of Statistics
2006: 5).

42 Australia Day, the 26™ of January, commemorates the landing of the First Fleet in Sydney Cove on that
day in 1788, which marked the beginning of transportation of British convicts to Australia. It is—as the
official Australian government web page tendentiously claims—a public holiday when “we come together
as a nation [to] celebrate what’s great about Australia and being Australian.” (See Works Cited: “Australia
Day”)
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sustenance, and the only force ubiquitous and powerful enough to craft a truly
Australian people. It ought to — and one day will — define us as a people like

no other.*

In an analysis of some larger scope, the Dutch-Indonesian-Australian scholar Ien Ang
holds that the combined effect of Aboriginal and non-European immigrant inclusion into
mainstream society makes “a racially exclusionary White Australia ... no longer
practically feasible or morally acceptable”.** Thus, the specificities of the Antipodean
reversal of settler primacy may show that solutions for the European multicultural
predicament cannot be found in the one-way street of assimilative thrust; they do not only
beckon towards a redefinition of the Ethnic Other but also, and perhaps more

importantly, of the White Self.

1.4. White Articulations of Identity in the Literary

While the present project inscribes itself within a framework similar to my minor thesis,
Issues of Identity in Contemporary Australian Fiction: An Uncanny Territory of Race and
Gender,” it aims to move further ahead by looking at Australian identity matters from
the more disquieting viewpoint of the Indigenous writer while amplifying into class
issues. In comparison, my minor thesis aligns more comfortably with my subject position
as a White European academic as it analyses race/ethnic and gender issues in novels
written from the perspective of the ‘White’ author in postcolonial Australia. The use of
‘White’ indicates that the novels discussed in my minor thesis—Elizabeth Jolley’s The
Well and David Malouf’s Remembering Babylon—stage the interplay of gender and
Aboriginality, Australia’s prime marker of ethnicity,*® from a so-called non-Native point
of view. Nevertheless, the inverted commas interrogate whether such non-Nativeness
comfortably aligns with whiteness understood as the belonging to a male heterosexual
Anglo-Saxon canon, which one might express with a capitalised Whiteness.

In the latter sense, Jolley’s placement within mainstream literature is interrogated

by her position as a woman from a mixed British-Austrian background, which colours her

43 Tim Flannery, Australia Day Address 2002.

4 Ang 2003: 53.

45 Presented in July 2006 at the University of Barcelona (unpublished).

46 Ken Gelder and Jane Jacobs argue that, although in Australia ethnicity “is not just specific to Aboriginal
people [..., the latter] put their ethnicity to use as a primary social category. It has a socially binding force
to which even those other groups who may regard themselves as ‘ethnic’ may not be able to appeal.”
(Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 98)
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fiction in idiosyncratic ways.*’ Similarly, Maloufs inscription into the mainstream canon
is complicated by his homosexuality*® and his Christian-Libanese and Sephardi-British
antecedents,® all of which determine his choice and treatment of themes. Not only by
locating identity issues within the larger framework of Australian multicultural diversity
but also within the changing objectives of multiculturalist policies regarding Indigenous

difference over the last two decades, my minor thesis traces how the interplay of
2950

3

race/ethnicity and gender becomes a “vexed issue’” in The Well and Remembering
Babylon.

In these uncanny instances of postcolonial mainstream Gothic, the troubled
condition of Australian identity translates as a lack of narrative closure—it is suspended
while the dramatic personae’s White identities are seriously questioned, and this implies
that gender and race/ethnicity must be constructively re-mapped in Australian-specific
terms in order to reach solutions. As my reading of these novels tries to argue, the latter
can only be achieved by the incorporation of the Native in the textual and identitarian
landscape of Australia. Alan Sinfield’s premise that “[w]e might think of the literary text
as a particularizing pattern laid across the (changing) grid of social possibilities™! is
particularly useful here. Taking the material bases of literature as a point of departure, we
may assume that fiction documents the frictions between social viability and its
restrictions, between reality and desire, between the disillusions of the present and the
illusions of the future. Thus, The Well and Remembering Babylon reflect none other than
the contradictory tensions in multicultural developments that contemporary Australian
society struggles with, embodied by the incorporation of Indigenous difference in a
complex interplay with class and gender.

These tensions may be termed uncanny in the Freudian sense®® in that they
defamiliarise accepted conceptions of identity. The uncanny phenomenon of being in
place and out of place simultaneously, which both The Well and Remembering Babylon
map out as the estranging text/ure of postcolonial landscape, materializes as a distinctive
trait of the Australian context of multiculturalism. In defining people as ambiguously

un/settled in the (conceptual) space of Australia, the activation of the uncanny marks the

temporal and psychological distance yet to be covered in order to achieve a definition of

47 Salzman 1993: 3, 8, 32.

48 Holland 2002.

4 Hanson 1992: 120-3.

50 Gunew 1990: 100

3! Sinfield 1983: 3-4.

32 Freud: 1953a. 219-252. See chapter 2 for an in-depth discussion.
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Australianness that fully acknowledges and tolerates difference. This calls for respectful
reciprocity rather than the silencing, effacing and policing of cultural and biological
assimilation imposed on the Indigenous peoples in not so distant years—and perhaps
never given up, as the recent politics of one decade of conservative Howard government
have evidenced. In the latter sense, the postcolonial moment does not necessarily signify
a clean “passage into a new period and a closure of a certain historical event or age,
officially stamped with dates” but must be interpreted as in process or “postcolonising”
as Eileen Moreton-Robertson has it.>*

This unsettling distance is fostered by what Hodge and Mishra once defined as a
non-Native construction of the Aboriginal Other out of “the minimal material threat and

the maximal threat to legitimacy,”>’

in which nowadays the former element can be seen
to have disturbingly increased as well. Thus, my concern is with the articulation of
Aboriginality within the larger framework of postcolonising multicultural Australia in the
Indigenous effort to undo the uncanny inversion of settler primacy that for so long
enthroned White Australians as the rightful owners of the land. More specifically, I am
interested in the textual strategies that Indigenous authors may follow to rewrite the
Australian physical, textual and identitarian landscape; how the articulation of
Aboriginality may lead to uncanny inscriptions of their fiction; how the latter may
question and blur rigid boundaries of class, gender and race; and how this ultimately
points towards less essentialist, more performative notions of identity. For the purpose of
my argument, this study will dedicate attention to the singular corpus—both in its literal
and literary meaning—of one of Australia’s most international, prolific yet controversial
‘Aboriginal’ authors: Mudrooroo. Once again, my use of inverted commas points at the
ambiguous nature of identity in a postcolonising society such as Australia. Not only do
they highlight Mudrooroo’s highly contested status as a member of the Indigenous
community—questioned from both Native and non-Native positions—but, conversely,
they also highlight that the lexical fields of Aboriginality, race and ethnicity require some

disambiguation.

53 Shohat 1992: 101.
54 Moreton-Robinson 2003: 37.
55 Hodge and Mishra 1990: 25.
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1.5. Aboriginal Articulations of Identity in the ‘Real’

The concept of Aboriginality®® denotes membership of the Indigenous communities who
have lived on the Australian continent for many thousands of years, long before its
European occupation started.’” Sneja Gunew, an authority in the field of
multiculturalisms and the Australian case in particular, argues that race is a category that,
in the Australian context, has been applied to Aboriginal peoples. Conflated with
Aboriginality, race “should be seen as the symbolic marker of unabsorbable cultural

difference,”®

whereas Australianness is reserved for an often unacknowledged White
“Anglo-Celtism.” However, ethnicity was formerly “the codename given for those more
recent immigrant settlers who do not conveniently derive from Britain or Ireland and who
interrogate these neat [binary] categories.”® She argues that ethnicity was postulated as
“a way of circumventing the racist history of ‘race’,” and therefore has been associated
with absorbable cultural difference. Thus, it offered the possibility to choose “the groups
to which one belonged and within them also choose what to preserve as part of an

imagined past.”®

If we understand the ethnic as any manifestation of cultural rather than
(a racialist interpretation of) presumed biological difference, what has often been
understood as the Native’s unabsorbable difference—a feature beyond choice—is
undoubtedly the most important but not the only ethnic marker in the Australian context.

Gunew states that:

[the] chain of signification around difference as modernity and European
civilization has, in the Australian context, allowed the Anglo-Celtic
descendents of the settler colonizers to construct their English ethnicity
against the differences of not only the indigenous peoples and those in the

surrounding Asia-Pacific, but as well, paradoxically, those ‘multicultural

6 In subsequent sections and chapters I shall capitalise Aboriginality, Indigeneity and Nativeness to
differentiate their Australian specificity from non-Australian counterparts. I will also use these terms
indistinctly to refer to the Indigenous-Australian population as a whole, including the Torres-Straight
Islanders. Similarly, I shall capitalise Whiteness to indicate belonging to the Anglo-Celtic Australian
mainstream.

57 The landing of the First Fleet in Sydney Cove on 26 January 1788 marked the beginning of the European
colonisation of Australia, when transportation of British convicts to Australia was initiated. Allegedly,
Aboriginal populations lived on the Australian continent as early as 40 to 50,000 years ago.

58 Jen Ang and John Stratton quoted in Gunew 2004: 100.

59 Gunew 2004: 20.

0 Gunew 2004: 21 (my emphasis).
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others’ many of whom in the wake of postwar migration came precisely from

what is traditionally cited as continental Europe or the West.5!

While according to Gunew Aboriginality retains enduring racial connotations in the
new millennium, the concept has nevertheless become highly contested in contemporary
Australia and has moved beyond biological fixity. Marcia Langton writes that “[t]he label
Aboriginal has become one of the most disputed terms in the Australian language,” and
points out that the vast wealth of legal definitions reflect not only White obsession with
but also uncertainty and confusion about the status of the Natives.®? One of the main
problems surrounding the term is its signification within Western epistemology. The
word Aboriginal is of European coinage, and it is nowadays generally acknowledged that,
from the binary us-and-them perspective of the White coloniser, it blurs the distinctions
among the different groups of Indigenous inhabitants of the continent, such as
Nyoongars, Nangas, Yolngus and Murris, just to name a few of the long list of extant
groups. Thus, in an article on contemporary Indigenous-Australian writing, the critic Joan
Newman follows Native writer Eve Mumewa D. Fesl’s cue by opting for the Native word
“‘Koori’® to make general references to the Indigenous peoples of the continent. She
reserves Nyoongar, Murri etc. for different Indigenous nations and “reject[s] the term
‘Aboriginal’ as a proper noun [so as not] to participate in the colonial project.”®*

While I am sensitive to Newman’s criticism and aware of the word’s descriptive
limitations, I will maintain the term Aborigine and its derivatives as they still have a role
to play in a strategic rather than essentialist use of identity politics. As Graham Huggan
asserts, “strategic authenticity remains a useful political weapon” in the struggle for
ownership of Native cultural expression, and goes against the, probably unintended,
danger of disenfranchisement provoked by the promotion of hybridity and heterogeneity

in postcolonially-inspired academic output.®® Similarly, Ella Shohat argues:

81 Gunew 2004: 10.

62 Langton 1993: 28.

63 Koori is the term used by people from some Indigenous Australian nations in New South Wales and
Victoria to refer to themselves, following a wider trend among Indigenous Australians to reject the word
Aboriginal as it was imposed on them by Europeans. Traditionally, Koori means ‘person’ or ‘people’ and
has currently evolved to denote any ‘Indigenous person from south-eastern Australia’, but Newman
expands its scope of reference to the whole of the continent.

4 Newman 1996: 83, 84.

65 Huggan 1993: 133.
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Postcolonial theory’s celebration of hybridity risks an anti-essentialist
condescension toward those communities obliged by circumstances to
assert, for their very own survival, a lost and even irretrievable past ... If the
logic of post-structuralist/post-colonial argument were taken literally, then
... the Jindyworobak in Australia [would be] criticized for their turn to
Aboriginal language and culture as part of their own regeneration. The
question ... is not whether there is such a thing as an originary
homogeneous past, and if there is whether it would be possible to return to
it, or even whether the past is unjustifiably idealized. Rather, the question is:
who is mobilizing what in the articulation of the past, deploying what
identities, identifications and representations, and in the name of what

political vision and goals?%®

Inevitably, the present study inscribes itself in the unresolved, uncanny tension one might
claim, between the need for effective political strategies for Native entitlement and the
very dissolution of the class, race and gender boundaries which fix Aboriginal
subjectivities. While it is evident that Aboriginality and race cannot be fixed into mere
biological givens, and are just forms of cultural difference along with class and gender, it
is nevertheless for reasons of political effectiveness that I consistently choose to refer to
Aboriginality in terms of race in this dissertation. This seems a dangerous game to play
indeed, but the term race, as a reference to past (and present) racialist policies, may
highlight the Aborigines’ special minority status in multicultural Australia. Thus, it may
wield the necessary political leverage in a strategic employment of identity politics. For
the same reason I shall employ ethnicity to refer to non-Anglo-Celtic cultural difference
other than Aboriginality.

Despite its forbidding and deceptively essentialist homogeneity, then, the definition

of Aboriginality has been the object of important shifts in perception over the last four

% Shohat 1992: 110. Founded by Rex Ingamells, the Jindyworobak Movement was a romantically-inspired
nationalistic Australian literary movement whose White members sought to promote Indigenous Australian
ideas and customs, particularly in poetry. Active from the 1930s to 1950s, the movement aimed to combat
the influx of ‘alien’ culture, which was threatening local art. As Michael Ackland writes, “The name of
Ingamells’ group derived form a native word supposed to mean to annex or to join, and underscored his
aim to wed white and black traditions to produce a unique Australian civilisation. Again belated
Romanticism informed a nationalist program. Imagining that the Aborigines had adapted to and absorbed
an unchanging environment, Ingamells held that their language and thought were a special expression of
climatic and physical conditions. The spirituality lacking in the West was rediscovered in the outback, and
the Indigenous word identified with a suggestive magic which Ingamells hoped to replicate in his own
verse ...” (2000: 88-9).
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decades. As recent as the 1960s, being considered Aboriginal meant to be stripped of all
civil rights, and to be seen as a member of a subhuman species that had “failed the
evolutionary test and [was] doomed to extinction.”®” The first attempts at
multiculturalism, after the 1960s and 70s protest movements had left their mark on
Australian society and politics, proposed mere assimilationist strategies to accommodate
the Native segment of the population. Under the latter the Natives were coaxed to give up
their Aboriginal for a Whitewashed identity—provided their skin-colour and factions thus
allowed. Nevertheless, the issue of Australian identity would take a different but no less
controversial turn in the 1990s, when Aboriginality was imbued with more positive
content and to receive differential treatment because of the new legislation on Indigenous
land rights and the move towards Aborigine-inclusive multiculturalism.

Sneja Gunew therefore holds that, nowadays, the differences between ethnicity and
(Aboriginality as) race are increasingly erased: “Models attempting to locate the absolute
grounds of racial difference [through associations with so-called biological givens] have
been displaced by analyses establishing the mechanisms of racism and racialized forms of
power which result in certain groups gaining ‘race privilege’.”®® Gunew’s analysis
highlights that Aboriginality should be seen as just another manifestation of ethnicity,
and points towards an investigation of the ways in which the White mainstream has
managed to maintain positions of power in Australian society through the application of
racially-inspired policies. One way to do the latter is to investigate how ‘race privilege’
has taken on a disturbing, uncanny shape in Australia and acquired political profile.
Within the new context of Australian Common Law and Aborigine-inclusive
multiculturalism, Aboriginality has been seen as ‘over-privileged’ by conservative
factions of the mainstream public.®” This is a development somewhat similar to the
perception of ethnicity in contemporary Europe but different in that the threat comes
from the ‘stranger within’ rather than ‘the stranger without’, heightening its uncanny
potential as chapter 2 will point out.

With the Mabo Judgment of 1992, the Australian High Court revoked the legal
concept of Terra Nullius, which had denied human occupation of the Australian territory
prior to British settlement, ignored the Indigenous presence in Australia and made Native

landownership impossible for over 200 years of White colonisation. When the Native

7 Mudrooroo 1997a: 92
%8 Gunew 2004: 21.
% See Ken Gelder and Jane Jacob’s Uncanny Australia (1998) for an in-depth discussion of this issue.
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Title Act came into being in 1993 as a recognised part of Australian Common Law, it
endowed the Indigenous Australians with the legally endorsed possibility to retrieve
lands they had lost in the process of White colonisation.”® It should come as no surprise
that the remapping of the Australian territory with its Ab/original inhabitants, together
with the development of positive discrimination policies towards the Natives, led to a
redefinition of Australian national identity which unleashed all sorts of uncanny tensions.
Both place and identity could no longer be assigned according to European—i.e. Anglo-
Celtic—standards alone, thus dislocating White essentialist readings of Australia in an
uncanny reversal of settler primacy.”! What is more, while White Australians might
recognise the need for redress for past wrongs towards the Natives, this would clash with
fear regarding the potential loss of privilege and property.”” Indeed, in this politicised
context, Aboriginality became highly contested. Suddenly, those who were able to assert
Native ancestry could claim privileges—government funding in all sorts of areas, access
to and ownership of tribal land etc.—which until then had been reserved to the White
mainstream. Thus, White resistance was rife, notably amongst pastoralists of European
stock and mining lobbies in rural Australia, who felt that the Aboriginal segment of the
population became entitled to too much.

In such a regime of Native entitlement, in which White legitimacy was under threat,
it became legally necessary to authenticate belonging to tribal groups and to fix the
conditions under which Native belonging would apply, thus putting essentialist/racialist
pressure back on the definition of Aboriginality. While progressive scholarship such as
Kent McNeil and Henry Reynolds has pointed out that this demand for authentication is

unfair,

not surprisingly the matter of authentication has turned out to be highly
problematic for a large proportion of the Indigenous population. Many of Aboriginal
descent have lost trace of their origins, not least by displacement from their tribal lands;
by the denial of Aboriginal ancestry within their own families due to feelings of shame;
and by the scathing effects of the Stolen Generations—the institutionalised, forced
removal of children of mixed descent from their Aboriginal families between 1920 and

1970.74

70 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 135-6.

"' Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 135, 138.

72 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 17.

3 See Kent McNeil 1996 and Henry Reynolds 2003.

74 Katherine Ellinghaus points out that such a “removal of [part-Aboriginal] children became common
practice in all Australia as the [20"] century progressed” (Ellinghaus 2003: 196).
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As Lucy Frost holds, “[a]ny construction of identity, whether individual or

75 and not surprisingly,

collective, relies on narrative to produce a defining shape,
literature has been a parallel field affected by the authenticity debate, in which
Indigenous authors have become enmeshed in the need to defend the literary value of
their writing as well as the truth of the underlying personal and communal histories told.
These writers have developed different textual strategies against scrutinizing mainstream
eyes concerned with what is disparagingly described as poor copies of European
precedents and/or unfair and untruthful accounts of the European settlement of Australia.
Instances of autobiographical ‘life-writing’ such as Sally Morgan’s My Place (1987)
respond to the unequivocally political agenda of rewriting Australian history on
Indigenous-friendly terms by testifying to and contesting the scathing effects of
(neo)colonialist policies. The same holds for fictional accounts such as Mudrooroo’s
Master series, Kim Scott’s True Country (1993) and Benang (1999) and Alexis Wright’s
Plains of Promise (1997) and Carpentaria (2006).

Thus, the articulation of Aboriginality as the authority to decide who does and
does not belong to the Native segment of the Australian population and the right to
represent and speak on behalf of the Indigenous community have turned into a highly
contested ground. It involves different lobbies such as tribal groups, academia,
politicians, judges, lawyers, pastoralists and mining industries, disputing who may
determine what Aboriginality entails so as to negotiate access to or denial of newly
acquired rights and privileges. This political impetus explains why the debate is so heated
and why Aborigines often refuse any non-Native participation. In 1993, just at the onset
of Aborigine-inclusive multiculturalism and the implementation of the new Native title
legislation, the Indigenous historian and critic Jackie Huggins wrote that “[fJoremostly I
detest the imposition that anyone can define my Aboriginality for me and my race.
Neither do I accept any definition of Aboriginality by non-Aboriginals, as it insults my
intelligence, spirit and soul and my inheritance.”’® And a good decade later Sneja Gunew,
a self-defined ethnic Australian scholar now living in Canada,”” still claimed that “[t]here

appears to be an interesting battle here around who may lay claim to ‘our Natives’, where

75 Frost 1997 (my emphasis).
76 Huggins 2003: 60.
77 Her father has Bulgarian and her mother German ancestry.
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debates are conducted in terms of ‘who gets it right,” that is, who ‘owns’ or is able to
legislate upon representations of the ‘Native’.””

Stephen Pritchard illustrates Gunew’s point with an incisive analysis of how
Australian courts may de-authorise Aboriginal spokespeople when these claim their
rights. Interestingly, the case referred to, the Hindmarsh Island Bridge affair of 1995-6,
maps strongly across gender, as it involves a claim on a sacred site connected to
Ngarrindjeri women’s beliefs and traditions.”” One may wonder to what extent the court
was less willing to concede the claimant tribeswomen a fair deal because what was under
scrutiny was ‘women’s business’; not surprisingly, Pritchard echoes the legal concept of
terra nullius in coining the term vox nullius to express the court’s effectively silencing
these women. 3

But the discussion spills over into other terrains as well. In a Foucauldian analysis

of an important academic debate on discourses of Aboriginality carried out in the

Oceania journal in 1992 and 1993, Carolyn D’Cruz claims that:

The matter of who speaks for and about whom is possibly the most sensitive
and impassioned issue circulating within discourses of identity politics. More
often than not, before confronting any other qualifying prerequisite to speak, a
speaker must satisfy the criteria of bearing the marker of identity that one is
speaking about ... In various public spaces in Australia, both issues—the right
to speak and the question concerning what constitutes authentic Aboriginal

identity—are debated with burning regularity.?!

She goes on to cite David Hollinsworth, who, as the non-Aboriginal instigator of the
Oceania debate, highlights what is at stake in this discussion: “the means of claiming,
contesting and authenticating Aboriginal identity are central to both the future of
Aboriginal Studies as an academic area of study and to political and ideological struggles
over Australian nationalism and the position of indigenous peoples within it.”®? This, of

course, is an eminently strategic view of Aboriginal positionality.

8 Gunew 2004: 47.

7 Pritchard 2000.

80 “The term ‘business’ is often used to name a broad and diverse range of Australian Aboriginal sacred,
ritual, or customary practices and beliefs” (Pritchard 2000).

81 Carolyn D’Cruz 2001.

82 D’Cruz quotes from p. 137 of Hollinsworth’s "Discourses on Aboriginality and the Politics of Identity in
Australia" in Oceania 63.2 (1992): 137-55.
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1.6. Aboriginal Articulations of Identity in the Literary

Literature plays its own, particular role in the construction of a nation and a concomitant
national identity. At the time of the Oceania debate, the cultural studies scholars David
Hodge and Vijay Mishra drew attention to “the massive effects on this enterprise that
arise from the nature of the foundation of the modern Australian state, as the unjust act of
an imperial power whose direct beneficiaries have still not acknowledged that injustice
nor succeeded in constructing a viable alternative basis for their legitimacy.” Thus they
explained their interest in Australian literature as an arena where such a “doomed quest
for symbolic forms of legitimacy” is played out.®* In this sense the authenticity debate, as
a discourse on the legitimation of identities, strategically links up with literary

manifestations. This is underlined in Sneja Gunew’s argument that:

The question of authenticity continues to haunt the reception of minority
writings. In the struggle for minority rights and the battles over who controls
representation there are those who take the position that only members of such
minority groups have the authority, or at least moral right, to represent
themselves. But who, institutionally speaking, decides the group membership
and who interprets and legislates whether this authenticity has been

achieved?®

Similarly, the critic Joan Newman argues that “the designation ‘Aboriginal’ writer” is
problematic: “Although there is now an increasing production of Aboriginal literature, its
classification, legitimacy and validity are constantly under inquiry by both Koori and
non-Koori critics.”%

As I speak/write from a non-Aboriginal, European academic background, the
present study therefore entails some conceptual problems which need highlighting. First
of all, I articulate my ideas within the framework of Western university studies of
Literature(s) in English, whose First-World institutionalisation tends to confer a certain

amount of legitimacy to them. I would like to stress that such legitimacy is by no means

intended or assumed and therefore open to interrogation.

8 Hodge & Mishra 1991: x.
8 Gunew 2004: 69.
85 Newman 1996: 84.
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Secondly, as a white, middleclass, heterosexual Dutchman living and working in
Spain I inevitably approximate Aboriginal literature from a perspective that is imbued
with European cultural baggage and encapsulates the danger of a neo-colonialist re-
appropriation of the Aboriginal Other. As Edward Said says, “no production of
knowledge in the human sciences can ever ignore or disclaim its author’s involvement as
a human subject in his own circumstances...”*® However, I would like to defend my
project by foregrounding my interest in Aboriginal writing as it inferrogates and rewrites
traditional Western perceptions of race, gender and class—and therefore: myself. The
scope of Australian Aboriginal writing in English is not limited to Native readership
alone but also has an important function in speaking out to the rest of the world. The
Indigenous writer Alexis Wright, for example, states in an address at the Sydney Opera
House, later published as “Politics of Writing”, that “[t]he ambition I have for my work is
to be published, to be read in Australia, to be read overseas. For the whole world to read
it.” As such Indigenous Australian literature demands that we, non-Native outsiders,
listen carefully and learn to unfix the rigid boundaries of race/ethnicity, class, and gender
which for so long have tended to define subject positions in an Orientalist®® vein,
constructing ourselves in opposition to the lower-class, native and female Other. In such
a perspective, not giving ear to Aboriginal views of the world would be equivalent to the
controlled silencing Aborigines have been subject to for over 200 years of white
domination, and, in doing so, has served to establish our own, Western subjectivity.

Thirdly, in selecting four writers and their work, four literal and literary corpi®® in
which the uncanny forcefully manifests itself, I have deemed it necessary to address the
case of Mudrooroo, whose authentication as an Aboriginal writer has become fatally
troublesome. While his voice in the Australian literary and academic firmament has been
virtually silenced as a result of the current politics of the Indigenous-Australian body, his
presence in this thesis is appropriate since the notion of in-authenticity he incarnates is
one of the most salient manifestations of the uncanny in Australian identitarian territory
nowadays. Indeed, there is a certain obsession with fraud and frauds in Australian

90

literature, as in the fiction of Peter Carey,”” the media-hyped questioning of the

Indigeneity of such authors as Archie Weller and Roberta Sykes, and the intentional

8 Said 1995: 11.

87 Wright 2002: 19.

8 See Bdward Said’s seminal study Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (1979) for an analysis
of the construction of the Western Self in opposition to the Ethnic Other.

8 I play on corpus (L) = physical body; as well as corpus (E) = body of literary output by an author.

% See for instance his My Life as a Fake (2003) and Theft (2006).

32



frauds of Wanda Koolmatrie and B. Wongar.”! Mudrooroo’s ostracisation on both sides
of the racial divide highlights the complex, apparently contradictory nature of an
emancipatory politics of Indigeneity that aims to do away with the repressive
consequences of racial division while building on a sense of racial difference to justify its
own empowerment. It appears fair to say that Mudrooroo’s case is uncannily caught
between the political realities imposed by the existence of a racial divide and the ideal to
overcome such a division. That is to say, there exists an uneasy tension between, on the
one hand, the need for a politics of the Indigenous body in the service of a form of Native
agency expressed through self-definition and self-determination; and on the other hand, a
call for a postmodern shift away from the traditional biological fixing of identity in terms
of race, gender and class towards an awareness of its cultural articulation along these
three axes, which presents identities as an effect of performance rather than an immanent
essence bound by originality and authenticity.

This tension engages with the parameters of Aboriginality in the current
constellation of Australian society. The recovery of Aboriginality cannot be successfully
implemented without an openness of definition that goes against the persisting notion of
Indigenous authenticity in Australian mainstream thinking. This is all the more necessary
because such a notion of authenticity also underpins the allegedly progressive,
emancipatory legislation of Native Title and policies of multiculturalism. Thus, the

Aboriginal critic Philip Morrissey argues for the need:

... to defend the notion of an open and liberal Aboriginality, and valorise
those articulations of Aboriginality that would be in danger of being shut
down or diminished by the reintroduction of authentic/inauthentic
discourses into Aboriginal cultural criticism ... The problem with the
policing and maintenance of acceptable cultural en political positions is that
those positions become reified and the critical debate necessary for a

community of modernity is stifled.®?

Openness of definition beyond strict biological notions of race would allow the

Indigenous re-inscription of the vast amount of mixed offspring resulting from the Stolen

' Van Toorn 2000: 41-44.
%2 He reacted to Mudrooroo’s “disquieting and exclusionary” views on Aboriginality professed in the
ABC’s literature programme Between the Lines in 1995 (Morrissey 2003: 52-3, my emphasis).
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Generations by accepting their articulation of identity as just another manifestation of
Indigeneity induced by recent historical circumstances.

Nevertheless, Mudrooroo remains a much-disputed borderline case of (non-)
Aboriginality whose lived Native experience is offset by a lack of Aboriginal ‘blood’,
and further troubled by the accusation he may have tried to hide his non-Indigenous
ancestry. Thus, he has developed into a showcase for the uncanny liminal tensions in a
prevailing self-definition of Indigeneity that uncomfortably attempts to straddle between
inclusiveness and the need to maintain clear borders of group membership for an
effective politics of Native empowerment within the existing mainstream legal and
political framework.”® While vital experience and commitment are indeed recognised as
important elements of Aboriginality, it appears that Indigenous Australia cannot afford
not to insist upon the essentialist notion of genetic ancestry for its community members in
order to authorise its rights (and de-authorise others’) within a larger society whose laws
and policies are conditioned by a determinist history of racial oppression and genocide.
Thus, a strategic, non-essentialist employment of an Indigenous politics of the body is—
perhaps uncannily, perhaps contradictorily—to be understood as a configuration of
identity in which genetic authenticity and lived Indigenous experience must balance.
Discomforting exclusions may obtain if either of these fails to materialise.

Acknowledging both the reality of wo/man’s geographical, cultural and biological
situatedness and the need to overcome its limitations, I therefore aim to trace re-
inscriptions of race, class and gender into the Australian land/textscape through the
fiction of some contemporary authors who may write from a complex and even contested
background of Aboriginal belonging. I also aim to consider the uncanny effects this
provokes in terms of performance and articulation as well as authentication and/or
legitimation. Western forms of knowledge utilise writing as their main means of
transmission, unlike Indigenous Australian culture, which primes the oral. Thus, I will
give special attention to the re-appropriation and reconfiguration of Western literary
genres by the articulation of a written Aboriginal discourse in Australian literature. The
uncanny textual interface this creates I shall define as Postcolonising Dreaming

Narrative.

% For example, whereas Mudrooroo’s older brother claims, “If you grew up in a West Australian country
town and you think you are Aboriginal and people think you are Aboriginal, you bloody well are,” the local
Dumbartung Aboriginal Corporation’s head, Robert Eggington, typically insists upon Aboriginal protocols
of identification to sift out illegitimate users of “resources earmarked for [the Aboriginal] community” (van
Toorn 2000: 42).
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In order to establish an interpretative framework, I shall explore the different
concepts that have appeared throughout this introduction in a methodological chapter that
looks at the uncanny and its postcolonising manifestations. From there on I shall narrow
down to Australian multiculturalism and its recent developments, which have
increasingly contributed to unsettling notions of Australian identity in a typically
postcolonising move that could be defined as ‘uncanny’. Additionally, I will draw
attention to the fact that such unsettlement is not restricted to racial and ethnic
redefinitions alone but maps across class and gender as well. Such interplay was already

inherent in the colonial context, of which Ania Loomba says:

The fear of cultural and racial pollution prompts the most hysterical dogmas
about racial difference and sexual behaviours because it suggests the
instability of ‘race’ as a category. Sexuality is thus a means for the
maintenance or erosion of racial difference. Women on both sides of the
colonial divide demarcate both the innermost sanctums of race, culture and
nation, as well as the porous frontiers through which these are penetrated.
Their relationship to colonial discourses is mediated through this double
positioning. These various ways of positioning and erasing women in
colonial writings indicate the intricate overlaps between colonial and sexual

domination.®*

Loomba concludes that “race, gender and sexuality are not just additive to each other in
the colonial arena; they do not just provide metaphors and images for each other, but
work together and develop in each other’s crucible” while overlapping with issues of
class.”” Thus, conversely, the opening up of the race binary should automatically have its
effects in the terrains of class and gender. I shall close this first section with a discussion
of the re-appropriation and adaptation of the European Fantastic and Gothic and South-
American Magic-Realism by Indigenous writers in their attempts to articulate
postcolonial notions of self across race, class and gender. In doing so, I aim to show how
contemporary Indigenous Australian writing may naturally develop toward a
postcolonising configuration of the uncanny as it articulates the return of the repressed

(Native). In its articulation of the return rather than the substitution of the Aboriginal

% Loomba 1998: 159 (my emphasis).
% Loomba 1998: 172.
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Sacred or Dreaming,’® the configuration of an Indigenous-Australian genre of
Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative could be identified to operate beyond the parameters
of the Fantastic, Gothic and Magic Realism. The idiosyncracy of the refurn of the sacred
can be seen in the light of Rosemary Jackson’s argument that in the Fantastic mode in

Western literature, under which the Gothic and Magic-Realism may be subsumed,

... theology and psychology function in similar ways, to explain otherness.
They have become substitutions for the sacred, or, as [Fredric] Jameson
writes, strategic secular reinventions of it. Fantasy shifts from one
‘explanation’ of otherness to another in the course of its history. It moves
from supernaturalism and magic to theology and science to categorize or
define otherness. Freud’s theories of the Unconscious are one means of

explaining, or rationalizing, this realm.”’

In subsequent sections, I will discuss how the general output of Native-authored
novels increasingly contributes to the creation of this idiosyncratic, Indigenous-
Australian literary genre. In order to do so, I will trace manifestations of the
postcolonising uncanny in the work of two male and two female authors who write from
an Aboriginal point of view. From a political point of view, I will investigate how these
manifestations are inscribed in an agenda of rewriting the race, class and gender
parameters of Australianness from the 1980s onwards. This period is marked by the
Bicentennial celebrations, the ‘euphoria’ of Native Title and Aborigine-inclusive
multiculturalism, a decade-long conservative backlash in politics, and the Labor
government’s recent official Apology for past grief caused to the Stolen Generations,.

Chapter 3 focuses on Sally Morgan’s My Place (1987), a fictionalised polyphonic
auto/biography which moves towards Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative by introducing
Gothic, Magic-Realist and Dreaming elements. The novel spans three generations and
explores the recovery of hidden Indigenous roots by a young woman of part-Aboriginal

descent, living in the outskirts of Perth. Published just before the Bicentennial,”® My

% The Dreaming or Dreamtime is the English denomination for the universe of Aboriginal customs and
beliefs that signals the ongoing link of their mythical past with the present. In such a view, the past and
present as ‘intangible spirituality” and ‘tangible reality’ are inseparable elements of life.

%7 Jackson 1981: 158 (my emphasis). She quotes from Fredric Jameson’s article “Magical Narratives:
Romance as Genre.” New Literary History 7.1 (Autumn 1975), p.145.

% The Bicentennial was the special two-centenary version of Australia Day—a public holiday on 26
January each year—the mainstream celebration of the beginning of the British colonisation of Australia

36



Place marked a new era in Australian literature in that it foregrounded the
autobiographical genre of Aboriginal life-writing to mainstream sensibilities. Conditioned
as the Bicentennial was by the moment of invasion of Australia rather than its
independence from Britain, its celebration signalled “an acute anxiety at the core of the
national self-image” and ‘“an obsession with the issue of legitimacy,” which would
increasingly centre on the sentiment of guilt about the treatment of the original owners of
the land, the Aboriginal peoples.” Morgan’s auto/biography would acquire a strategic
place within mainstream attempts to come to terms with this discomforting past.

Chapter 4 is dedicated to the work of Mudrooroo, a male author who stands out for
a long-standing and influential commitment to the Aboriginal cause in activism,
theoretical work, poetry and fiction. This notwithstanding, his Aboriginal identity and
entitlement to speak on behalf of the Indigenous community have been seriously
questioned over the last decade. This de-authorisation is caused by the combined effect of
his unclear tribal affiliation, and his intransigent position in Aboriginal politics. It is
further compounded by his masculinist positioning on issues of gender, so that what
many a critic considers his misogynist criticism of Sally Morgan’s auto/biography has
also fed into his current identity plight. How his turbulent relationship with race and
gender have affected the articulation of identity issues in his latest fiction, I aim to trace
in an analysis of Maban Reality in his fiction, his proposal for a genre that interweaves
elements of Magic Realism, Fantasy, the Gothic and Dreaming narrative.’”” Maban
Reality would start taking shape in Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the
Ending of the World (1983), and develop fully in his Master series of four novels written
between 1991 and 2000.'°' The quintet proposes a peculiar, postcolonising form of
Aboriginal life-writing with a troubled inscription into Postcolonising Dreaming
Narrative.

In chapter 5 uprootedness vs. belonging is also at issue in the work of Kim Scott.

This male author from Morgan’s and Mudrooroo’s Native Western Australia also mixes

200 years earlier. Both the Bicentennial and Australia Day are, nowadays, highly disputed celebrations, the
latter also being known as “Invasion Day”, “Shame Day” and “Sorrow Day” amongst Aborigines.

% Hodge and Mishra 1991: ix,x.

100 A maban is an Aboriginal (sha)man invested with special powers which emanate from the Dreaming. In
Mudrooroo’s view, maban reality is akin to magic realism: it “might be characterised by a firm grounding
in the reality of the earth or country, together with an acceptance of the supernatural as part of everyday
reality,” and entails “describing a world which is as existent and as real as that constructed by European
thought” (Mudrooroo 1997a: 97-8).

101 Master of the Ghost Dreaming (1991); The Undying (1998); Underground (1999); The Promised Land
(2000).
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Magic Realism, the Gothic and the Dreaming into an instance of Postcolonising
Dreaming Narrative so as to address the process of redefining Indigeneity. His True
Country (1993) may be described as an uncanny male reconfiguration of the genre of
Aboriginal lifewriting that My Place popularized amongst so many women writers, while
Benang (1999) brings into uncanny profile the racist contradictions in the policies of the
Stolen Generations and interracial marriage. The latter novel, finished under PM John
Howard’s conservative rule and co-winner of the prestigious Miles Franklin Literary
Award in 2000, constitutes another step up towards the configuration of Postcolonising
Dreaming Narrative as an independent Indigenous Australian literary genre. It criticizes
the politics of absorption and assimilation by centring on “the first white man born”!'%? in
a part-Aboriginal family, tying the plight of the Stolen Generations in to the eugenic
misdeeds of Augustus O. Neville, the highest authority in Aboriginal affairs in Western
Australia between 1915 and 1940.1%

Chapter 6 concentrates on Northern Queensland author Alexis Wright, whose
Plains of Promise (1997) also comments on the genre of Aboriginal lifewriting and
represents what critics generally see as a highly-personal, Australian form of Magic

Realism.!*

Wright’s explosion of the Western form of the realist novel so as to
accommodate an Aboriginal world of experience takes shape around the struggle of three
generations of women of mixed Aboriginal descent against uprootedness in class, racial
and gender terms. Born out of the author’s disappointment with conservative post-Mabo

105 it may be read as a troubling reply to the notion of reconciliation with an

politics,
Aboriginal past along matrilineal lines proffered in Sally Morgan’s My Place. It also
reads as an answer to Mudrooroo’s proposal of the literary genre of Maban Reality,

developed in his theoretical work and given a rather masculinist shape in his Master

102 Scott 1999: 10.

103 In her historical essay “Absorbing the ‘Aboriginal Problem’: controlling interracial marriage in
Australia in the late 19th and early 20" centuries,” Katherine Ellinghaus makes special mention of Scott’s
Benang “[f]or a fictional treatment of the effect of Neville’s policies on Western Australian Aboriginal
people” (Ellinghaus 2003: 190).

104 For example, Jenny Pausacker in the Melbourne Age (reprinted on the UQP 1998 edition cover of Plains
of Promise).

105 “By the time 1 had come to making the decision to write a novel in the 1990s, I guess I was at a time of
deep inner personal crisis I was experiencing about everything I had ever believed in about our rights as
people. I was questioning the failures of our hopes for just about everything we fought for. Every idea and
goal was overtaken by others. Governments found new ways of making our lives harder. We did not seem
to gel as a political movement at either the national, state or regional level. As individuals,, as communities,
as peoples with Indigenous rights, everything we did to accomplish anything seem[ed] to be a meaningless
exercise because the force of ingrained, inherited racism stood against us. I wrote Plains of Promise to deal
with my inner crisis and loneliness of the soul. Writing was away of consoling myself in this crisis of the
mind to the very real threat we were facing as Waanyi people” (2002: 12).
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series. Finally, it develops the incorporation of the Dreaming and the issue of uncanny
hybridism in the Stolen Generations as Kim Scott’s award-winning Benang also explores.
In the manner with which it rewrites the uncanny interface of the Native and non-Native
worlds, Plains of Promise could be more successfully understood as an instance of
Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative than Magic Realism.

I will finish my discussion with Alexis Wright’s award-winning novel Carpentaria
(2006), as I believe it culminates the configuration of a hybrid yet ‘authentically-
Indigenous’ Australian literary genre tentatively called Postcolonising Dreaming
Narrative. It uncannily refashions the archetypal Western epic along the parameters of the
Indigenous story-telling tradition to confer a sense of heroism and collective-identity
building to the Aboriginal community. Whether intended or not, in configuring an
empowering Indigenous epic, Carpentaria takes issue with Xavier Herbert’s epic vision
of the White settlement of Northern Queensland in Capricornia, written some 70 years
earlier. Moreover, it counters the troubling, disempowering Gothic inscription of
Indigeneity materialising towards the end of Mudrooroo’s Master series, which bides
little good for the Native future. Lastly, it follows up on Scott’s engagement with the
Native community and land; solving Morgan’s struggle with the tension between the
individual and the communal in favour of the latter, Carpentaria promotes a wholesome
inscription of Indigeneity in collective belonging to country. Priming the Dreaming over
Magic Realist and Gothic features, it exemplifies the Indigenous Australian effort
towards the constitution of a recognisably ‘authentic’ story-telling tradition in writing. In
Carpentaria, the genre of Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative necessarily hybridises
Western and Aboriginal form and content but stands out as a new and independent form
of Indigenous Australian literary art.

Thus, my conclusion aims to forward Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative as a
literary genre whose narrative potential activates the uncanny in various ways: it
appropriates and adapts Western literary forms and content within an Indigenous
Australian framework of story-making and telling; it seeks to wrestle Aboriginality away
from essentialist visions of race, class and gender; and it necessarily rewrites the
Australian multiculturalist agenda by haunting its neo-assimilationist traits. A prime tool
in the postcolonising take on identity formation in this dissertation is a series of re-

interpretations of the Freudian uncanny!% in the realm of non-signification. In order to

106 Freud, Sigmund. “The Uncanny.” The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud. Ed. & trs. James Strachey, vol. XVII. London: Hogarth, 1953a. 219-252.
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establish the uncanny’s postcolonising potential 1 will address Héléene Cixous’
psychoanalytical thought,!®” as well as the theoretical work of Homi Bhabha, Slavoj
Zizek and Judith Butler amongst others. Through their analyses, the uncanny opens up
the categories of race/ethnicity, class and gender to multiple, shifting readings and

beckons towards the performativity rather than fixity of identity.

107 Cixous, Héléne. “Fiction and its Phantoms: A Reading of Freud’s Das Unheimliche (The ‘uncanny’).”
New Literary History 7.3 (Spring 1976). 525-48.
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Chapter 2

Kenning the Uncanny

“There may well be spaces in Australia that could be described as postcolonial
but these are not spaces inhabited by Indigenous people”

(Aileen Moreton-Robinson 2003: 30)

This methodological chapter aims to develop an interlinked socio-historic literary
framework from which to analyse literal and literary manifestations of the Aboriginal
corpus in contemporary Australia. This should form the groundwork for a discussion of
the ways in which the literary production of Sally Morgan, Mudrooroo, Kim Scott and
Alexis Wright contests the traditional project of nation and identity building by the
Australian establishment as well as feeds into reconfigurations of the racialised, classist
and gendered parameters of Australian multiculturalism. Such an analysis takes us
inevitably back to stereotypical representations of Australianness: how, traditionally,
these have either excluded the Aboriginal or re-incorporated the Indigenous element as
folklore, and how re-inscriptions, re-articulations and re-authorisations of race, class and
gender inevitably draw on manifestations of the uncanny.

Thus, this section looks at the uncanny as a tool in articulating difference from a
psychological, postcolonial and literary perspective, starting out with a Freudian
discussion of the concept, and building towards its social and cultural manifestations in
postcolonial society. The chapter moves on to a discussion of Australian multiculturalism
and its recent development towards unsettling, uncanny notions of Australian identity,
placing such unsettlement not only within the parameters of race and the ethnic but
gender and class as well. Finally, it describes how this process bears on literature with a
discussion of the appropriation and adaptation of Western genres by Indigenous writers in
their attempt to articulate and authorise liberating, postcolonising notions of self in terms
of race, gender and class. Specifically, it aims to show how contemporary Australian
Aboriginal writing develops towards what I shall refer to as Postcolonising Dreaming

Narrative, not only because it articulates Otherness as the psychologically repressed
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through an unsettling appeal to the uncanny, but also because it de-Westernises and de-

rationalises difference by embedding it within the Aboriginal Sacred.'*®

2.1. Psychological Origins of the Uncanny

Any investigation of the appearance and use of the uncanny in postcolonial literature
must take into account Sigmund Freud’s semantic study of the concept, written and first
published in 1919. Freud’s essay should be understood in its cultural and historical
situatedness—the end of the Victorian Era and the crisis of European Modernity as
embodied in the onslaught of the First World War. Freud’s interest was fuelled by the
anguish expressed in works of art in the aftermath of devastating armed conflict in the
war trenches of Europe. Thus, coining his essay a study in aesthetics, whose terms the
psychoanalyst purposefully expands from a narrow concept of beauty to the broader
“theory of the qualities of feelings,” Freud is concerned with the “special core of feeling”
that the uncanny represents “within the field of what is frightening.”'”” As well as an
investigation in aesthetics, his study has a strong linguistic and psychological component
as he unravels the ambiguous semantic core of the uncanny.

Freud’s starting point is that the German equivalent of “uncanny” (unheimlich,
literally “unhomely” in English) “is obviously the opposite of heimlich [“homely”],
heimisch [“native”]—the opposite of what is familiar.” But this does not imply that “what
is uncanny is frightening precisely because it is not known and familiar;” rather
“[s]omething has to be added to what is novel and unfamiliar to make it uncanny.”!'”
Freud proposes that the solution to this semantic problem is to be found in the different,
opposed meanings of Heimlich—on the one hand signifying “well”, “unafraid” and
“familiar”; on the other “concealed”, “secret”, “hidden”, “obscure”, “withdrawn from
knowledge”, and “dangerous”. This implies that unheimlich is already a kind of heimlich,
as it precisely expresses the latter’s set of negative meanings. To quote Freud, “heimlich
is a word the meaning of which develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally

coincides with its opposite, unheimlich.” Concluding that the uncanny encompasses

everything that “ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light,” Freud

108 Rosemary Jackson 1981: 158. She bases her reasoning on Fredric Jameson (Autumn 1975). “Magical
Narratives: Romance as Genre.” New Literary History 7.1: 145.

19 Freud 1953: 219.

10 Freud 1953: 220-1.
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analyses a series of situations, taken from fact and fiction, in which the uncanny can be
said to obtain.!!!

Through a series of ambiguities, inversions and reversals, Freud elaborates the
concept in psychoanalytic terms, pointing out that the repression of certain experiences
and emotions, often in infancy, tends to transform into an anxiety which may give rise to
uncanny feelings when they finally resurface. Therefore, the uncanny is “in reality
nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar and established in the mind and
which has become alienated from it only through the process of repression.” In a broader
sense, the psychological uncanny may occur “when primitive beliefs which have been
surmounted seem once more to be confirmed.”'!'> And here the specific disturbing,
unsettling quality of the uncanny can be successfully located: it is precisely the familiar
turning strange. Drawing on the work of his disciple Otto Rank,!!3 the psychoanalyst
recognises a prime example of the uncanny in the double, because what is more homely
and yet un-homely (and therefore frightening) than an alfer-ego? The double may
manifest itself in different shapes: in “the look alike” or in “the subject identify[ing] with
somebody else, so that he is in doubt as to which his self is, or substitut[ing] the
extraneous self for his own.” The double may also appear in the idea of “constant
recurrence” of “features or character-traits or vicissitudes ... through several consecutive
generations.” Lastly, it may manifest itself in a narcissistic version of the double as a
protection against death or its opposite; this is “the uncanny harbinger of death,” both of
which are epitomised in “reflections in mirrors, ... shadows, ... guardian spirits” etc.!'*
Importantly, the double is also linked to our capacity for self-observation, self-criticism
and self-censorship. This, in turn, would connect the uncanny to (gaps in) our self-
knowledge, to an ambivalent un/covering of facts about ourselves in our psyche that may
become estranging, confronting and unsettling. Summing up, the psychological uncanny
can be described as that quality of feeling—fright, disturbance, uneasiness—connected to
the familiar made strange, and is occasioned by the resurfacing of repressed feelings,
hidden aspects of the self and secret, hidden knowledge.

Having based his findings partially on literature, Freud finally highlights how the

uncanny may manifest itself in fiction. He points out that, although there are more means

! Freud 1953: 225-6

112 Freud 1953: 241, 249.

113 Otto Rank was most valued by Freud for his contributions to the development of psychoanalysis; he
wrote a study on the double in the field of the arts (Der Doppelgdnger) in 1914, which Freud refers to in
“The Uncanny” (see p.234 and further), although it was only published 1925.

114 Freud 1953: 234-5.

43



to create uncanny effects in literature than in ordinary life, what is often uncanny in
fiction would not be perceived as such in real life, because its manifestation is firmly
rooted in the realm of fantasy. Nevertheless, Freud gives an unexpected twist to the
argument by specifying that uncanny effects may yet obtain when writers “pretend[-] to
move into the world of common reality” with their fiction. Thus, fiction may precisely
increase and multiply its uncanny effect “far beyond what could happen in reality, by
bringing about events which never or very rarely happen in fact.” Indeed, the uncanny
effect perceived by the reader in such (realist) fiction is related to the plausibility of the
fictional event. Additionally, an author may heighten the uncanny effect by keeping
readers “in the dark for a long time about the precise nature of the presuppositions on
which the world he writes about is based ...”!'> The importance of these observations for
my subsequent discussion is that postcolonial worlds described in literary fiction may be
taken as plausible yet unfathomable universes which in hiding their precise nature from
Western readers/observers release uncanny, defamiliarising effects and blur the edges of
their own reality. Once again, it is from the margins that a redefinition of a Western
worldview and identity is to be expected, and the uncanny, as a fringe concept, naturally
ties in with such a project.

The French feminist writer, critic and philosopher Héléne Cixous elaborates on
the latter in offering a gendered reading that draws on the indefiniteness encapsulated in
the Freudian uncanny, whose liminality—understood as a lack of prototypicality—she

ultimately links to notions of non-representation. She points out that:

... the concept is without nucleus: the Unheimliche presents itself, first of all,
only on the fringe of something else. Freud relates it to other concepts which
resemble it (fright, fear, anguish): it is a unit of the “family” but it is not
really a member of the family ... The indefiniteness is part and parcel of the

“concept”.!1

She therefore defines the tantalising objective of the Freudian inquiry as follows: “is
there any emergence, through the Unheimliche, of a new concept? ... [W]hat, in fact,

holds Freud’s attention is precisely this something absolutely new ... which, nevertheless,

115 Freud 1953: 249-51.
116 Cixous 1976: 528.

44



cannot be ‘found’ there but which ... slips into this disturbing domain.”!!” Thus, Cixous
proceeds to elaborate on the uncanny by psychoanalysing the Freudian account of the
Sand-Man tale by E.T.A. Hoffman, an author whom Freud qualifies as “the unrivalled
master of the uncanny in literature.”!'8

This story about the repetitive resurgence of a disturbing childhood memory, which
centres on an imaginary, haunting character reputed to tear out children’s eyes, is
instrumental in the Viennese psychiatrist’s interpretation of the uncanny, as Cixous points
out. Freud recognises the Oedipal nature of the narrative, whose protagonist Nathaniel
“cannot, [i]n spite of his present happiness, ... banish the memories associated with the
mysterious and terrifying death of his beloved father” in which, to his mind, the
frightening Sand-Man seems involved.!" The Oedipus myth from classical Greece is
interpreted by Freud as an expression of the prohibition on and fear of incest—Oedipus
killed his father, married his mother without knowing it and blinded himself when he
found out. As Oedipus had been figuratively blind about the true, incestual nature of the
love and death triangle he was involved in, his punishment for transgressing the taboo on
incest aptly translates to a physical loss of sight. The latter, in turn, is only “a mitigated
form of the punishment of castration—the only punishment that was adequate for him by
the lex talionis.”'?° Notably, Freud deems the Oedipus complex at the basis of all human

I and considers it the foundational source of art and human civilisation at

neurosis'?
large.'?? In Freud’s interpretation of Hoffman’s disturbing Oedipal tale, several mother
figures appear whom Nathaniel is in love with—mnotably the uncanny automaton
Olympia—but projections of the Sandman, the irascible alter-ego of the male
protagonist’s seemingly gentle father, consequently block the consummation of what
Freud identifies as Nathaniel’s incestuous wishes. Freud asks, “why does Hoffmann bring
the anxiety about eyes into such intimate connection with the father’s death? And why

does the Sand-Man always appear as a disturber of love?”!?* Therefore, through the

uncanny doubling of the father resulting from his obsession with the Sand-Man, the now

17 Cixous 1976: 531.

"8 Freud 1953: 233. E.T.A. Hoffman lived from 1776 to 1822. His fiction, which combined the grotesque
and the supernatural with psychological realism, was very influential on the German Romantic movement.
119 Freud 1953: 227.

120 Freud 1953: 231.

121 In psychiatry, neurosis is defined as “mild forms of mental disorder” that cause anxiety but do not
necessarily prevent normal functioning in daily life. The term is no longer in use in psychiatric diagnosis
(adapted from Columbia Electronic Dictionary, CUP 2005. http://columbia.thefreedictionary.com/).

122 Freud 1998: 134 (my emphasis).

123 Freud 1953: 230.
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adult Nathaniel ends up killing the father figure and punishes himself by precipitating
himself to his own end— through death, the Oedipal sequence turns from blindness to
castration.

Importantly, Freud highlights the role of the Sand-Man (the male principle) and de-

emphasizes the role of Olympia (the female principle) in the production of the uncanny:

He minimizes the uncertainty revolving around Olympia, thus pushing
Olympia toward the group of the Heimliche and clearly diminishing the
texture of the story by trimming, in particular, the discontinuity of the
exposition, the sequence, the succession of narrators, and points of view.
These interventions organize a confrontation between the Sand-Man and
Nathaniel which is much more sustained and obsessive but also less

surprising than the original version.!'?*

Thus, Cixous sees Freud as the victim of his own gender-conditioning: in his insistence
on rationalizing Nathaniel’s neurosis, his “entire analysis of the Unheimliche 1is
characterized ... by [his] resistance to castration and its effectuality.”'?> While Freud
himself concedes “that anxiety about one’s eyes, the fear of going blind, is often enough
a substitute for the dread of being castrated,”'?® the thrust of his study of the uncanny
ultimately glosses over and represses this link of male sexual and mortal terror; what
Freud’s analysis presents as the “‘surprising story’ ... of the birth and evolution of the
double, the product and hiding-place of castration” in fact obscures that “[a]s ‘an
anticipatory sign’ the uncanny alludes to the death pulse.”!?’

Cixous, then, elaborates on the narrative’s expression of male fear of sex and death.
Thus, she allocates gender to the uncanny and takes it into the realm of sexual
signification, but only to relinquish strict dichotomies in the final analysis. The heimliche
can be seen to link to the maternal and the unheimliche to the paternal principle, but
Cixous has already clarified that the circulation of the unheimliche and heimliche through
each other evoke “the figure of the androgyne. The word joins itself, again, and the

Heimliche and Unheimliche pair off.”'?® Sound as it may as the perfect union of the

124 Cixous 1976: 533.
125 Cixous 1976: 535.
126 Freud 1953: 231.
127 Cixous 1976:538-9.
128 Cixous 1976: 530.
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(re)productive principle—an orgasmic ‘little death’ as it were—“[w]hy is it that the
maternal landscape, the heimisch, and the familiar become so disquieting?”” Cixous holds
that it is precisely the absence of any separation, the obliteration of limits in the
realisation of our desires and in the accomplishments of our goals that form the key to
understanding this paradox. She writes, “All of that which overcomes, shortens,
economizes, and assures satisfaction appears to affirm the life forces. All of that has
another face turned toward death which is the defour of life. The abbreviating effect
which affirms life asserts death.”'?° In other words, death is the metaphor that tells us that
a blurring of opposed principles has been brought about, so the birth of the new is in
death.

This gendered reading brings us back into contact with Freud’s interpretation of the
uncanny double as the harbinger of death, because “as a changing sign, [the uncanny]
passes from the affirmation of survival to the announcement of death.” However, it also
produces the figure of the un-dead double as a “ghostly figure of nonfulfillment and
repression, and not the double as counterpart or reflection, but rather the doll that is

neither dead nor alive.”!*® This is so because, in Cixous’ account, the uncanny represents:

. the fiction of our relationship to death, concretized by the spectre in
literature. The relationship to death reveals the highest degree of the
Unheimliche. There is nothing more notorious and uncanny to our thought
than mortality ... Why would death have this power? Because of its alliance
with scientific uncertainty and primitive thought. ‘Death’ does not have any
form in life. Our unconscious makes no place for the representation of our

mortality.'3!

And here the newness, the objective of Cixous’ research into the uncanny, resides: its
conceptual liminality opens up into the broad sway of a liberating non-signification—
beyond representation, it becomes the sign that does not signify. More accurately, the

literary representation of the uncanny, the ghost, is, contradictorily, a most tangible non-

129 Cixous 1976: 544-5.
130 Cixous 1976: 539-40. The “doll” is an oblique reference to the automaton Olympia in Hoffman’s tale
with which (or whom) the male protagonist, Nathaniel, falls in love. Tellingly, the Freudian account
diminishes the importance of this uncanny ‘female’ character to favour the Sand-Man’s, but is recovered in
Cixous’ interpretation.
B! Cixous 1976: 542-3.
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sign: ghosts do not exist outside fiction, but as fiction is just “another form of reality,”!*?

it touches upon the real. As such, ghosts are the uncanny un-dead and mediate between
life and death, between representation and non-representation. Cixous argues that, poised
between life and death, “[w]hat is intolerable is that the Ghost erases the limit which
exists between the two states, neither alive nor dead ... The strange power of death
moves in the realm of life as the Unheimliche in the Heimliche, as the void fills up the
lack.”!33

This takes her to a definition of the character of fiction, which she sees as
undeniably and ambiguously linked to reality as the uncanny to the homely (and as death
to life, one might argue): “[fiction] is not unreal; it is the ‘fictional reality’ and the
vibration of reality. The Unheimliche in fiction overflows and comprises the Unheimliche
of real life.” What is more, in Cixoux’ view, it is literature itself that represents the
uncanny. It is a realm of non-signification in which nothing is fixed, a repository of as yet
unrealised possibilities that may therefore question as well as alter factual realities—not

unlike Alan Sinfield’s notion of literature as a “particularising pattern laid across the grid

of (changing) social possibilities.”!3* Thus, Cixous claims that:

[t]he true secret of fiction rests somewhere else. Fiction, through the
invention of new forms of Unheimliche, is the very strange thing: if one
considers the Unheimliche as a fork of which one branch points in the
direction of an anxiety, one sees, at the extreme end of the uncanny, fiction

pointing towards the unknown: what is newest in the new, through which it in

part is linked with death.!3*

The significance of Cixous’ analysis is that literature may become the uncanny
instrument that fills out reality with experimentation in the realm of identity, a blurring of
fixities hitherto assumed as certain and unmovable strongly mapping across redefinitions
of gender. As Cixous concludes herself, “[n]either real not fictitious, ‘fiction’ is ... an
anticipation of nonrepresentation, a doll, a hybrid body composed of language and

silence that ... invents doubles, and death.”'*® One should conclude that, in such a view,

132 Cixous 1976: 546.

133 Cixous 1976: 543.

134 Sinfield 1983: 3-4. See also chapter 1 of this dissertation.
135 Cixous 1976: 547.

136 Cixous 1976: 548 (my emphasis).
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death is never the end but always linked to life, as much as the orgasmic ‘little death’ is
to life’s creation. Death produces new beginnings, giving way to other ways of being;

hence, identities change in the flux of life and death.

2.2. Postcolonial Sources of the Uncanny

The death of colonialism may give way to postcolonial constructs that, writing back from
the margins, can help to redefine ethnic realities and beyond. However, whereas the
colonial is a clearly delineated concept, the postcolonial is imprecise, not opposing itself
firmly to the colonial, as Ella Shohat argues. It ambiguously negotiates between the
meanings of post as beyond and after, with shifting references to intellectual currents
(postmodernism, poststructuralism etc.) and to historical chronologies (post-war, post-
independence etc.), with a blurring effect on differential spatio-temporalities, and with an

undermining of anti-neocolonial agencies. In the final analysis:

[t]he term ‘post-colonial’ carries with it the implication that colonialism is
now a matter of the past, undermining colonialism’s economic, political, and
cultural deformative-traces in the present. The ‘post-colonial’ inadvertently
glosses over the fact that global hegemony, even in the post-cold war era,
persists in forms other than overt colonial rule. As a signifier of a new
historical epoch, the term ‘post-colonial’ ... comes equipped with little

evocation of contemporary power relations.'?’

As the postcolonial is never a fully hyphenated post-colonial, indicative of the complete
demise of colonialism, the term’s ambiguity firmly links it to manifestations of the
uncanny, turning the latter into both a signpost and tool in the postcolonising'*® process
of rewriting national identities.

Not surprisingly, then, the uncanny manifests itself in the work of distinguished
critics and theorists writing on postcolonial identity-building. In the late 1970s Edward
Said published Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient, a seminal study in the
field of postcolonialism; in this work, some conditions in which the uncanny may be
activated can already be discerned. His study is all the more significant since a prime

focus of identitarian discomfort in the contemporary West—as addressed in chapter 1

137 Shohat 1992: 101-5.
133 Cf. Aileen Moreton-Robinson 2003: 30.
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regarding Dutch society—relates to “Western conceptions of the Orient’ and especially to
the place of Islam in it. Said’s project draws the literary into the political: “Too often
literature and culture are presumed to be politically, even historically innocent; it has
regularly seemed otherwise to me, and certainly my study of Orientalism has convinced
me ... that society and literary culture can only be understood and studied together.”!*
Drawing on the theoretical work of the French philosopher Michel Foucault regarding the
essentially political nature of the production of knowledge in Western society, Said’s
main contention is that the 19" and 20™ century European academic practice of studying
Oriental cultures developed as a colonial discourse aimed at assimilating cultural
difference with the Orient into the colonizer’s framework of knowledge, and at taking
control of the newly conquered domains. What he denominates Orientalism is essentially
“a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s special place in

»140 it draws on the European invention and production of

European Western experience;
the Orient as “a place of romance, exotic beings, haunted memories and landscapes,
remarkable experiences.”!*! He adds that it expresses “a certain will or intention to
understand, in some cases to control, manipulate, even to incorporate, what is a
manifestly different (or alternative and novel) world.” Furthermore, Orientalism has still
not disappeared as an academic discourse in post-colonial times.!*? Essentially, Said’s
thesis is that a national identity and sense of self is always the product of a relationship
with other cultures or the Other. In what he denominates the construction of the Other,
the definition of Self and Other is negotiated in terms of power. Building from a

psychological metaphor that Freud uses to exemplify his analysis of the uncanny, he

holds that:

... the development and maintenance of every culture require the existence of
another different and competing alter ego. The construction of identity—for
identity, whether of Orient or Occident, France or Britain, while obviously a
repository of distinct collective experiences, is finally a construction—
involves establishing opposites and ‘others’ whose actuality is always subject
to the continuous interpretation and re-interpretation of their differences from

‘us’. Each age and society recreates its ‘Others’. Far from a static thing then,

139 Said 1995: 27.
140 Said 1991: 1.
141 Qaid 1995: 2.
142 Qaid 1995: 12.
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identity of self or of ‘other’ is a much worked-over historical, social,
intellectual, and political process that takes place as a contest involving

individuals and institutions in all societies.'*

Said addressed his analysis to the study of what is commonly called the Near and
Middle East. While his geo-cultural focus remains appropriate for an analysis of the
identity problems encountered on the contemporary European firmament, the scope of his
study has also been successfully expanded to other areas of European colonial settlement.
Australia, with an Indigenous population, is no exception, as Hodge and Mishra’s coining
of Aboriginalism testifies'**. Following Said’s line of thought one may claim that
Universalist—that is, essentialist, positivist, realist and liberal-humanist—efforts to
incorporate entirely different fields of experience are bound to fail because they do not
admit different knowledge on equal terms, that is to say, within the Other’s frame of
interpretation. When eventually such knowledge releases itself within its own cultural
specificity, it becomes disruptive to the Western mind, defamiliarising known models of
interpretation and consequently generating uncanny effects. Thus, to use Frangois
Lyotard’s analysis of the postmodern condition, the Western Grand Narrative must give
way to micro-narratives of a local kind.'#

Said’s account brings us back to the Freudian uncanny, which, as we have seen,
Cixous deconstructs in terms of gender by a re-interpretation of oedipal fears. Freud had
already looked into the matter of incest in a volume entitled Totem and Taboo (1918),
published just one year before “The Uncanny”. Surprisingly, in this study Freud looks
into the matter of incest basing his findings on contemporary anthropological descriptions
of the Aborigines, and therefore produces an exemplary piece of Aboriginalist
scholarship. The following quote from the first essay, entitled “The Savage’s Fear of

Incest,” is illustrative for its racially-determinist political agenda:

Primitive man is known to us by the stages of development through which he
has passed ... Moreover, in a way he is still our contemporary: there are
people whom we still consider more closely related to primitive man than

ourselves ... We can thus judge the so-called savage and semi-savage races;

143 Said 1995: 332.
144 Hodge & Mishra: 1990: 27-30.
145 Lyotard 1984: xxiii-iv.
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their psychic life assumes a peculiar interest for us, for we can recognize in
their psychic life a well-preserved, early stage of our own development

For outer as well as inner reasons, I am choosing for this comparison those
tribes which have been described by ethnographists as being most backward
and wretched: the aborigines of the youngest continent, namely Australia,
whose fauna has also preserved for us so much that is archaic and no longer

to be found elsewhere.'#°

Freud is especially interested in totemism and its relationship with taboo. He
describes totems as animals, plants or natural phenomenons “which [stand] in a peculiar
relationship to the clan,” and underpin and stratify Aboriginal religious and social
organisation by individual assignment to clan members through the paternal and maternal
line.!*” Related to the law, the sacred, the unclean and fear, totems also intimately link to
taboos that impose prohibitions on certain forms of social conduct, notably endogamy.
And the latter brings Freud to the main target of his study, so obscured and unfathomable

in Western society that it needs to be illuminated from a pristine outside perspective:

... we must consider that peculiarity of the totemic system which attracts the
interest of the psychoanalyst. Almost everywhere where the totem prevails
there also exists the law that the members of the same totem are not allowed
to enter into sexual relations with each other; that is, that they cannot marry

each other.'#$

Thus, endogamy becomes defined as sexual intercourse with members of one’s totemic
kin, which equals the Western concept of incest because “[e]verybody descended from
the same totem is consanguinous; that is, of one family; and in this family the most
distant grades of relationship are recognized as an absolute obstacle to sexual union.”'*’

In Totem and Taboo, then, Freud:

146 Freud 1998: 1 (my emphasis). Incidentally, the choice of the term “youngest continent” seems in
contradiction to the argument on the archaic and backwardness developed in this excerpt; ‘young’ must
undoubtedly refer to Australia’s recent ‘discovery’ by European civilisation, an ethnocentrism of sorts
highlighted by the contrasted longevity of Aboriginal cultures (40 to 50,000 years).

147 Freud 1998: 2.

148 Freud 1998: 3 (Freud’s emphasis).

149 Freud 1998: 4.
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... wants to show that the injunction not to kill the totem animal, interpreted
as a displacement for the father, and the rule not to marry within the group,
are respectively, negations of the two great oedipal wishes, to kill one’s father
[assuming a male ego here] and ‘marry’ one’s mother. The institution of
society thus rests on the measures taken to suppress the wishes of the Oedipus

complex.'>

The uncanny would obtain, then, if the repressed Oedipal wish were to resurface, coming
to light as that which should have remained hidden. In terms of the management of the
incest drive in ‘primitive’ societies, Freud mentions that violation of the incest taboo was,
at the time of writing, punishable with a death sentence at the hands of the entire
Aboriginal clan.'!

How, then, do Freud’s ethnological findings feed back into the Oedipus complex
and the (already gendered) account of the uncanny? In the concluding paragraph of “The

Savage’s Fear of Incest”, he argues as follows:

What we can add to the further appreciation of the incest dread is the
statement that it is subtle infantile trait and is in striking agreement with the
psychic life of the neurotic. Psychoanalysis has taught us that the first object
selection of the boy is of an incestuous nature and that it is directed to the
forbidden objects, the mother and the sister; psychoanalysis has taught us also
the methods through which the maturing individual frees himself from these
incestuous attractions. The neurotic, however, regularly presents to us a piece
of psychic infantilism; he has either not been able to free himself from the
childlike conditions of psychosexuality, or else has returned to them
(inhibited development and regression) ... This discovery of the significance
of incest for the neurosis naturally meets with the most general incredulity on
the part of the grown-up, normal man; a similar rejection will also meet the
researches of Otto Rank, which show in even larger scope to what extent the
incest theme stands in the center of poetical interest and how it forms the
material of poetry in countless variations and distortions. We are forced to

believe that such a rejection is above all the product of deep aversion to his

130 Paul 1996: 274 (my emphasis).
151 Freud 1998: 5.
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former incest wishes, which have since succumbed to repression. [t is
therefore of importance to us to be able to show that that man’s incest wishes,
which later are destined to become unconscious, are still felt to be dangerous
by savage races who consider worthy of the most severe defensive

measures. 152

Taking as our point of departure the importance of the oedipal narrative in Freud’s
elaboration of the uncanny, several conclusions can be drawn. First of all, Freud’s
reference to Otto Rank is revelatory, because the latter’s investigations into the use of the
double and the importance of the incest theme to literary work will later form the
backbone of Freud’s analysis of the uncanny.'**> Secondly, in an Aboriginalist attempt to
make Native Australian cultures knowable and meaningful to the West, Freud uses
anthropological knowledge to underpin his psychoanalytical theory of the Oedipus
complex. Thus, Freud would come to consider the management of the incest wish as the

essence of all human art and civilization:

I want to state the conclusion that the beginnings of religion, ethics society,
and art meet in the Oedipus complex ... This is in entire accord with the
findings of psychoanalysis, namely, that the nucleus of all neuroses as far as
our present knowledge of them goes is the Oedipus complex. It comes as a
great surprise to me that these problems of racial psychology can be solved

through a single concrete instance, such as the relation to the father.!>

Freud’s interest in Aboriginal cultures is given by a specific problematic he encounters in
his Viennese psychiatric practice. In order to reach solutions he draws on second-hand
ethnological knowledge (he never visits Australia) and constructs a ‘modern’ theory
about the Western European psyche in opposition to ‘primitive’ Australia. In other words,
he defines the European Self against the Antipodean Other. Thirdly, in doing so Freud
assigns a position of cultural ‘maturity’ to the West and ‘immaturity’ to ‘primitive’
Australia. In Freud’s account the Aborigines are more ‘infantile’ because they have not

yet learnt to control their emotions: they still openly recognize, prohibit and fear the

152 Freud 1998: 15 (my emphasis).
153 See Freud 1953: 234-5.
154 Freud 1998: 134 (my empbhasis).
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incest wish and implement capital punishment in retaliation, whereas Westerners are
supposed to have overcome/repressed such feelings in their normal development. In
Western society the incest wish is presumably obscured but may uncannily resurface
from the unconscious as neurosis when mature, ‘advanced’ mechanisms of control fail—
hence the need for remedy by observing a ‘primitive tradition’ which lives the incest
taboo out in the open.!’”® By the same metaphor of immaturity, Freud relegates
Indigenous Australian knowledge to an inferior position as it is incorporated into Western
understandings and forms of knowing; this manoeuvre confirms the hegemony of Euro-
centred thought, which celebrates its Universalist modernity against the underdeveloped
primitive, thus celebrating and justifying its civilising impulse through the constitution of
Empire. Lastly, Freud’s analysis of incest in Totem and Taboo is profoundly male-biased:
it is the boy/man who entertains the incestuous wish, while his mother and sister(s)
remain the passive objects of his desire. What is more, Totem and Taboo does not only
bend the possibilities for a Freudian analysis of the uncanny across gender, as we have
seen with Héléne Cixous, but also across race by linking the ‘primitive’ (the savage, the
unconscious, the repressed) to the ethnic. It is foremost in this racialist aspect—’racial
psychology’— that the structural link between oedipal blindness, castration and death is
substantiated, the punishment for incest amongst Aborigines being the capital penalty.

So if the uncanny alternatives for individual signification are also in the ethnic, how
do they relate to larger community structures? An answer may be found in Benedict
Anderson’s definition of the nation as “an imagined political community.”!>® He takes a
step towards solving this problem by developing, along Freudian lines, a suggestive
parallel between individual and national development. As people grow up they forget
details of their childhood; these ‘amnesias’ cause estrangement and force to fill the gaps

by narration rather than remembrance, which confers a(n imagined) sense of identity to a

155 Therese Carter writes in this respect that “at the very beginning of the northern European attention for
so-called ‘primitive’ tribes of Australia there is the longing for the pristine that shaped much of European
attention to indigenous cultures—as opposed to European economic interest in indigenous resources. Going
back to Rousseau and the ‘noble savage’ ... Europeans liked to regard their culture’s shortcomings as
corruption of a really quite good idea, an idea which could be found incarnated in the relationship of
‘primitive’ people to nature” (1998-9).

156 Anderson 1991: 6-7 (my emphasis). His full definition is noteworthy: a nation is “an imagined political
community—and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.” It is imagined because it is
impossible to know all one’s fellow-members of the nation so communion is imagined rather than factual;
it is limited because no matter how big a nation, its boundaries are always finite though flexible; it is
sovereign because the nation stems from the Enlightenment dream of human freedom; and it is imagined
because it is conceptualized as “a deep, horizontal comradeship,” no matter “actual inequality and
exploitation.” Incidentally, the concept of comradeship homes in on the notion of male ‘mateship’ in
Australian identity.
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person. Anderson holds that nations as imagined communities are built on a similar

process of forgetting/narrating:

As with modern persons, so it is with nations. Awareness of being imbedded
in secular, serial time, with all its implications of continuity, yet of forgetting
the experience of this continuity—product of the ruptures of the late
eighteenth century [the French Revolution and American War of

Independence]—engenders the need for a narrative of ‘identity.”!>’

The Australian historian Bain Attwood takes his cue and writes that “[i]dentities such as
nationalities are both imagined and constructed; they are neither natural nor given
categories, but are created by human imagination and actions.” However, he also falls
back on Said’s thought by adding that “[n]ationality is forged only by reference to an
other, which it also constructs.”!®

Introducing Nation and Narration, the postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha takes
the construction of Self and Other within the framework of postcolonial nationhood and

identity into the terrain of uncanny estrangement:

... a particular ambivalence ... haunts the idea of the nation, the language of
those who write of it and the lives of those who live it. It is an ambivalence
that emerges from a growing awareness that, despite the certainty with which
historians speak of the ‘origins’ of the nation as a sign of the ‘modernity’ of
society, the cultural temporality of the nation inscribes a much more
transitional social reality ... If the ambivalent figure of the nation is a
problem of its transitional history, its conceptual indeterminacy, its wavering
between vocabularies, then what effect does this have on narratives and
discourses that signify a sense of ‘nationness’: the heimlich pleasures of the
hearth, the unheimlich terror of the space or race of the Other; the comfort of

social belonging ...'>’

157 Anderson 1991: 204-5.
158 Attwood 1996: xxiii.
159 Bhabha 1990a: 1,2.
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Bhabha elaborates on this idea in “DissemiNation,” the closing essay of the above
volume, analyzing how the frictional meeting of different cultures can affect and recast
notions of national identity. However conflictive such encounters may be, Bhabha’s
account is productive in pointing out that such manoeuvres are the necessary signs of a

nation’s openness to difference:

Counter-narratives of the nation that continually evoke and erase its totalising
boundaries—both actual and conceptual—disturb those ideological
manoeuvres through which ‘imagined communities’ are given essentialist
identities. For the political unity of the nation consists in a continual
displacement of its irredeemably plural modern space, bounded by different,
even hostile nations into a signifying space that is archaic and mythical,
paradoxically representing the nation’s modern territoriality, in the patriotic,

atavistic temporality of Traditionalism.!'®

Bhabha gives identity a territorial dimension by referring to the contact across the
boundaries of what is conceived of as the physical and conceptual nation space, and
claims that in postmodern times monolithic versions of identity cannot be maintained in
strictly territorial ‘us-and-them’ conditions. In his view, postmodern national identity is
continually ‘on the move’ or displaced in its dialogue with a plurality of cultural
traditions. The latter may obviously hark back to the racial/ethnic as well as class and
gender differences. On the one hand, this process of shift is even more intense if one
takes into account that cultural conflict does not only take place without but also within
territorial boundaries, as exemplified in the cases of immigrant and Native/non-Native
political conflict. This clearly narrows the notion of actual and conceptual territoriality
down to a local and even individual level—an inscription which is both “within the
margins of the nation space and in the boundaries in-between nations and peoples”.'®!

On the other hand, Bhabha’s analysis may be cast in uncanny terms, as the
building of a new national identity in terms of the nation’s ‘modern’ concept of
territoriality is, in reality, returned as atavistic primitivism. Within a postcolonial
framework, the psychological uncanny can be given a socio-political dimension when so-

called ‘primitive’, i.e. socio-politically repressed notions of identity are liberated and

160 Bhabha 1990b: 300.
161 Bhabha 1990a: 4.
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configured as the ‘modern’ in the nation-state. Thus, they may lead to postcolonial
estrangement and fear, haunt old colonial dichotomies and become markers of the

undoing—*death’—of essentialist notions of self. What Bhabha calls:

[t]he liminal point of this ideological displacement is the turning of the
differentiated spatial boundary, the ‘outside’, into the unified temporal
territory of Tradition. Freud’s concept of the “narcissism of minor

differences”!®?

—reinterpreted for our purposes—provides a way of
understanding how easily that boundary that secures the cohesive limits of the
western nation may imperceptibly turn into a continuous internal liminality
that provides a place from which to speak both, and as, the minority, the
exilic, the marginal, and the emergent. Freud uses the analogy of feuds that
prevail between communities with adjoining territories ... to illustrate the
ambivalent identification of love and hate that binds a community together ...
The problem is, of course, that the ambivalent identifications occupy the same
psychic space; and paranoid projections ‘outwards’ return to haunt and split
the space from which they are made. So long as a firm boundary is

maintained between the territories ... the aggressivity will be projected onto

the Other or the Outside.'®

But Bhabha questions whether such firm boundaries can be maintained. He sees people
articulated in “an ambivalent movement between discourses of pedagogy and the
performative,” as there is no one-to-one relation between what nationalist discourses

expect from citizens and the way they choose to act. Therefore:

[i]t is in this space of liminality, in the ‘unbearable collapse of certainty’ that
we encounter once again the narcissistic neuroses of the national discourse
with which I began. The nation is no longer the sign of modernity under
which cultural differences are homogenized in the ‘horizontal’ view of

society. The nation reveals, in its ambivalent and vacillating representation,

162 Freud explains this notion as follows: “It is clearly not easy for man to give up the satisfaction of this
inclination to aggression. They do not feel comfortable without it. The advantage which a comparatively
small cultural group offers of allowing this instinct an outlet in the form of hostility against intruders is not
to be despised. It is always possible to bind together a considerable number of people in love, so long as
there are other people left over to receive the manifestations of their aggressiveness” (Freud 1961: 114).

163 Bhabha 1990b: 300.
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the ethnography of its own historicity and opens up the possibility for
narratives of the people and their difference ... Once the liminality of the
nation-space is established, and its ‘difference’ is turned from the boundary
‘outside’ to its finitude ‘within’, the threat of cultural difference is no longer a
problem of ‘other’ people. It becomes a question of the otherness of the

people-as-one.'**

Thus, Bhabha points out that there is an uncanny reversal at work in top-down
conceptions of national identity which resides in its stifling homogenisation. It is an
impossible oneness that is marketed while the celebration of difference should be the
norm. However, the attempt is to make the strange familiar, to turn “the national culture
and its unisonant discourse” in the “Heim” of all.!®> The key lies in the liminality of the
nation space, a feature already encountered in the uncanny by Cixous, which may open
up spaces of alternative representations. Bhabha holds that “[flrom Discipline and

Punish'°

we have learned that the most individuated are those subjects who are placed
on the margins of the social ... Having placed the people on the limits of the nation’s
narrative ...” there is “a lesson of history to be learnt from those ... whose histories of
marginality have been most profoundly enmeshed in the antinomies of law and order—
the colonized and women.”'%” Bhabha concludes “suggest[ing] no salvation, but a
strange cultural survival of the people. For it is by living on the borderline of history and
language, on the limits of race and gender, that we are in a position to translate the
differences between them into a kind of solidarity.”!%® This is tantamount to the
celebration of cultural plurality and difference.

In this view, social liminality allows reconfigurations of individual and communal
identities along the lines of race and gender, which in turn activates the uncanny as “a
strange cultural survival”. Through Freud’s continued interest in the incest theme in his
work with male patients from a European and exclusive middle and higher class
background, we can understand race, gender and class to operate in the crucible of the
psychological uncanny. But why does Homi Bhabha not assign equal importance to the

vicissitudes of the lower classes in social/postcolonial manifestations of the uncanny?

164 Bhabha 1990b: 300-1 (my emphasis).

165 Bhabha 1990b: 315.

166 Michel Foucault’s study (1975) focuses on the great changes in the penal systems of the Western world
in the Modern Age. Incidentally, Australia started out as a penal colony.

167 Bhabha 1990b: 302.

168 Bhabha 1990b: 320 (my emphasis).
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Certainly, the (formerly) colonized and women could be defined as social underclasses,
as issues of race and gender translate in limitations on access to the economic means of
production. Indeed, according to Benedict Anderson, racism is originally inspired by
class ideologies, especially by “claims to divinity among rulers and to ‘blue’ or ‘white’
blood and ‘breeding’ among aristocracies,”!® justifying those traditionally in control of
the economy through birthright. And Gayatri Spivak points out that such class and race
dichotomies translate into the Imperial context by linking in with gender: “[i]f, in the
context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the
subaltern female is even more in the shadow.” Moreover, in postcolonial—or rather:

postcolonising contexts—class divisions are perpetuated in an exploitative neo-colonial

process that maps across race and gender:

The contemporary international division of labor is a displacement of the
divided field of nineteenth-century territorial capitalism. Put simply, a
group of countries, generally first-world, are in the position of investing
capital; another group, generally third-world, provide the field for
investment, both through the comprador indigenous capitalists and through
their ill-protected and shifting labor force ... [T]hose most separated from
any possibility of an alliance among ‘“women, prisoners, conscripted
soldiers, hospital patients, and homosexuals™ ... are the females of the
urban subproletariat ... [T]he subject of exploitation cannot know and speak

the text of female exploitation ... The woman is doubly in the shadow.!”°

Nevertheless, Spivak embeds her analysis within a framework of First/Third-World
relations, in which the White-settler colony Australia is ambiguously located, as the
following discussion of Australianness may illustrate. Its (post)colonial histories of
oppression and their uncanny entanglements may operate in a complex bind in which

race and gender acquire higher profile than class considerations.

169 Apnderson 1991: 150.
170 Spivak 1988: 287-8.
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2.3. Sources of the Postcolonial Australian Uncanny

2.3.1. Whiteness as Australianness

In a study with the illustrative title The Long, Slow Death of White Australia (2005),
Gwenda Tavan analyses how the official White Australia policy aimed to keep Australia
‘White’ and how its Social-Darwinism and racial determinism have not yet disappeared
from the Australian political scene in the new millennium.!”! Similarly, Ien Ang’s
discussion of White Australian reactions towards the new age of mass immigration,
decolonisation and globalisation, echoes Homi Bhabha’s “unheimlich terror of the space

or race of the Other”!7?

in arguing that White “anxiety is not just about race but, in a more
complex and profound way, about space: the space or territory of Australia as a
nation.”'”> White anxiety arises when what is conceived of as the nation space or
‘national home’ becomes less familiar and therefore ‘unhomely’, which situates such fear
directly within the psychological and social parameters of the uncanny. So how does the
uncanny operate within, affect and reconfigure contemporary Australian identity, both
individual and collective? How does the uncanny postcolonise Australianness? An
analysis is due of what it has meant to be Australian.

It is noteworthy that Benedict Anderson sees nationalism—and national identity by
extension—starting in the colonies rather than the Metropole as part of securing the
Imperial project,!’ and this says something about the amount of feeling invested in
Australianness. Traditional notions of the Australian nation state and Australian national
identity are built upon a contradictory relationship with British Imperialism. Crucially, its
founding took place as a penal Crown colony with the arrival of the First Fleet in Sydney
Cove on the 26™ of January 1788, which initiated the invasion of the continent and its
foreign peopling with a British military task force and convicts; (almost) juxtaposed to it
was the moment of (quasi-)independence from the British motherland on the 1% of

January 1901, with the founding of the Commonwealth which federated the 6 states of

171 See Tavan 2005.

172 Bhabha 1990a: 1.

173 Ang 2003: 53, my emphasis.

174 Anderson 1991: 163-4. Anderson points out how such 19" c. colonial institutions as the census,
mapping and museums shored up the control and dominion of the colonial state—"the nature of the human
beings it ruled, the geography of its domain, and the legitimacy of its ancestry”— and thus fed into its
nationalism.
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Australia into a British dominion.'”> Not surprisingly, 1901 also sees the first
implementation of the White Australia policy, in an effort to keep non-European
immigration out, coinciding with legislation to curb the Native presence in the island-
continent even further.!”® The structural link with British Imperialism as laid down in its
foundational moment and in its dominion status explains why Australia is, as a settler
nation, unable to gloss over the initial act of invasion, and both victim and exponent of

imperialist forces:

Not only did Australia become in its own small way a colonising power in the
Pacific region, where its behaviour was modelled exactly on current British
practices, but more structurally in its formation it adopted the classic attitudes
of imperialism in its treatment of the Aboriginal people of Australia.
Moreover, this crucial imperialist enterprise was not incorporated at all into
the national myth, which could accommodate this major threat to national

legitimacy only by not mentioning the matter.!”’

It should come as no surprise then that this omission produced Australian national
identity through the application of a double standard. It is a definition of national identity
that aligns with Benedict Anderson’s view of nationhood as a community imagined as
“deep, horizontal comradeship” which necessarily displays ‘“characteristic amnesias” to
be effectively established.!”® On the one hand, it is imbued with the strong egalitarian
philosophy encapsulated in the bush myth.!” This serves to counter the class inequalities
inherent in a colonisation process drawing on a prison population, and to accommodate
these descendants of the metropolitan rejects of British 19" century capitalism in a
postcolonial ‘Eden’ that was clearly differentiated from the harsh conditions of living in
the motherland. On the other, while the bush myth may suggest a Native vision to the

inexpert eye and ear, the Australian Bush or Outback in the national stereotype is not the

175 While retaining the British King/Queen as its Head of State, a dominion is different from a crown
colony in that it is seen to have acquired independent nationhood and to be in full control of its foreign
affairs, international trade and defence.

176 Full-fledged official control of the Aboriginal population had started in the state of Victoria with the
Aboriginal Protection Act 1869 but states of slower settlement were later to legislate, e.g. the Aborigines
Act 1905 of Western Australia (See for instance the Bringing Them Home Report 1997).

177 Hodge & Mishra 1991: xiii.

178 Anderson 1991: 7, 205.

179 An egalitarian and anti-authoritarian philosophy of mateship among resourceful independent white
males living in the Australian bush (See Works Cited: “The Australian Bush”™).
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domain of the Aboriginal peoples but of racism and male chauvinism, uncannily
overridden by a levelling of class differences—the ‘excess’ of one obscures the O/other.
As Therese M. Caiter writes, “white Australian identity first and foremost had to set itself
off from indigenous culture as the opposite ‘other’ in order to come to terms with
itself.”180

How intensely the latter must have taken place is shown in the fact that British
Colonial Office policy was strongly influenced by the humanitarianism of the anti-
slavery campaigns in the early 19" century. For the first half of the 19" century it tried to
develop a protectionist programme for the Natives, but the great distance to the
Metropole was not conducive to its implementation. Starting from the premise that large
areas of Australia were ‘unoccupied’ and open to sale and colonisation, local colonial
officials and White settlers often interpreted these measures, such as specific legislation
to protect the Natives’ land rights and the appointment of official protectors, to suit an
agenda of unequivocal Native dispossession and extermination. '8!

Thus, the configuration of Australianness took place in a double bind of

disobedience and aggression:

... the treatment of Aboriginal people was not simply a matter of pure racism,
but ... this brutal activity also had the effect of clearly differentiating white
colonists from the ‘mother country’, thus helping to generate a new form of
national identity. As a result, the sign ‘Australians’ would be taken to mean
not the primitive inhabitants of the primordial antipodes, as constructed in the
modernist intellectual tradition, but ‘white inhabitants’— intrepid pioneers,
hardworking pastoralists, industrious miners, assiduous metal manufacturers,

bronzed surfers, etc.!%?

180 Caiter 1998-9. One can usefully add Benedict Anderson’s arguments on postcolonial racism to this, who
writes that “[w]here racism developed outside Europe in the nineteenth century, it was always associated
with European domination ... Colonial racism was a major element in that conception of ‘Empire’ which
attempted to weld dynastic legitimacy and national community. It did so by generalizing a principle of
innate, inherited superiority on which its own domestic position was (however shakily) based to the
vastness of the overseas possessions, covertly (or not so covertly) conveying the idea that if, say, English
lords were naturally superior to other Englishmen, no matter: these other Englishmen were no less superior
to the subjected natives” (Anderson 1991: 150).

181 Cf. Reynolds 2003: chapters 4-8. Henry Reynolds is Australia’s leading specialist in the New Australian
History (Attwood 1996: xv).

182 John Hartley quoted in Batty 1998.
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Typically and (pre)dominantly inhabited by the “bushranger”, defined as a “Caucasian
adult male [and] itinerant rural worker of no fixed address[, h]is values and forms of
language and thought are widely claimed to represent Australian authenticity, as a
touchstone of Australian identity.”'®® Whereas class is subsumed in this articulation of
Australian identity as White male Anglo-Celtic, its legitimacy is built on an uncanny void
or gap which can only be filled by incorporating the ethnic, the female and foremost the
Indigenous. Thus, the injustice of penal transportation from Britain primarily mapped
across class by displacing an impoverished metropolitan population. This gave way to a
Euro-centred male egalitarianism—‘mateship’—which obscured not only the oppression
of the Indigenous population, but also (to a lesser extent) women and non-Anglo-Celtic
immigrants on Australian soil. The Aboriginal scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson could
therefore write that “Whiteness is both the measure and the marker of normality in
Australian society, yet it remains invisible for most white women and men, and they do
not associate it with conferring dominance and privilege.”!'®*

Although the stereotypical character of the bushranger has left a heavy imprint on
Australian culture, it has never represented the urban mainstream, which takes up larger
and larger proportions of the total Australian population everyday. Thus the bushranger
articulates a double myth; by unjust exclusions and by a romantic nostalgia for an
irrecoverable British male settler past, it “encodes a class, race and gender identity which
classifies women, Aborigines and new migrants as ‘unAustralian.””!%> More exactly
perhaps, the presumed class equality in Australian national identity may serve to obscure
the absence of Native, ethnic and female voices, and feeds into Homi Bhabha’s focus on
race and gender in postcolonising redefinitions of Self and Other. In a comparative
anaalysis, Sneja Gunew defines multiculturalisms as both “a set of government policies
designed to manage cultural diversity” and “an attempt by various groups and individuals

to use these policies to achieve full participatory cultural democracy.”'*¢ She holds that:

. interrogations of the national emerge from both local communities and
global diasporas. They can have outcomes as murderous as those of the old

nationalisms but at the same time a retreat into nostalgias for some putative

183 Hodge & Mishra 1991: xv.

134 Moreton-Robinson 2003: 66. Her conference paper was given in 1999 at the University of Technology,
Sydney.

185 Hodge & Mishra 1991: xv.

136 Gunew 2004: 5.
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lost coherence of the nation does not appear to be an answer. Nor does the
imposition of binary oppositions that trivialize the interactions of complex and
non-homogeneous groups, reducing them to ‘black and white,” seem to be the
solution. The way ahead in terms of analysing cultural texts of any kind seems
to be to denaturalise the classificatory categories invoked to stabilize and
legitimate all types of nation-building and here the constellation of terms—
multiculturalism, ethnicity, race, postcolonialism—all have their shifting and

shifty roles to play.'®’

This changeability and elusiveness suggest that, whereas the imposition of
Aboriginality as a category is by no means the objective of this study, it can be
strategically used to interrogate the exclusive definitions that underpin the mechanics of
racial/ethnic and gender discrimination in the Australian context, in an overlap with class.
One way to question the certainties of the bush myth is to draw on “the other tradition in
the iconography of Australia that gestures at the secret of the Australian obsession with
legitimacy: the occluded but central and problematic place of Aboriginal Australians in
the foundation of the contemporary Australian State and in the construction of the

national identity.”!88

2.3.2. Aboriginality

Recent political developments regarding Indigenous Australians make a reappraisal of
mainstream notions of Australianness possible. In their 1998 study Uncanny Australia:
Sacredness and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation, the Cultural Studies scholars Ken
Gelder and Jane Jacobs assign the uncanny an active and productive role in recent
Australian politics, sociology and cultural production by structurally linking it to a
postmodern notion of uncertainty towards identity. More specifically, they locate the
appearance of the uncanny in the awkward fit of the Native segment of the population
into Australian society.'®® Not surprisingly Sneja Gunew qualifies the latter issue in
psychological terms and calls it “vexed”!, and Bain Attwood writes that in recent years

““The Aboriginal’ or Aboriginality has become central to the defining of Australian

187 Gunew 2004: 29.

138 Hodge & Mishra 1991: 24.
189 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: xiv.
190 Gunew 1990: 100.
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nationhood and identity to an unprecedented degree.”!*! Similarly, Gelder and Jacobs
point out that the postcolonial redefinition of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal relationships
becomes one of the main causes of postcolonial identity problems in contemporary
Australia; this redefinition is grounded in the recent legal changes around Aboriginality,
which have endowed the Natives with the legally endorsed possibility to retrieve lands
they had lost in the process of White colonisation.'*?

From 1992 onwards, such court rulings as the Mabo Judgment of 1992 and the
Wik Decision of 1996, together with the implementation of the Native Title Act of 1993,
have opened up ways for Native Australians to reclaim ancestral lands from non-Native
settlers. In the case of Eddie Mabo v. the State of Queensland (1992),!%® the Australian
High Court declared that the common law of Australia recognised Native title,'**
acknowledging the legitimacy of Indigenous property rights in Australia, and ruling that
“in accordance with the Racial Discrimination Act 1975, ... native title must be treated
equally before the law with other titles that flow from the Crown.” While this
unequivocal statement may have been a major victory, it fleshed out ambiguously in the
Native Title Act. This law stipulated a series of conditions under which Native title may
not only be upheld but also extinguished, putting the responsibility for validation or
authentication of these rights on Indigenous Australians. The Mabo Judgment assumed
that Native title rights could only apply to vacant Crown land, that is to say, land that the
State had not expropriated. Indeed, under Common Law, “[b]y exercising those sovereign
powers known as eminent domain, the Crown could take the land of the subject but it
could only do so with the consent of the owner and payment of adequate
compensation.”'®® Thus, the issue became what would happen to all that land the Crown
had taken without due Native consent and compensation, now mostly given to and
occupied by settlers descended from Europeans. The most important instance of such
conflicting interests arose with regard to pastoral leases. As historian Henry Reynolds

explains, these:

1 Attwood 1996: xxiii.

192 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 135.

193 The land rights under dispute concerned Murray Island, or Mer, in the Torres Strait, which is the
homeland of the Meriem people. Their traditional ownership of the island was recognised by the Australian
High Court.

194 “Native title is a form of beneficial title colonial subjects hold based on their traditional laws and
customs. The state holds radical title, a form of title that gives the sovereign paramount power to create
interests in land by grant or tenure” (Povinelli 1998: 579, footnote 13).

195 Reynolds 2003: 48-9 (my emphasis).
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. are one of the most common forms of land tenure in Australia ... they
have been a feature of the pastoral industry since the middle of the nineteenth
century. At the time of the Wik judgement there were 170000 pastoral leases
occupying 42 per cent of the country. Many covered marginal country with
low carrying capacity but others provide access to prime grazing land. Some
families had been on the same country for several generations and, not
unreasonably, thought the land in question belonged to them. They had
reasons to think they were immune from any native title claims. In the Mabo
judgement the High Court had determined that the Crown had always been
able to extinguish native title and had so when granting a legal interest in land

inconsistent with it. Both a freehold title and a lease would have this effect.!®

The 1996 Wik Judgement, involving Native claims to land occupied by White
pastoralists in the state of Queensland,'®’ gave further impetus to this ambiguity by ruling
that “native title may survive on a pastoral lease if there was no clear intention to
extinguish native title when the lease was granted,” but that Native title cannot take away
pastoralists” rights under the terms of their existing leases. Basically, the legal problem
consisted in the origins of pastoral leases: they had been given by royal statute so as to
offer some kind of security to pastoralists without jeopardising unforeseeable future uses
of the land; they therefore lack the power to extinguish Native title which a Common
Law freehold title as a more absolute form of ownership would have conferred.'”®
Therefore, the complexity of the legal parameters involved in pastoral leases means that
Native title claims can only be considered on a tedious, conflictive ‘“case-by-case
basis.”!”® Nevertheless, within the new legislation claims of Native title still have a
chance to prosper when Aboriginal belonging can be validated through a “recurrent

d,”?% normally understood as a sense of sacredness

pattern of physical presence on the lan
around a site which links Aboriginal cosmogony to local land features.
Sacred knowledge concerning the land, of vital importance in maintaining tribal

laws, customs and ownership of the land, differs completely from Western concepts of

196 Reynolds 2003: 213.

197 «[TThe Wik and Thayorre people of Western Cape York sought a declaration of their native title rights
over their traditional land, two parcels of which had been embodied in pastoral leases.” While the Federal
Court ruled against their claims, the High Court overturned the latter decision (Reynolds 2003: 214).

198 Reynolds 2003: 214-18.

199 See Works Cited: “Native Title”.

200 Falck Borch 1992: 11.

67



presence, property and inheritance. Precisely their incommensurability is the uncanny
difficulty that Australian law courts and mainstream society have had to deal with in
recent years. Native succession is based on the Dreamtime beliefs or Dreamings,?’! a
series of origin stories that explain how in a distant past the Aboriginal Totemic
Ancestors gave shape to the elements, the land, and all forms of life, organizing all into
an unchanging, interconnected and interdependent network that Aboriginal peoples are
required to care for and guard. Totemic spirits are contained in the physical features of
the land and denote the ongoing connection of the Dreamtime with contemporary
Aboriginal societies. Dreamtime sites have acquired sacred qualities and, within tribal
logic, are not to be visited without due preparation and authorisation. Within the Native
framework of thinking, possession of the land is interpreted as custodianship; this is the
care for and the observance of ritual related to the land and all that lives on it, especially
where sacred sites are concerned.’”? But as Dreamtime knowledge can only be obtained
after due initiation, it is enveloped in protective layers of silence and secrecy; therefore,
in court these taboo matters may not be easily spoken about, which heightens the effect of
incommensurability between Native and Common Law. Special court conditions must be
created in order to make a proper, ‘closed’ hearing possible in which ongoing Native
presence on and ownership of the land may be validated. Thus, Gelder and Jacobs write
that “the totemic function of the sacred ... is both undeniable and problematic because it
is an intangible thing that nevertheless must be talked about,” so “[c]ontemporary legal
and policy provisions have ... attempted to accommodate the protocols of secrecy
associated with Aboriginal sacred sites.”%

In 1992, the creation of the first legal grounds and provisions that enabled Native
title cases to prosper leads Merete Falck Borch to the somewhat optimistic conclusion

that:

The [Mabo] case has not resolved all the problems facing Aborigines and
Islanders trying to recover the land they have lost; however, there is little
doubt that the rejection by the High Court of some of the long-lived fictions

which have justified the dispossession of these peoples will be of great

201 Falck Borgh 1992: 3.

202 This section on the Dreamtime mythology has been elaborated using the The Oxford Companion to
Aboriginal Art and Culture edited by Sylvia Kleinert and Margo Neale (2000): 40-59.

203 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 101, 117-8.
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significance in the future development of relations between the indigenous

population and the rest of the Australian population.?**

Nevertheless, the ambiguities encapsulated in the 1993 Native Title Act and the 1996
Wik Decision were less promising. In 1998, Philip Batty argues that:

... the High Court decision was made, to a large extent, to mitigate against
Australia’s international embarrassment at the continuing decrepitude of
Aboriginal living conditions, to assuage the morally vexatious reality that
until recently, Australia treated its indigenous people more like animals than
human beings, and importantly, to elide the fact that the indigenous
population remains deeply dependent upon, and directly subject to the

machinations of the Australian state.??’

Kent McNeil, a non-Native specialist in Indigenous land rights, gives Batty’s doubts
ample foundations. In an important essay entitled “Racial Discrimination and Unilateral
Extinguishment of Native Title”, published in 1996, he takes issue with the new

legislation’s favourable treatment of state over Indigenous land rights:

[N]ative title c[an] be extinguished by unilateral executive action without
legal obligation to pay ... Clear and plain statutory authority apart, the
Crown simply does not have the power to extinguish legal rights to land,
except for purposes in time of war, in which case compensation must be
paid ... Were the law otherwise private rights would be exposed to arbitrary
executive action ... [T]he majority [of High Court judges] in Mabo [1992]
chose not to apply [the latter norm] to Aborigines and Torres Strait
Islanders. In doing so, the Court treated indigenous people differently from

other Australians ... This is clearly discriminatory.>*®

204 Falck Borch 1992: 11.

205 Batty 1998.

206 Quoted in Henry Reynolds 2003: 237-8 (my emphasis). The original essay appeared in Australian
Indigenous Law Reporter 45 (1996).
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McNeil clarifies that Common Law protects private property rights from the abuse of
state power, but that this principle is not recognised in the new Native title legislation,
thus discriminating Aborigines and Torres Straight Islanders.

Later developments confirmed the correctness of this view. In 1998, the
conservative Howard government passed the Native Title Amendment Act, commonly
known as the “Ten Point Plan”, which placed further restrictions on Native land claims.
Indeed, one legal source holds that “[t]hese amendments made the Native Title Act more
complicated, increased the number of procedural requirements that native title claimants
had to meet and cut back the tenures over which a native title claim could be made.””?"’
Thus, nowadays Native euphoria and non-Native hysteria over the legal implications of
Native title legislation has diminshed as current legislation has turned into a double-
edged sword; in merely allowing partial victories on a postcolonial battlefield that not so
long ago only knew White winners and Indigenous losers, Australian Common Law not
only offers the possibility to enforce Native title, but it fixes the conditions for its

extinction as well.?? In 1994, the Aboriginal scholar and novelist Fabienne Bayet-

Charlton already expressed her disappointment that:

207 See Works Cited: “The Native Title Act and the 10-Point Plan”, published by the Australasian Legal
Information Institute. This legal institution, a joint facility of the University of Technology of Sydney
(UTS) and the University of New South Wales (UNSW) Faculties of Law, further explains that:

The 10-point plan incorporated many of the amendments that had been introduced in the earlier bills
and imposed additional restrictions on the scope of native title. The government wanted to amend the
Native Title Act to:

1 validate invalid acts creating non-Indigenous interests in land between 1 January 1994 and 23
December 1996;

2 empower the States and Territories to extinguish native title over non-freehold lands subject to
various interests deemed to confer the right of exclusive possession on the interest-holder;

3 extinguish native title over land required for the provision of services to the public;

4 extinguish native title where there was any inconsistency with interests created by pastoral leases,
including compulsory acquisition of native title to upgrade “exclusive” leases;

5 create legislation regulating Indigenous peoples’ access to lands for traditional purposes;

6 impose the registration test before claimants could exercise the right to negotiate ... and remove it
altogether in relation to mining exploration activities and limit it by allowing only one “negotiation”
per project;

7 remove the right to negotiate when a future act relates to compulsory acquisition for the construction
of government-type infrastructure, restrict the right to negotiate in relation to land in and around
towns and cities, and expand the activities that pastoralists could do on their leases without
negotiating;

8 permit governments to do acts to regulate and manage water, sea and airspace without negotiating;

9 impose a higher registration test, require all native title claims to be filed within six years of the
passage of the amendments and require all claims to be processed more quickly;

10 provide for binding local agreements (Indigenous Land Use Agreements) and regional agreements
about the coexistence of Indigenous and non-Indigenous interests in land.”

208 Wolfe 2000: 142.
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. native title legislation has been ... watered down from its original
intentions, and ... those seeking to claim title to their land have so many
provisos attached, so many hoops to jump through, so many hurdles to jump
over, before a claim sees the light of day in the courts. These claims can then
be rejected if records indicate that a non-Aboriginal person has so much as
farted on that land. Native title has lost all but its simple and superficial
meaning. This is a tragedy, considering all the good will and effort that went

into the debating and formulating of the original legislation.?%

And Henry Reynolds’ conclusion, ten years later, is in agreement:

What will have been achieved [a decade after Mabo]? A handful of cases
where native title has been affirmed in the courts; some agreements outside
them; a few land-use agreements and negotiated contracts between native title
holders. Their significance should not be underestimated. But it is so much
less than what many people hoped for and expected in those heady days in
June 1992210

Nevertheless, what is nowadays seen as the relatively limited legal scope of the
Mabo decision caused a great psychological impact in Australian society which should
not be underestimated. Mabo offered an opportunity to come to terms with the great
injustice inflicted upon the Natives over two centuries of (neo)colonial rule in its appeal
to the status of Australia as a great, democratic nation, and provoked both acceptance and
refusal. The American anthropologist Elizabeth Povinelli picks up on Mabo”’s uncanny

psychological effects when she describes:

. native title ... as a fetish of national anxieties about the status, role and
future of the Australian nation and [this] helps explain the widespread public
debates resulting from the [Mabo] case. Native title condenses and stands in
for Australian aspirations for First Worldness (symbolically White, Euro-
American) on the margins of Euro-American and Asia-Pacific domination—

the Aboriginal subject (indigenous blackness) standing as the material to be

209 Bayet-Charlton 2003: 180. Originally published in Social Alternatives 13.2, July 1994,
219 Reynolds 2003: 246.
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worked over for the nation to maintain its place in (Western) modernity. The
court’s use of the shamed Anglo-Celtic Australian fixed the ideal image of

the nation as a White, global player in the national imaginary.>!!

Thus, Mabo led to a host of emotionally-charged reactions. Many non-Native Australians
took up its challenge and identified with the political agenda of the progressive Keating
government—although observers like Povinelli, McNeil and Attwood would doubt its
sincerity for its drive against Aboriginal sovereignty.?!? In his famous Redfern speech,

PM Paul Keating proclaimed:

We non-Aboriginal Australians should perhaps remind ourselves that
Australia once reached out for us. Didn’t Australia provide opportunity and
care for the dispossessed Irish? The poor of Britain? The refugees from war
and famine and persecution in the countries of Europe and Asia? Isn’t it
reasonable to say that if we can build a prosperous and remarkably
harmonious multicultural society in Australia, surely we can find just
solutions to the problems which beset the first Australians—the people to
whom the most injustice has been done. And, as I say, the starting point might
be to recognise that the problem starts with us non-Aboriginal Australians. It
begins, I think, with the act of recognition. Recognition that it was we who
did the dispossessing. We took the traditional lands and smashed the
traditional way of life. We brought the disasters. The alcohol. We committed
the murders. We took the children from their mothers. We practised
discrimination and exclusion. It was our ignorance and our prejudice. And our
failure to imagine these things being done to us. With some noble exceptions,
we failed to make the most basic human response and enter into their hearts
and minds. We failed to ask - how would I feel if this were done to me? As a

consequence, we failed to see that what we were doing degraded all of us.?!?

211 Povinelli 1998: 597 (my empbhasis).

212 See Attwood 1996: xxxv.

213 Keating 1992. The then Prime Minister of Australia, Paul Keating, gave a famous speech at Redfern
Park in Sydney on 10 December 1992 to launch the International Year for the World’s Indigenous People
in Australia. Redfern is an inner city suburb of Sydney with a historically large Aboriginal population.
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Others however, such as “federal and state ministers, leaders of commerce and industry,
and prominent conservative intellectuals have railed against the Mabo and Wik decisions
and the judges who made them ... The response has too often been grudging and
legalistic.”?!* For better or for worse, then, Native title legislation has created not only
material but also psychological pressure on what was once considered inalienably the
White settler’s. This has caused non-Natives, especially in traditional economic
strongholds such as the mining industry and pastoralism, to question the extent to which
they might feel ‘at home’ in Australia.

The White settler’s negation/repression of the Aboriginal presence in the continent
took shape through the concept of a blank, virgin territory to be occupied at their
convenience, brandishing the kind of “wishful thinking characteristic of colonialist
ventures” that nowadays is proven erroneous.’’> The 18"-century concept of Terra
Nullius or “a land belonging to no one?!'® denied Aboriginal cultures human status and
therefore legally conferred ownership of their land to White settlers for more than two
centuries. The European construction of Aboriginality as ‘an absence or lack’ grew out of
an Enlightenment vision of progress, which put the ‘savages’ at the bottom of the ladder
of civilisation. Their ‘obvious incapacity’ to work the land and make it ‘more productive’
did away with any claims on landownership they might have entertained in European
eyes, and “this attribution of progress to European possession of the land and to
Aboriginal dispossession came to constitute the predominant and the most enduring
rationalisation for British colonization.”?!” Apart from the “massive land-theft”
perpetrated by British colonisers, it also led to genocidal policies, the denial of political
representation for Aborigines, the non-inclusion of “full-blood” Natives in the national
census up to 1971, their exclusion from official history, and nuclear testing on Aboriginal
land in the 1950s amongst others. Although Australia “pride[s] itself on its democratic,

egalitarian tradition,” these gross violations of human rights “testify to the inability—if

214 How reluctant Australia is to come to terms with its legacy of colonial injustice towards the Aborigines
is shown in the fact that its legislation seriously lags behind that of the other white-settler colonies:
“Australian courts have quite consciously rejected the idea that the Crown had a duty of care ... towards
the indigenous people. That has been accepted in the United States since the nineteenth century and has
more recently been incorporated in the law in Canada and New Zealand” (Reynolds 2003: 247-8).

215 Collingwood-Whittick 2000: 113.

216 Reynolds 2003: 14. He specifies that Terra Nullius “means both a country without a sovereign
recognised by European authorities and a territory where nobody owns any land at all, where no tenure of
any sort exists ... European powers adopted the view that countries without political organisation,
recognisable systems of authority or legal codes could legitimately be annexed. It was a case of supplying
sovereignty where none existed” (2003: 15).

27 Attwood 1996: viii-x.
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not stubborn and cynical refusal—of the white community to integrate the existence of
the Aborigine into its national representation.””*!®

Nevertheless, the White Terra Nullius myth was overthrown with the
implementation of the new 1990s legislation,?!® and the consequent re-appearance of the
Aborigine on the Australian map brought about a new reality in which the colonial tables
were turned. Despite the limitations of the new legislation, in this realm of unsettlement
both place and identity could no longer be assigned according to European standards
alone, thus dislocating White essentialist readings of Australia in an uncanny
postcolonising reversal of settler primacy.??’ Indeed, Australian multiculturalism—the
mainstream, Anglo-Celtic-identified effort to cope with the tensions created by an
increasingly culturally diverse nation— soon came under a strange kind of pressure
which is only understandable from an underlying institutional agenda of disguised

assimilation that clashed with the needs and demands of the Aboriginal population. Sneja

Gunew already stated at the early beginning of the decade that:

[m]ulticulturalism becomes too often an effective process of recuperation
whereby diverse cultures are returned homogenized as folkloric spectacle.
This recuperation serves to legitimate a European charter myth of origins
which, in the name of civilisation and process, condones those 200 years of

colonial rule which were not celebrated by the Aborigines in 1988.%2!

While the new Aborigine-inclusive multiculturalist tenets officially recognised that
“complex as [Australian] contemporary identity is, it cannot be separated from

222 jts legal consequences generated discord in bringing to the fore

Aboriginal Australia,
the special minority status and rights of the Indigenous peoples, acknowledging their
cultural difference. Therefore, putting the Aborigines back onto the Australian map was
more than a simple metaphor; it was also an unsettling reality with disturbing
consequences. As the Native segment of the population now possessed a legal means to
reclaim parts of the Terra Aboriginalis lost under colonial rule, in an uncanny move the

ideological bases of Australian multiculturalism were both confirmed and questioned: the

218 Collingwood-Whittick 2000: 114 (my emphasis).

219 Cf. Reynolds 2003: 212.

220 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 135, 138.

221 Gunew 1990: 112. 1988 was the year of the Bicentennial (see footnote 98).
222 K eating 1992.
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former by making this devolution possible as a gesture towards an underprivileged
minority group; the latter by putting into profile the especially awkward fit of the Natives
within multicultural postcolonial society, who might suddenly be seen as entitled to ‘too
much’.

Therefore, the reappraisal of the Aborigine has often caused an ambiguous interplay
of feelings of guilt and resentment amongst White Australians in which the recognition of
the need for redress for past wrongs towards the Natives clashed with fear regarding the
loss of mainstream privilege and property. Guilt and resentment has coloured the
multiculturalist policies and mainstream efforts to reach a modus vivendi with the
Indigenous population throughout much of the 1990s and 2000s in disturbing ways, and
have uneasily co-existed in a double-faced ‘postcolonial racism’ ever since.??
Postcolonial racism manifests itself in White settlers who see Aborigines as enjoying too
much care, too many privileges, and who, consequently, bend the multiculturalist
argument to their own needs.

In the early 1990s, an uncanny White ‘underdog’—mainly the impoverished lower-
middle class located in White rural areas and led by Pauline Hanson’s One Nation
Party—claimed minority status so as to justify and give strength to their own demands,
which fed into the general conservative landslide victory of 1996.%2* In her notorious
maiden speech to the House of Representatives of the Australian Federal Parliament on

10 September 1996, Hanson proclaimed that:

I won the seat of Oxley largely on an issue that has resulted in me being
called a racist. That issue related to my comment that Aboriginals received
more benefits than non-Aboriginals. We now have a situation where a type of
reverse racism is applied to mainstream Australians by those who promote
political correctness and those who control the various taxpayer funded
‘industries” that flourish in our society, servicing Aboriginals,
multiculturalists, and a host of other minority groups ... Along with millions
of Australians, I am fed up to the back teeth with the inequalities that are

being promoted by the government and paid for by the taxpayer under the

223 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 17.
224 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: xii.
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assumption that Aboriginals are the most disadvantaged people in

Australia.?®

Thus, Ien Ang argues that:

[tThe eruption of Pauline Hanson and her One Nation Party 1996 was a sharp
reminder that the structures of feeling of White Australia have not
disappeared in a time of Aboriginal reconciliation and multiculturalism ...
And while by 2001 Pauline Hanson’s role on the Australian political stage
seems well and truly finished, her quick and spectacular rise and fall should
remind us that what she stands for—the anxieties and prejudices of White
Australia—has not fully disappeared from the Australian cultural landscape.
On the contrary, the longevity of the government of John Howard ... testifies
to the fact that the ideology of Hansonism cannot be easily dismissed as just a

fringe phenomenon in contemporary Australia.**°

Ien Ang sees Hansonism living on in the larger block of conservative political parties,
which was in power for three successive terms as of 1996. She points out that its Prime
Minister John Howard, in line with the political correctness expected from mainstream
politicians in multiculturalist Australia, is formally opposed to Hanson’s “unsophisticated
racist indiscretions.” However, he has made Hanson’s “crude white populism respectable
by translating it into mainstream common sense—a mainstream unwilling to seriously
address reconciliation with Indigenous Australia and deeply suspicious of immigration
and multiculturalism, especially when it is seen as a threat to ‘the Australian way of
life.”??7

Notably, the ambiguities of postcolonial racism have surfaced in the frictional calls
for Reconciliation and Apology over the last decade—an apology that was finally offered
to the nation in February 2008 by Labor party’s Prime Minister Kevin Rudd at his taking
position in Parliament. The terms Reconciliation and Apology have embodied the clash
between what Aborigines and progressive non-Native Australians feel as the need for an

officially endorsed ‘Sorry’, and what conservative mainstreamers perceive as an

225 Tingle 1996; Hanson 2007: 1 (my emphasis).
226 Ang 2003: 51-2.
227 Ang 52.
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excessive and—to use the spatial metaphor—’out-of-place’ recognition of White guilt.
From a progressive perspective, Reconciliation could be defined as the revision of the
narrative of Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal contact with the official acknowledgement of “a
colonial legacy of invasion, dispossession and injustice” with the aim to effect “closure to
this colonial narrative by recognising Aboriginal claims upon the historical past from
which the settler nation constructed its ‘nation’.”??® This policy, which should be
understood then “to bring the nation into contact with the ghosts of its past, restructuring
the nation’s sense of itself by returning the grim truth of colonisation to the story of
Australia’s being-in-the-world,”?* was officially embraced by the progressive Keating
government in 1992. Nevertheless, the ambiguous positioning of mainstream society in
this process causes many Aborigines to hold that “[t]here can never be any reconciliation
between Black and White Australians until our sorry past is redressed.”?*® Philip Batty

therefore points at the more self-interested undercurrents in Reconciliation:

. through the Mabo decision, Australia continues to seek a sense of
identity through yet another reinvention of Aboriginal culture, but this time
it is constituted not as a problem to be eradicated, or assimilated—but as a
site of national redemption, where Australia can reaffirm its most cherished
beliefs about itself; that is, as a fair-minded, just, and compassionate global

citizen.?!

In response to this, Therese Caiter argues that “this ‘new’ construction of
Aboriginal culture is a lot less new than it might seem.”?*? Therefore, Indigenous
criticism of a multicultural project on White terms is not trivial; where recognition of
difference, self-definition and self-determination should be common currency, “[t]he

central problem is the failure of non-Aboriginals to comprehend us Aboriginal people, or

228 Frost 1997.

229 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 30.

230 Langford Ginibi 2001: 219.

231 Batty 1998 (my emphasis). PM Paul Keating, in his famous Redfern speech in Sydney on 10 December
1992, said, “... in truth, we cannot confidently say that we have succeeded as we would like to have
succeeded if we have not managed to extend opportunity and care, dignity and hope to the indigenous
people of Australia—the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people. This is a fundamental test of our social
goals and our national will: our ability to say to ourselves and the rest of the world that Australia is a first
rate social democracy, that we are what we should be—truly the land of the fair go and the better chance”
(Keating 1992). Indeed, Keating’s words turn Reconciliation into a redemptive site where ‘authentic’
Australianness may be retrieved.

232 Caiter 1998-9.
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to find the grounds for am understanding. Each policy—protection, assimilation,
integration, self-management and, perhaps, reconciliation—can be seen as ways of
avoiding understanding.”?** Such unwillingness is seen in Prime Minister John Howard’s
Motion of Reconciliation of 26 August 1999, which eloquently expresses the mixed

feelings embedded in postcolonial racism:

... present generations of Australians cannot be held accountable, and we
should not seek to hold them accountable, for the errors and misdeeds of
earlier generations. Nor should we ever forget that many people who were
involved in some of the practices which caused hurt and trauma felt at the
time those practices were properly based. To apply retrospectively the
standards of today in relation to their behaviour does some of those people
who were sincere a gross injustice. The Australian people do not want to

embroil themselves in an exercise of shame and guilt>**

The sophisticated eloquence of the PM echoes the plainer words of Pauline Hanson’s

Maiden speech three years earlier, in which she holds that:

I am fed up with being told, ‘This is our land.” Well, where the hell do I go? I
was born here and so were my parents and children. I will work beside
anyone and they will be my equal but I draw the line when told I must pay
and continue paying for something that happened over 200 years ago. Like

most Australians, I worked for my land; no-one gave it to me.?*

Not surprisingly, as a political movement, Reconciliation faced an uncertain future
after a decade of Conservative government. Right-wing rule has curtailed Australia’s
official commitment to multiculturalist issues in the broadest sense; not only did this
come to the fore in its meddling with Native title in 1998 and the Northern Territory

intervention in 2007,2%¢ but also in its restrictive immigration policy after the attack on

233 Langton 1993: 38-9.

234 Quoted in Cunneen & Libesman 2000: 153, my emphasis.

235 Tingle 1996; Hanson 2007: 2.

236 The conservative Howard government intervened with a military and police task force in Aboriginal
affairs in the Northern Territory on 21 June 2007, after insistent rumours and reports about child sexual
abuse in remote Aboriginal communities—for extensive criticism of these governmental actions, see Jon
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the Twin Tower in 2001, leading to the Tampa crisis. Although an official Apology was
finally produced in 2008, this gesture has not been accompanied by a serious programme
of aid and funding to tackle the ingrained causes of the underprivileged state of many
Indigenous people.?*” Evidently, an apology for past events is only the first step on a long
road towards the effective redress of a past of invasion and genocide. Apology should not
only take place in the area of the symbolic, but also translate in material improvements.
What Cunneen and Libesman call John Howard’s “twisted logic of genocide
denial,” which uncannily presents past atrocities as well-meant policies, points to a great
psychological need to wash White hands of the terrors instigated by European civilisation
over two centuries of White occupation. The list of self-serving, racist crimes is long. The
straightforward extermination of Aboriginal nations, starting with British settlement,
“occurred in every Australian State until 1928.” Forced segregation of Natives in camps,
missions and reserves to separate them from White settler society began to be
implemented in the 1850s and lasted up until 1930. The official “breeding-out” policy
now known as The Stolen Generations—the forced, institutionalised removal of “half-
cast” children from their Aboriginal families living on reserves to special homes and/or
White foster-families—was carried out from the 1930s until the 1970s.2*® While it is
obvious that the traumatic impact of these events on the Native population must have
been devastating, the full recognition of their suffering is still a matter of contention.
Aboriginal genocide was justified by White culture’s hostile vision of Australian
nature, under which the Aborigines were subsumed and thus to be dominated and
subjugated at all cost. Sneja Gunew observes in a discussion of the Australian literary

canon that:

... white Australia has always been riddled with anxious debates concerning
its national identity. Since white settlement initially took the form of penal
colonies, it was difficult from the outset to sustain the myth (as in America)
of a new Eden. Australia was resolutely postlapsarian. The culture
represented by the white intruders was consistently opposed to a ‘nature’

designated hostile (a nature which included the original Aboriginal

Altman & Melinda Hinkson (eds).Coercive Reconciliation. Stabilise, Normalise, Exit Aboriginal Australia.
North Carlton: Arena, 2007.

237 NY Times, 13 Feb 2008.

238 Collingwood-Whittick 2000: 117, 120-3. For a very detailed study of Aboriginal genocide and forced
child removal see Anna Haebich’s Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Families 1800-2000 (2001).
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inhabitants who were not so much colonized as systematically exterminated

along with other obstacles in the path of white colonization).?*’

Gunew’s argument implies that mainstream unwillingness to come to terms with the past
is not only connected with the uncanny repression of a dark history of violence against
the Natives, but also with the undigested episode of the violent and cruel Imperial
rejection of White convicts by the Motherland. The latter is supported by an uncanny
reversal distinguishable in the genocidal process: it is the projection of the ruling classes’
fear of a reappearance of Britain’s socials tensions among its own impoverished urban
masses onto a dark foil, the Australian Aborigines.>** In such a view, Aboriginal
extermination, segregation and breeding-out all form part of an uninterrupted link of
genocidal policies from the first British settlement to the advent of multiculturalism, by
which White-settler society aims to exorcise its own penal past from the collective
psyche.

Thus, the Aboriginal re-mapping of Australia has had deeply-felt consequences
for the issues of nation and identity-building. Consequently, Gelder and Jacobs locate
Indigenous land claims “as crucial in the recasting of Australia’s sense of itself.” By
“turn[ing] what seems like ‘home’ into something else, something less familiar and less
settled,”?*! these territorial claims draw attention to what the modern Australian nation
has repressed for so long about its past. Aboriginal presence, dispossession and genocide
resurface with the force of law, shake the foundations of White-settler society, unsettle
the very identity derived from it, and estrange White Australians from their perceived
‘home’. This manifestation of the uncanny was described as “hysteria and hostility”
amongst White Australians by the left-wing Prime Minister Keating in his famous
Redfern defence of Aborigine-inclusive multiculturalism,?*? and aptly defined by Gelder
and Jacobs as “white moral panic”. The latter results from a typically postcolonising
context, because whereas in colonial times the Indigenous had neither citizen status nor
vote, nowadays “the claims that Aboriginal people ... make on Australia work

themselves out first and foremost in the political sphere.”**

239 Gunew 1990: 103.

240 Collingwood-Whittick 2000: 123.
241 Gelder and Jacobs 1998: xi, xiv.
242 Keating 1992.

243 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 3, 13.
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Multiculturalism, then, is a political project that aims to establish the necessary
conditions for the respectful co-existence and egalitarian, democratic interaction of
cultural diversity within a postcolonial nation space. However, the Australian particulars
give rise to anxiety and uncanny conflict whenever Native and non-Native culture enter
into contact. These cultures are seemingly incommensurable in their worlds of experience
and demands, yet bound to ‘getting on’ in a shared site which is at once homely and
unhomely, strongly mapping Homi Bhabha’s ‘strange cultural survival” across

articulations of race.

2.3.3. Ethnicity

As pointed out above, the treatment of more recent waves of immigration to Australia
bears structural links with historical state policies towards Aborigines, and therefore
deserves some attention. Sneja Gunew’s portrayal of the subversive undercurrents in
Australian multiculturalism opens up the migrant experience to a similar set of uncanny
frictions when confronting Anglo-Celtic settler culture. Through opposing visions of

Australia as heaven or, alternatively, hell, she argues that:

By definition Australia existed as a refuge and a promise to those waves of
European emigrants who were fleeing the known world during and after the
Second World War. How different already, figuratively speaking, was this
metonymy compared to those projected by self-styled legitimate residents
who located their national origins in institutions which are incarnations of
legitimacy: namely the prison, the penal colony, the biblical fallen ... [T]o be
a new Australian was to be a boundary crosser, a transgressor, in the eyes of
those who like to think that they had already been t/here. In their very being
those new Australians represented in boundaries, or margins, those marginal
voices which bordered the known country and were themselves hybrids

comprising both the known and the unknown.?**

In discussing the inclusion of non-British non-Native writing into the literary canon,
Gunew observes that “no language can be considered transparent or referential in the
fullest sense ... Those who are able to think from the beginning in more than one

language find it impossible to consider language as a ‘natural’ and unproblematic

244 Gunew 1990: 111.
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expression of experience.” Gunew links this to the possible definition of multiculturalism
as an ethnic “counter-public sphere” in which dissident voices may be heard.?** This line
of thought brings us back to Homi Bhabha’s ideas on the possibilities for a strange
cultural survival in the liminality of the nation space; one could equally claim that, if
dissidence may be validated rather than assimilated and neutralised through
multiculturalism, this calls into being another terrain for the uncanny to estrange the
familiar. Such unsettlement is furthered by the fact that recent Australian immigration
increasingly lacks a close-enough-for-comfort European background.

Ien Ang’s analysis of conservative White policies in reaction to the changing
shape of contemporary immigration fully opens up the issue of immigration towards
White uncanny fears. Her essay is indebted to Said’s Orientalism in postulating that
White Anglo-Celtic settlers defined Australia foundationally against Asia; the vast and
relatively empty island-continent was a vulnerable “far-flung outpost of Europe” in
which “the fear of invasion was intensely heightened when the invader was imagined as
‘Asian’: so geographically proximate, so threateningly multitudinous, and not least, so
alienly non-white.”?*® On the one hand, this definition of Australianness from without
(Orientalist in nature) fed back into the coexistent one from within against the Aborigines
(Aboriginalist in nature) by promoting the conceptual isolation of the Native Australians
from related racial groups in the Indonesian archipelago. This conceptual bind, in turn,
would represent yet another step in the justification of the doomed race philosophy and
the genocidal agenda. On the other hand, the need to defend the outer bounds of
Australianness laid the foundations for the 1901 Immigration Restriction Act, later
known as the White Australia policy, which was specifically conceived to keep Chinese
and Japanese immigrants out of the country. As late as 1996, Pauline Hanson proclaimed

that:

Immigration and multiculturalism are issues that this government is trying to
address but for far too long, ordinary Australians have been kept out of any
debate by the major parties. I and most Australians want our immigration
policy radically reviewed and that of multiculturalism abolished. I believe we

are in danger of being swamped by Asians. Between 1984 and 1995, 40% of

245 Gunew 1990: 114.
246 Ang 2003: 55-6.
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all migrants into this country were of Asian origin. They have their own

culture and religion, form ghettos and do not assimilate.?*’

Thus, Ien Ang writes that “the legacy of White Australia policy still lingers,
expressed in the anxiety articulated in the fear that new, especially Asian, migrants might
be too successful in gaining space within the Australian nation.”**® Here one can observe
another interesting double bind in attitudes towards the Aborigines and non-European
immigrants. The notion of ‘too much’ in the previous lines harks back to the uncanny
White postcolonial racism towards the Indigenous peoples in Australian multiculturalist
society discussed above; it is rooted in a similar fear of loss of national identity which is
always understood as White European and preferably Anglo-Celtic. Both expressions of
postcolonial racism circulate through each other in an uncanny fear of the non-European
Other; it is based on the belief that a massive influx of especially Asian immigrants could
“Aboriginalise” Australia, meaning that “white Australia would one day suffer the same
fate as Aboriginal Australia.”** In this vision, the European settler would ultimately
conflate with the Indigene in an uncanny minority position, a possibility that would have
to be exorcised at all costs. This fear, real enough as it is, is far from realistic. The Age’s
journalist Laura Tingle contrasted the claims made in Pauline Hanson’s Maiden Speech

with statistic material and found the Asian ‘threat’ lacking substance:

It is true that between 1984 and 1995, 40 per cent of migrants were from
Asia. About 30 per cent came from Europe and Britain. However, only 4 per
cent of the population is Asian-born. Labor argues that if 50 per cent of
immigrants come from Asia for the next 35 years, it would still only increase

the Asian-born component of the population to 7 per cent.>°

2.3.4. Gender

The Aboriginal scholar Marcia Langton wrote that “[t]he intersection of ‘race’ and

gender continues to require deconstruction to allow us to decolonise our

247 Tingle 1996; Hanson 2007: 3.
248 Ang 2003: 68.

249 Ang 2003: 60.

259 Tingle 1996.
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consciousness.””! Sneja Gunew opens up Australian multiculturalist and territorial issues
to gender by maintaining that culture—as well as land, one might add—"must be
governed by customary laws of ownership and inheritance. Multiculturalism, the very
term, suggests paternal confusion and maternal promiscuity.” This gendered metaphor
points the use of Australian multiculturalism as a new, hidden form of assimilation in
which cultural diversity is controlled and curtailed to male WASP benefit. However, it
also highlights the large body of writing from other cultural backgrounds that demands
inclusion and acceptance, leading to an “inevitably chang[e in] the genealogy or
legitimating myth of origins on which all national cultures are based.”*? The
promiscuous quality of this maternal wealth of minority manifestations sprouting from
Australian soil is able to interrogate and confuse monolithic patriarchal Anglo-Celtic
visions of Australian identity by disclosing and foregrounding cultural difference. Hence,
the paternal is defined as hierarchical and therefore static and sterile, whereas the
maternal as democratic and thus dynamic and productive. Australian multiculturalism
and its cultural manifestations can thus be converted in a counter-public sphere that links
up with feminist analysis to interrogate officially endorsed views and policies regarding
national culture. That this is a project that should be firmly embedded in the local for its
effectiveness is apparent in Gunew’s avowal of “the situatedness of a multicultural

99253

dynamics and Gayatri Spivak’s conclusion that “[t]here is no virtue in global laundry

lists with ‘woman’ as a pious item.”>>*

This takes us to the idiosyncratic effects of Aboriginal femininity on the
Australian multicultural scene. Gelder and Jacobs state that in Australia “ethnicity is a
category which is mobilised through the agendas of multiculturalism,” and put to use as
the “primary social category” before class and gender.?*> Nevertheless, they also dedicate
considerable space to the issue of “women’s business” in Aboriginal culture in a chapter
entitled “Promiscuous Sacredness”. Promiscuity here has a similar connotation to
Gunew’s use of the term: it refers to a discursive disposition, here enveloped in secrecy,
spilling over into and interrogating another discursive terrain.?>® Promiscuity of the

sacred is the term used to show how secret Aboriginal “women’s business” can become

activated in political and legal ambits: not only is there such a thing as Native land claims

251 Langton 1993: 54.

252 Gunew 1990: 100.

253 Gunew 2004: 3.

254 Spivak 1988: 308.

255 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 98.
256 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 128.
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on sacred sites, but they may very well productively overlap with gender. In reference to
a property claim on the sacred Welatye-Therre site near Alice Springs by the Arrernte
women of Central Australia, the taboo female ceremonies connected to the site are
defended by a spokeswoman who uncannily links and justifies female Aboriginal ritual
and feminism as practices which both aim to restore spiritual and emotional health to
women. She maintains that “[t]hey are a vital part of being a woman. Like you’ve got
women’s liberation, for hundreds of years we’ve had ceremonies which control our
conduct, how we behave and act and how we control our sexual lives. They give spiritual
and emotional health to Aboriginal women.”?%’

Thus, the ambivalent presence of ‘promiscuity’ in the nation space, both praised
and feared for its healing potential of change, may offer yet another slant on Freud’s
study of the uncanny and reinforce its relationship with gender as highlighted in Héléne
Cixous’ feminist analysis of the repression/resurgence of the incest wish. Freud’s ideas
on the oedipal constitution of culture and society evolve towards the primal horde in the
fourth essay of Totem and Taboo, “The Infantile Recurrence of Totemism”.2%® He takes
as his point of departure the androcentric Darwinist hypothesis that humans initially lived
in bands constituted of a single dominant male who controlled a group females and his

offspring, and:

... propos[es] that in one fateful era, inaugurating human culture and society,
the excluded junior males rebelled against their father, driven by desire for his
females, resentment of his tyranny, and new confidence perhaps arising from
the possession of some new weapon. (I have elsewhere proposed that this new
weapon could have been the capacity for culture itself.) They killed and ate
the father, thus by identification gaining some of his authority. The totem
meal re-enacts this “memorable and criminal deed, which was the beginning
of so many things—of social organization, of moral restrictions and of
religion”... Their goal achieved and their hostility spent, the brothers’ love
for the slain father came to the fore, and in remorse, and through a fear of the
war of all against all to which the succession would otherwise lead, they set
up the first prohibitions in the name of the now defied patriarch: One must

not kill the totem animal (father) and one must not commit what for the first

257 Gelder & Jacobs 1998: 122.
258 Freud 1998: 86-138.
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time becomes the crime of ‘incest’” with those women whose desirability
instigated the revolt in the first place, that is, the father’s consorts. The
simultaneous sorrow and joy of the totemic feast represent both sides of
ambivalence: The rite both enacts and expiates the crime ... the memory of
the father becomes the basis for the new moral system, authorized by the guilt

felt by the brothers for their act.>>

The primal horde myth has been widely rejected as a theoretical construct and historical
impossibility, but as a common male fantasy it may be seen to motivate men’s actions.
In Robert A. Paul’s words, the fantasy of the dominant male is a kind of wish-
fulfilment of “narcissistic and reproductive self-interest: to father off-spring by as many
women as possible, and to eliminate all rival males from competition by depriving them
. of reproductive potential, that is, by ‘castrating’ them.”?%° It is, at heart, the age-old
story of males competing for women’s exclusive availability. Now, in Freud’s view the
incest taboo is the prime tool in the patriarchal management and control of social
relations through the exertion of private and public prohibitions; this, in turn, locates the
Oedipus complex at the heart of human society and culture by way of “cultural

261 ynder which the world of art and, thus, literature are subsumed. In

sublimations,
defiance of male prerogative, promiscuity—in its widest sense—offers itself up as the
uncanny liminal space in which the free circulation of desires, partners, ideas, texts etc.
undoes patriarchal norms and makes way for new, liberating expressions of identity in its
broadest sense. As such, Bhabha’s “strange cultural survival” can be seen to operate in

the racial, ethnic as well as gendered liminality of the nation space.

259 Paul 1996: 275 (my emphasis).
260 Paul 1996: 276.
261 Paul 1996: 284. The International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis says that “[s]ublimation is a process
that diverts the flow of instinctual energy from its immediate sexual aim and subordinates it to cultural
endeavors ... The development of the ability to sublimate ... was related for Freud both to the individual’s
. initial strength of the sexual instinct and to the events of childhood ... Sublimation occurred at the
expense of the polymorphously perverse drives of childhood (especially bisexuality), which were diverted
and applied to other aims, as witness the sublimation of anal eroticism into an interest in money, or the link
between urethral eroticism and ambition. This process contributed to the formation of character traits. The
component instincts were of particular significance here: the instinct to see could be sublimated into artistic
contemplation and into the instinct to know ... while sublimated aggression could manifest itself as creative
and innovative activity. But Freud always emphasized the risks associated with sublimation of the instincts
when it takes place at the expense of the sexual and deprives the subject of immediate satisfaction.
Although sublimation appears as the guarantor of the social bond and promoter of culture, it is,
nonetheless, a dangerous demand ... when it presents individual sublimations as ideal models ...
Sublimation, which is often mentioned in the literature, by emphasizing the desexualization of goals and
the social valorization of the object, remains both an essential concept and an unresolved question for
psychoanalysis” (my emphasis; see Works Cited: “Sublimation”).
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2.4. The Postcolonial Australian Uncanny and Political Agency

It is now time to draw together the different strands of postcolonial identity formation
which have been identified—race/ethnicity, gender, and to a lesser extent: class—and
evaluate how they uncannily rearticulate or postcolonise subject positions, mediating
between the physical body and the body politic of the nation. How does individual,
communal and national identity formation lock into the flux of social change?

In a postmodern critique of ideology formation, the Marxist philosopher Slavoj

Zizek takes issue with traditional psychoanalytical accounts of:

... misery and psychic suffering through unconscious libidinal complexes, or
even via a direct reference to the “death drive”, [which] renders the true
causes of destructiveness invisible ... Instead of the concrete analysis of
external, actual conditions—the patriarchal family, its role in the totality of
the reproduction of the capitalist system, and so on—we are thus given the
story of unresolved libidinal deadlocks ... In this perspective, the very
striving for social change is denounced as an expression of an unresolved

Oedipus complex.?®?

Zizek provides the Freudian framework of repression with its social basis to identify the
roots of oppression. He believes that a central task of ideology criticism is to locate the
material rather than psychological conditions that underpin the wish for social change.
Thus, it ought “to designate the elements within an existing social order which—in the
guise of ‘fiction’, that is, of ‘Utopian narratives’ of possible but failed alternative
histories—point toward the system’s antagonistic character, and thus ‘estrange’ us to the
self-evidence of its established identity.”?®> According to Zizek, the dialectics of

estrangement have an uncanny, ghostly appearance:

... the very constitution of social reality involves the ‘primordial repression’
of an antagonism, so that the ultimate support of the critique of ideology ... is
not reality but the ‘repressed’ real of antagonism ... what emerges via
distortions of the accurate representation of reality is the real—that is, the

trauma around which social reality is structured ... the structure of social

22 Zizek 1994: 6.
263 7izek 1994: 7.
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reality itself materializes an attempt to cope with the real of antagonism.
‘Reality’ itself, in so far as it is regulated by a symbolic fiction, conceals the
real of an antagonism—and it is this real, foreclosed from the symbolic

fiction [of ideology], that returns in the guise of spectral apparitions.***

Zizek’s conclusion gives political profile to Cixous’ analysis of the uncanny:
“spectrality” is that “which fills out the unrepresentable abyss of antagonism, of the non-
symbolized real.”2%> Thus, ZiZek sees social antagonism as the uncanny ghost that a
prevalent ideology’s imperfect representation of reality necessarily calls into being and
that haunts hegemonic discourse’s very incompleteness. Here, my concern is with how
the unrepresentable spectral apparition of ideological/discursive antagonism, which Zizek
primarily understands as class struggle, can be extended to include race and gender
antagonism, and may be used to re-inscribe the body in a corporal politics of liberation.
Within a framework of Gay and Lesbian Theory, Judith Butler’s develops an
understanding of the heterosexual policing of human reproduction through gender
identities, its inscriptions on the body, and the possibilities for gender reconfigurations
beyond the essentialist restrictions of a “foundationalist reasoning of identity politics.””>6®
As such, it slots into Zizek’s analysis as a particularizing critique of discursive formation,
and moves beyond traditional dialectics. Her work also adds to Homi Bhabha’s project of
“discover[ing] the uncanny moment of cultural difference that emerges in the process of
enunciation” of a national identity shaped on the (neo)colonizer’s image.?®’ Butler applies
Foucauldian poststructuralist theory to “the speculative question whether feminist politics

can do without a ‘subject’ in the category of women.” She describes the pitfalls of sexual

identity politics, which:

264 Zizek 1994: 25-6 (my emphasis). Michel Foucault similarly draws on the Freudian framework of
uncanny repression so as to reflect on discursive reconfigurations. He describes the “insurrection of
subjugated knowledges” as “the immediate emergence of historical contents ... that have been buried and
disguised.” This is the coming to light of knowledges which should have remained hidden because they are
“disqualified as inadequate to their task or insufficiently elaborated: [they are] naive knowledges, located
low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity.” Foucault describes the
result of the disinterment of these knowledges as a “genealogy” which allows us “to establish a historical
knowledge of struggles and to make use of this knowledge tactically today,” stressing that such genealogies
can arise only when “the tyranny of globalizing discourses with their hierarchy and all their privileges ...
[is] eliminated” (1980: 81-3).

265 7izek 1994: 26 (my emphasis).

266 Butler 1990: 142.

267 Bhabha 1990b: 312 (my emphasis).
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... tends to assume that an identity must first be in place in order for political
interests to be elaborated and, subsequently, political action to take place. My
argument is that there need not be a ‘doer behind the deed,” but that the ‘doer’
is variably constructed in and through the deed. This is not a return to an
existential theory of the self as constructed through its acts, for the existential
theory maintains a prediscursive structure for both the self and its acts. It is
precisely the discursively variable construction of each in and through the

other that has interested me [in this study].?¢®

By negating its stable prior existence, she claims that the feminist subject position can
never be fully described, criticizing a wide range of Western liberatory discourses,
inspired in Hegel, Marx, Lukacs and others; these align “the ‘I’ that confronts its world,
including its language, as an object and the ‘I’ that finds itself as an object in that world.”
She concludes that, in doing so, Western epistemology reproduces the very subject/object
dichotomy it aims to overcome. Ultimately, the terms of “appropriation, instrumentality,
and distanciation germane to the epistemological mode also belong to a strategy of
domination that pits the ‘I’ against an ‘Other’ and, once that separation is effected,
creates an artificial set of questions about the knowability and recoverability of that
Other.”%

Butler proposes a shift from an epistemological account of identity to the practice
of signification in order to lay bare the ideological apparatus that constitutes the
essentialist gender binary. In Butler’s view, to understand identity as a signifying practice
means to see it as a product of language, and its articulation is strategically constituted
through agency, which in its turn operates through the repetition of an event rather than
its epistemological invention or founding. Butler assigns a subversive quality to agency

because repetition implies “the possibility of variation.” To her:

[t]he injunction to be a given gender takes place through discursive routes: to
be a good mother, to be a heterosexually desirable object, to be a fit worker,
in sum, to signify a multiplicity of guarantees in response to a variety of
different demands all at once. The coexistence or convergence of such

injunctions produces the possibility of a complex reconfiguration and

268 Butler 1990: 142 (my emphasis).
269 Butler 1990: 144.
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redeployment; it is not a transcendental subject who enables action in the

midst of such a convergence.?”

Her aim becomes, then, to locate subversive practices of gender signification as a politics
to undo restrictive essentialist dichotomies: “[jJust as bodily surfaces are enacted as the
natural, so these surfaces can become the site of a dissonant and denaturalized
performance that reveals the performative status of the natural itself.” Butler finds such
defamiliarizing, uncanny instances in parodical gender behaviour such as drag: “there is a
subversive laughter in the pastiche-effect of parodic practices in which the original, the
authentic, and the real are themselves constituted as effects,” destabilizing ‘natural’
notions of heterosexual identity.?’! She reasons that taking identity as an effect allows
agency to be employed against views that consider categories of gender “foundational

and fixed.” Thus, she concludes that:

[f]or an identity to be an effect means that it is neither fatally constructed nor
fully artificial and arbitrary. That the constituted status of identity is
misconstrued along these two conflicting lines suggests the ways in which the
feminist discourse on cultural construction remains trapped within the
unnecessary binary of free will and determinism ... The critical task for
feminism is not to establish a point of view outside of constructed identities;
that conceit is the construction of an epistemological model that would
disavow its own cultural location and, hence, promote itself as a global
subject, a position that deploys precisely the imperialist strategies that
feminism ought to criticize. The critical task is, rather, to locate strategies of
subversive repetition enabled by those constructions, to affirm the /local
possibilities of intervention through participating on precisely those practices
of repetition constitute identity and, therefore, the immanent possibility of

contesting them.?"?

Thus, Butler’s performative politics of gender articulation establishes structural

connections with micronarratives of an anti-Imperial local kind, and as such links up

270 Butler 1990: 144-5.
271 Butler 1990: 146 (my emphasis).
272 Butler 1990: 147 (my emphasis).
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strategically with Homi Bhabha’s investigation of ethnic manifestations of cultural
difference in the nation space through colonial mimicry.

In “Of Mimicry and Man”, Bhabha looks into the uncanny effects of European
civilisation on the colonial subject, “[f]or the epic intention of the civilizing mission ...
often produces a text rich in the traditions of trompe [’oeil, irony, mimicry and repetition”
in its attempted constitution of the latter in its Western image. Characterized as “one of
the most elusive and effective strategies of colonial power and knowledge, colonial
mimicry appears as the desire for the reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a
difference that is almost the same, but not quite” (White). This is to say that the effective
construction of the discourse of mimicry as embodied in the colonial subject is grounded
in an uncanny ambivalence that necessarily produces the terms of its own difference
through the repetition of the mimic act.?”> Bhabha links the appearance of this mimic
difference to “mockery”, compatible with Butler’s subversive laughter, which threatens
“the civilizing mission ... by the displacing gaze of its disciplinary double.”

On the one hand, his analysis links up with Butler’s words on the construction of
gender: parodical repetition can defy the gendered and racial parameters of Western
subjectivity, while the rupture of the Western discourse “transform[s] into an uncertainty
which fixes the ... subject as a ‘partial’ presence.” Bhabha explains that this partiality
should be taken as both incomplete and virtual, and the latter quality, on the other hand,
metamorphoses the mimic colonial subject into the uncanny double of Western
subjectivity. This ghost is embodied through the repetition of the incomplete mimic act
and insistently haunts the faultlines of colonial discourse through “resemblance” as well

274 converging with Zizek’s discursive spectral apparition.

as an antagonistic “menace
The appearance of the ghost leads us into the terrain of uncanny non-representation, and
not surprisingly, Bhabha holds that “[t]lhe desire to appear as authentic through
mimicry—through a process of writing and repetition—is the final irony of partial
representation ... Mimicry conceals no presence or identity behinds its mask ... [Its]
menace ... is its double vision which in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial discourse
also disrupts its authority.”?”

As such, partial representation through mimicry defamiliarizes the notion of identity

from essentialist readings. In such a reading, the uncanny appears at the political

273 Bhabha 1994 : 86.
274 Bhabha 1994 : 86.
275 Bhabha 1994 :88 (Bhabha’s emphasis).
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interstice of “what is known and permissible and that which though known must be kept
concealed,” because the problem of representing difference is not only ontological but
also of authority.?’® Thus, in defining the strategic objectives of the desires underlying
colonial mimicry, Bhabha uses its defining feature of partial presence to coin the concept

of the “metonymy of presence”:

In mimicry, the representation of identity and meaning is rearticulated along
the axis of metonymy. As Lacan reminds us, mimicry is like camouflage, not
a harmonization of repression of difference, but a form of resemblance that
differs/defends presence by displaying it in part, metonymically. Its threat, I
would add, comes from the prodigious and strategic production of conflictual,
fantastic, discriminatory “identity effects” in the play of a power that is
elusive because it hides no essence, no ‘itself.” And that form of resemblance

is the most terrifying thing to behold ...?"”

The terrifying image returned is one of non-representative emptiness, the death of the
Western and Colonial Subject alike, but at the same time the mirror image defines its own
terms of resistance and reconfiguration; as an uncanny ghost, it defends the possibility of
its own corporality and “necessarily raises the question of the authorization of colonial
representations.” In other words, “the fetishized colonial culture is potentially and

strategically an insurgent counter-appeal”’8

which embodies the seed for political agency
on both the private and public level.

The anthropologist Elizabeth Povinelli has the following to say on the Australian
specifics of postcolonial mimicry, which she sees embedded in what one might call “the

Indigenous trap of authentication”:

Frantz Fanon and the school of subaltern studies have helped us understand
how colonial dominations worked by inspiring in colonized subjects a desire
to identify with their colonizers. Multicultural postcolonial power seems to
work, in contrast, by inspiring subaltern subjects to identify with the

impossible object of an authentic self-identity—in the case of indigenous

276 Bhabha 1994: 89.
277 Bhabha 1994: 90 (Bhabha’s emphasis).
278 Bhabha 1994: 91 (Bhabha’s emphasis).
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Australians, a domesticated, non-conflictual, ‘traditional” form of
subjectivity. It would be hard to overestimate the impossible demand placed
on indigenous subjects within this discursive and performative regime. As the
nation stretches out its hands to ancient Aboriginal laws ... indigenous
subjects are called upon to perform an authentic difference in exchange for
the good feelings of the nation and the reparative legislation of the state. But
this call does simply produce good theater; rather, it inspires impossible
desires: to be this impossible object and to transport its ancient, prenational
meanings to the present in whatever language and moral framework prevails

at the time of enunciation.”

In an earlier article, Povinelli had already pointed out that “the contradictory demands the
law [i.e. Native title legislation] places on Indigenous subjects at once orient their
sensual, emotional, and corporeal identities towards the nation’s ideal image of itself as
worthy of love and reconciliation and at the same time ghost this being for the nation.”?%°
This description of the impossible recoverability of the Aboriginal sign—the Aboriginal
as ghostly (non)presence—harks back to Cixous’ and Zizek’s uncanny politics of non-
representation, while beckoning towards a reconfiguration of identity beyond its
postcolonial ‘death’, that is, beyond its fixation in a nostalgic past, irrecoverable and
apolitical. However, it also links Homi Bhabha’s argument on colonial mimicry to the
postcolonial enunciation of uncanny cultural difference from the perspective of
Aboriginality: whereas the colonial moment required an impossible assimilation of

»281_the post/neo-

Aboriginality into mainstream culture—"unabsorbable difference
colonial era demands its equally unachievable dissimilation, which in itself is an uncanny
re-inscription of earlier essentialist strategies that aimed to ensure Australia’s modernity.
The objective, therefore, is not to search for and establish an immanent Aboriginal
subjectivity that subjugates the very group it seeks to liberate from an oppressive racist
discourse into the essentialist trap of identity politics.?®? Rather, it is the investigation into

the performance of the Aboriginal sign in the political and cultural arena of Australia

2 Povinelli 1999: 633.

280 Povinelli 1998: 580. I take her use of ‘to ghost’ as a reference to the Aboriginal sign haunting the
national self-definition and to the impossibility of its representation as a true essence.

281 Gunew 2004: 100.

282 Michel Foucault warns against re-inscriptions of a totalizing discourse, because “is it not perhaps the
case that these fragments of genealogies are no sooner brought to light, that the particular elements of the
knowledge that one seeks to disinter are no sooner accredited and put into circulation, than they run the risk
of re-codification, re-colonization?” (1980: 86) For “genealogy” see footnote 264.
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with a view to laying bare the political and legal mechanisms that determine the
parameters of its very performability, and to reinstating a notion of agency that confers a
liberating, postcolonising impulse. In its broadest sense, the meeting of Native and non-
Native cultures within the postcolonial nation space must be considered a territory in
which racial affiliations interrogate and re-articulate the ethnic as well as gender in
productive overlaps with class: if we adapt Bernard Smith’s figure of speech, these
parameters of the Australian nation are effectively “haunted” by “the spectre of
Truganini.”?®* This interrogation, in turn, leads to uncanny performative interventions in
the race, class and gender features of ‘Australianness’ in which literature as social

intervention “plays its own shifty role.””*34

2.5. The Uncanny Role of the Literary in Postcolonial
Australianness

Of colonial cultural production, Homi Bhabha wrote:

In the ambivalent world of the ‘not quite/not white,” on the margins of
metropolitan desire, the founding objects of the Western world become the
erratic eccentric, accidental objets trouvés of the colonial discourse—the part-
objects of presence. It is then that the body and the book lose their
representational authority. Black skin splits under the racist gaze, displaced
into signs of bestiality, genitalia, grotesquerie, which reveal the phobic myth

of the undifferentiated whole white body.?%

If the colonial book long lost its representational authority, then in the articulation of
postcolonial Australian identity, writing is strategically employed as social intervention
by questioning its fixity. According to the Cultural-Materialist critic Alan Sinfield,

“[1]iterary practices are not ideologically neutral (very little is): they are part of the

23 Attwood 1996: xxx. Bain Attwood quotes from Smith’s ABC Boyer lecture “The Spectre of Truganini”
(Sydney 1981). Truganini was, reputedly, the last surviving full-blood Tasmanian Aboriginal woman, and
plays an important role in Mudrooroo’s Master series. The Oxford Companion to Aboriginal Art and
Culture describes her as an “icon of survival” for Aboriginal Tasmanians, whereas non-Natives generally
consider her a “symbol of the extinction of a race.” Furthermore, she is “cherished by today’s Tasmanian
Aboriginal community as a woman who displayed strength and diplomacy in her struggle to find a way for
her people to endure the savage impact of Europeans on her land” (Kleinert and Neale 2000: 722).

284 T play on Sneja Gunew’s understanding of the terms of postcolonial nation building (2004: 29).

285 Bhabha 1994: 92.
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apparatus through which people demarcate their identities within society.”?¢ Thus, in a
lengthy discussion of the Australian literary canon Sneja Gunew posits that in Australia
the public sphere of legitimate national culture—which, after all, defines national
identity—has been constructed by a totalising discourse; the latter combines liberal
humanist readings of cultural history with Leavisite literary criticism, and primes a
British origin to Australian culture.?®’ Australian cultural history has fortunately been
largely rewritten throughout the 1990s and 2000s in “a process stemming from the re-
emergence of Aboriginal people in the written Australian historical landscape after a
century and a half of almost exclusion.””®® Although the genocidal drama has been
dismissed by such contemporary historians as Keith Windschuttle, who uncannily
exchange the benign settlement paradigm for violent conquest, such denialism is heavily
contested amongst progressive historians; this, in turn, has turned the academic field of
history into another battlefield where the authorisation of Aboriginal voices and versions
is the bone of contention.*®

Modern historiography has been instrumental in the legal impetus towards Native
title legislation so that “Aboriginal history and [white] ‘invasion’ finally came to be the
issues around which a further renegotiation of Australia’s identity and relation to the past
were to be elaborated.””®® However, its findings have also become one of the factors in
refocusing literary criticism, turning it into a contested ground of competing cultural
discourses. Amongst those authors who have taken issue with mainstream versions of
history from an Aboriginal perspective in their writing, Mudrooroo has made a
considerable contribution in his poetry, fiction and essays, although his importance and
authority as a Native spokesperson have been severely affected by his identity plight
since the mid 1990s. In 1997, Mudrooroo testified to the impact of the new historical,
legal and political developments in Milli Milli Wangka, justifying the rewriting of his

1

groundbreaking®! study of Aboriginal literature as follows: “... how much things have

286 Sinfield 1983: 6.

287 Gunew 1990: 100-1.

288 In the new millennium, the conservative historian Keith Windschuttle started a frontal attack on the New
Australian History with his volume The Fabrication of Aboriginal History, to which Robert Manne’s
Whitewash, amongst others, responded. The latter volume contains a host of texts by Australian’s foremost
progressive historians, such as Henry Reynolds, who contest Windschuttle’s recovery of the “benign
settlement” paradigm.

289 Veracini 2003: 226.

2%0 Veracini 2003: 230.

291 Paul Sharrad, for example, holds that “Whatever we may think of Colin Johnson or Mudrooroo, he was
the leading thinker on Aboriginal writing for some time, and his Writing from the Fringe must remain a
seriously considered study of the field” (2008: p.15, endnote ii).
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changed since Writing from the Fringe, the first edition of this work, appeared in
1990."2°2 However, the refocusing of the literary debate is broader than through the
Native issue alone.

The start of Australian literary criticism is marked by White nationalist academic
views which hold that postcolonial national culture can only differentiate itself by

(133

mediating the uniqueness of the landscape, thus, “‘the’ land itself will speak through and
in an authentic Australian literature.”?°* This, in turn, would allow a breakaway from the
British colonial paradigm. However, up until the 1970s, this agenda of locating “cultural
closures” in natural features produced the literary canon with mainly “classic realist
texts,” firmly rooted in a male Anglo-Celtic culture that impeded not only race and

ethnicity but also gender to speak through the land.>**

As such, literature has played its
own, questionable role in the construction of a whitewashed Australian identity. As we

have seen before:

[m]ulticulturalism becomes too often an effective process of recuperation
whereby diverse cultures are returned homogenized as folkloric spectacle.
This recuperation serves to legitimate a European charter myth of origins
which, in the name of civilisation and process, condones those 200 years of

colonial rule which were not celebrated by the Aborigines in 1988.2%

More specifically, the White male Anglo-Celtic bushranger has functioned as the
measure of “true” and “real” Australianness in the literary canon, “as though truly
Australian literature should be written by, for and about this character.”?*® The abundant
evidence Sneja Gunew presents for this case makes a telling reference to the pioneer
literary magazine The Bulletin, whose celebration of the bush myth*’” “reveals the racism
and misogyny contained in the influential journal ... to be the flipside of its espousal of
nationalism. Scarcely any women, or writers from non-Anglo-Celtic background figure in

this construction of the cultural public sphere.”?”

22 Mudrooroo 1997a: 1.

293 Gunew 1990: 99.

294 Gunew 1990: 103.

295 Gunew 1990: 112.

2% Hodge & Mishra 1991: xv.

27 An egalitarian and anti-authoritarian philosophy of mateship among resourceful independent white
males living in the Australian bush (See Works Cited: “The Australian Bush”).

2% Gunew 1990: 107.
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Gunew counters this construction of Australianness by asserting that the most
‘authentic’ mediation of the Australian land in literature is necessarily established
through Aboriginal voices. She highlights as well that the land nowadays also speaks
through the voices of non-British migrants who already form a large part of the total
population.?”” Additionally she points out that there has already been a reassessment of
the literary canon—with all its implications for the construction of national identity—by
the incorporation of Aboriginal and women writing, and that the inclusion of non-Anglo-
Celtic writing should even further recast the issue of an Australianness which is seen as
problematically White and male.*”® Ultimately, she avows that multiculturalism can only
be productive as a counter public sphere in the debate on culture and literature if texts are
deployed “in such a way that they could not be easily recuperated in the name of
nostalgia or absorbed into an Anglo-Celtic canon ... [This] undoes the secular/sacred
closures of cultural histories and canons, confounding those who believe that the land
speaks ... literary nationalism.”**! As the following may demonstrate, in such a project of
promiscuous confusion, the postcolonial uncanny reveals itself instrumental.

Elleke Boehmer’s assessment of common features in postcolonial writing points
out that Native writers adapt cultural-specific items to White literary conventions with the
purpose of alienating and Othering mainstream readership. By “using techniques and
vocabulary they might find unfamiliar,” they establish a distinctly Native realm of
experience.’”?> We may understand these uncanny postcolonising adaptations as instances
of literary metonymies of presence that materialize what Homi Bhabha detected as an
“insurgent counter-appeal.” Thus, “[w]hat emerges between mimesis and mimicry is a
writing, a mode of representation, that marginalizes the monumentality of history, quite
simply mocks its power to be a model, that power which supposedly makes it
imitable.” Or, to take this to a plainer, local perspective: “although Aborigines do
narrate stories which tell of colonists slaying Aborigines, they also relate how their
forebears outwitted their adversaries by bushcraft, trickery or magic and thus denied the
wish-fulfilment of that hegemonic narrative which decreed Aborigines were ‘dying
out’.* Here, the un-dead Aboriginal spectre signals the demise of Western

metanarrative, imperfectly reproduced in the Australian context, against the particulars of

299 Gunew 1990: 107.

300 Gunew 1990: 114.

391 Gunew 1990: 116 (my emphasis).
302 Boehmer 1995: 230.

303 Bhabha 1994: 87-8.

304 Attwood 1996: Xix-XX.
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the local micronarrative, haunting what the “eminent Australian anthropologist W.E.H.
Stanner was to call, in ... 1968 ..., ‘the great Australian silence.””*% Not surprisingly,
postcolonial writing often makes use of the fantastic so as to “dramatize split perceptions
of postcolonial cultures”—that is, Native and non-Native— “undermining ‘purist’
representations of the world which have endured from colonial times.” Ultimately, “by
mingling the bizarre and the plausible so that they become indistinguishable, postcolonial
writers ... demand the prerogative of ‘redreaming’ their own land.” In the case of
Aboriginal texts, such re-Dreaming may even be to the point that strangeness and
unfamiliarity become “untranslatable,” making the text inaccessible.>*® Thus, Boehmer
accurately describes the formal conditions in which the uncanny may obtain.
Furthermore, her analysis takes the uncanny in postcolonial literature into the realm of
the political, as the formal features of this kind of fiction may form part of a strategy to
implement a distinctly postcolonising agenda.

There exists, then, a specific kind of uncanny postcolonial fiction in the variety of
Indigenous literary expressions that maintains a joint defiance of monolithic Western
perceptions and closures of reality, and takes issue with essentialist race, class and gender
dichotomies. In South-American literature, the incorporation of elements from a non-
Western universe, often under the misnomer ‘fantastic’, into everyday reality has coined
the genre of Magic Realism. In an Orientalist vein it takes over a colonial style of writing
and “mimics the colonial explorer’s reliance on fantasy and exaggeration to describe new
worlds,” but also uses the illusory to propose imaginary yet conceivable worlds that

“expose the extremities of the neo-colonial condition.”%’

Not surprisingly, the term
Magic Realism has also been applied to many instances of Indigenous Australian fiction
mobilising so-called “dreamtime narrative.”*® Alternatively, Mudrooroo has suggested
Maban Reality as an Australian-Aboriginal equivalent for magic realism,**” but his
current status of ostracisation in Aboriginal Studies raises questions to its effective use.
Elsewhere I have suggested that Uncanny Realism may feel more adequate to refer to the
intended inaccessibility of the Native universe perceived by Western readers in such

texts:

305 Attwood 1996: xiv. Stanner referred to the complete absence of the Native in contemporary Australian
History as practised by mainstream scholars.

396 Boehmer 1995: 242-3.

397 Boehmer 1995: 242.

398 Devlin-Glass 2008: 1.

309 See chapter 1, p.37-8 and chapter 4, pp.169-72.
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Realism, the true and faithful representation of reality in fiction, would
comfortably connect the mainstream reader to the novelistic genre’s 19'-
century essence, whereas magic would allow an easy incorporation of those
elements that may be described as exotic to, yet not surpassing such
representations. In other words, the compound noun seeks to make an
Aboriginal realm of knowledge digestible to mainstream readership by safely
encapsulating it within the fantastic ... As our western minds unsuccessfully
grapple with events, our readings become discomforting inasmuch known
schemes of explanation fail, due to the existence of an entirely different,
actively engaging native universe ... [T]he uncanny ... may account for the
psychological discomfort mainstream readers suffer, positioning them on that
uneasy border between fantasy and reality where its distinctions disappear. In
order to express this disturbing encounter of the Aboriginal and mainstream

universe, one could opt for uncanny realism.>'°

The term Uncanny Realism allows for the incorporation of a postcolonial mode in which
gloomy imagery, emotional suffering, irrational fear and uncanny Gothic projections play
an important role in the sustenance of a novel’s action. It proposes the uncanny existence
of a postcolonial world of experience that goes beyond ordinary Western perceptions and
therefore defamiliarises the mainstream reader. Indeed, Gothic elements do appear in
Alexis Wright’s Plains of Promise, Mudrooroo’s Vampire trilogy and prequels, Sally
Morgan’s My Place and Kim Scott’s True Country and Benang.

The term Uncanny Realism points towards a Freudian process of mainstream
defamiliarisation in the postcolonial setting. Nevertheless, Indigenous characters in this
kind of fiction are also dislocated, unsettled and alienated, searching for their place in the
world. This lack of situatedness indicates the postcolonial as active process rather than
state, so to what point is Australia truly postcolonial? The Aboriginal scholar Aileen

Moreton-Robinson holds that:

In Australia the colonials did not go home and ‘postcolonial’ remains based
on whiteness. This must be theorised in a way which allows for

incommensurable difference between the situatedness of the Indigenous

310 Renes 2002: 78-9.
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people in a colonising settler society such as Australia and those who have
come here. Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples are situated in relation to
(post)colonisation in radically different ways—ways that cannot be made into
sameness. There may well be spaces in Australia that could be described as
postcolonial but these are not spaces inhabited by Indigenous people. It may
be more useful, therefore, to conceptualise the current condition not as
postcolonial but as postcolonising with the associations of ongoing process

which that implies.*!!

She concludes that “[t]he coloniser/colonised axis continues to be configured within this
postcolonising society through power relations that are premised on our dispossession
and resisted through our ontological relationship to land. Indigenous people’s position
within the nation state is not one where colonising power relations have been
discontinued.”®!? Indigenous Australian literature engages with the postcolonising
process in particular ways, investigating the tension between received notions of
Aboriginality and Australiannes and the right of self-definition through the mobilisation
of the Aboriginal secret/sacred. A qualifier that may do better justice to Morgan,
Mudrooroo, Scott and Wright’s literary output, which performs new inscriptions of
Indigeneity and Australianness, may therefore be Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative,
because it acknowledges and activates the uncanny secret/sacred interface of Native and
non-Native epistemologies as a performative site of identity formation.

The proposal of the umbrella term Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative aims, then,
to take issue with the belief that literature can deliver a single, objective, true and faithful
representation of reality and identity, as 19" century Realist fiction set out to do in
support of a Euro-centred agenda. The Realist objective, which in itself was a reaction
against Romantic idealism, harked back to the Rationalist philosophy of the 18™ century,
embodied in the Enlightenment faith in universal natural laws and the unfaltering
progress of human society through the application of the powers of Reason. Realism was
later incorporated into the realm of 20" literature as the objective, atemporal, essentialist
vision of authorship now known as liberal-humanism. However, over the last three to
four decades the liberal-humanist position has been unmasked as the product of a

conservative White male middle-class political agenda, based:

311 Moreton-Robinson 2003: 30.
312 Moreton-Robinson 2003: 37.
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. on the notion of superiority of the sophisticated European subject or
individual who embodies, in an ideal form, the economic, colonial power of
Western civilisation, secure in its knowledge of the world and its ability to
produce a true representation of it in its own image. And this world is, or
should be, when it is governed properly according to these moral, aesthetic
and political ideas, ordered, harmonious, obedient: that is, exquisitely

structured and hierarchized.?!?

As such, liberal humanism has been systematically bound up with the reproduction of the
racialist, patriarchal and classicist power structures enthroning a male Western elite. At
bottom, the colonialist project had a much darker side that served to subdue and dominate
territories and peoples abroad by the imposition of a Universalist, Modern Imperial
reality in the name of ‘Faith’, ‘Progress’ and ‘Reason’. Thus, Postcolonising Dreaming
Narrative is engaged in undoing a Euro-centred, monolithic, totalising world view from
an Indigenous Australian perspective that uncannily mobilises the Aboriginal
secret/sacred.

The colonial project’s figurative death may create a vital space for other realities,
visions, positions and identities, and such an agenda may be seen at work in many a
contemporary Aboriginal author—this is even the case in the work of Mudrooroo, whose
position within Indigeneity is uncomfortably liminal and contested. This converts
Indigenous-Australian fiction into a subversive site where uncanny manifestations of
race, class and gender are in constant dialogue so as to re-define identities against
essentialist mainstream positions. The latter vision may serve as the touchstone for the
ensuing discussion of some instances of postcolonising fiction which, within a political
agenda of cultural difference, perform an uncanny, de-essentializing re-articulation of the
Native corpus into the Australian multiculturalist land and text-scape. Thus, Stephen
Muecke argues that “the renegotiation of subject positions, the definition of context and
reading and ways of rethinking the idea of ‘the book’ are all part of a contemporary
literary aesthetic in which Aboriginal writing plays a leading part.*'* And as the

Aboriginal scholar Michael Dodson argues in a discussion of ‘Aboriginalities’:

313 Wilson 1995: 8.
314 Muecke 1988: 418.
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... [1]n making our self-representations public, we are aware that our different
voices may be heard once again only in the language of the alien tongue. We
are aware that we risk their appropriation and abuse, and the danger that a
selection of our representations will be to once again fix Aboriginality in
absolute and inflexible terms ... as the authoritative archetype of
Aboriginality, now the “‘real Aboriginality’ because it came from an
Aboriginal person. However, without our own voices, Aboriginality will
continue to be a creation for and about us. This is all the more reason to
insist that we have control over both the form and content of representations
of our Aboriginalities. All the more reason that the voices speak our
languages[,] refuse the reduction of Aboriginality to an object [and] resist
translation into the languages and categories of the dominant culture. In fact,
the insistence on speaking back and retaining control are highly political acts.
They are assertions of our right to be different and to practise our difference.
They refuse the reduction of Aboriginality to an object, they resist translation
into the languages and categories of the dominant culture. They are at times
ancient, at times subversive, at times oppositional, at times secret, at times
essentialist, at times shifting. It is for this very reason that I cannot stand
here, even as an Aboriginal person, and say what Aboriginality is. To do so
would be a violation of the right to self-determination and the right of peoples
to establish their own identity. It would also be to fall into the trap of
allowing Aboriginality to be another fixed category.’!®

315 Dodson 2003: 39 (my emphasis).
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Chapter 3

The Uncertain Location of Sally Morgan’s (My) Place

“I don’t know what I would be doing now if I hadn’t made those connections. I'd be
pretty screwed up, I think”
(Morgan quoted in Bird & Haskell 1992: 20-1)

3.1. Mainstream Comfort

Sally Morgan’s My Place (1987) forms part of a larger tradition of auto/biographies in
Australian literature describing the lives of ‘ordinary Australians,” which in the case of
Aboriginal women writers would take definitive shape as of the late 1970s. Morgan’s
auto/biography would far surpass the success of a host of other autobiographical
narrations written in the 1980s such as Albert Facey’s 4 Fortunate Life (1981), Patrick
White’s Flaws in the Grass (1981), Morris Lurie’s Whole Life (1987), Glenyse Ward’s
Wandering Girl (1987), Ruby Langford’s Don’t Take Your Love to Town (1988) and
Dorothy Hewett’s Wild Card (1990). For a variety of reasons, My Place went down as a

316 in Australian literature and has maintained that reputation until today,

“landmark text
as national sales of over 500,000 copies within a decade of its publication, widespread
distribution in English and non-English speaking countries®!” and ongoing critical interest
may show.’!® Whereas mainstream reception was unequivocally positive and sealed its
commercial success, My Place would soon be showing its uncanny location in the
Australian literary panorama.’!'® Precisely because of its smooth acceptance by non-
Native Australians, a series of critical questions would be raised as to the text’s
articulation of Aboriginality and the relationship it proposed to ‘White Australia’. These

disturbing questions on racial identity would strategically link up with issues of class and

gender, since Sally Morgan described the circumstances of her own life on the poor urban

316 Newman 1992: 66.

317 Laurie 1999.

318 See for instance Collingwood Whittick 2002, Huggins 2003 and Grossman 2006.

319 Interestingly, the only comprehensive study edited on My Place bears the rather uncanny title Whose
Place? (eds. Delys Bird & Dennis Haskell 1992).
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fringe of Perth (its suburb Manning)**°

and was seen to benefit professionally and
socially from the success of her book.*?! The following will analyse how Sally Morgan
rewrote race, gender, class and genre in order to dis-cover her Aboriginal descent; it will
do so with a particular interest in how Morgan’s text creates possibilities for uncanny
notions of identity to appear within a literary framework of negotiation between
autobiographical realism and Aboriginal orature.’*? Ultimately, Morgan’s quest for
identity activates the Aboriginal secret/sacred and inscribes the text beyond the Gothic
and Magic Realism into Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative.

My Place’s publication (1987) coincided with the preparations of the 1988
Bicentennial celebrations of the White ‘discovery’ and settlement of Australia, and Sally
Morgan’s autobiography, dealing with her search for her family’s Aboriginal past,
became thus embedded in a wider discussion of Australianness. The Aboriginal
“problem’ that filled the void of the “great Australian silence™?* had been slowly
encroaching upon the national conscience after the 1960s and 70s Indigenous protest
movements; these had resulted in more favourable legislation regarding Native
citizenship, political representation, discrimination and Native title.>** In 1987, the issue
of a “collective bad conscience” and “white guilt” regarding the treatment dispensed
towards Australia’s native population®?> over the 200-year period of White dominion of
the island-continent was becoming more acute, precisely because the nation was
preparing for the celebration of a Whitewashed, Anglo-Celtic history of settlement. Not
surprisingly “the Australian Bicentenary celebrations ... [were] counter-observed
publicly by a great many Indigenous Australians as Invasion Day.”3%¢

On the political front this new political awareness would take shape in the work of

the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1987-91), which materialized

320 Morgan defines herself as “poor working class” in her youth (Bird & Haskell 1992: 7).

321 Huggins 2003: 64.

322 The term Orature was coined by the Ugandan scholar Pio Zimiru to avoid the oxymoron embedded in
the concept of ‘oral literature’, and aims to equal the status of the oral tradition in non-literate societies to
the written in literate ones. The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms defines the oral tradition as
“the passing on from one generation (and/or locality) to another of songs, chants, proverbs, and other verbal
compositions within and between non-literate cultures; or the accumulated stock of works thus transmitted
by word of mouth. Ballads, folktales, and other works emerging from an oral tradition will often be found
in several different versions, because each performance is a fresh improvisation based around a ‘core’ of
narrative incidents and formulaic phrases. The state of dependence on the spoken word in oral cultures is
known as orality.” (See works cited: “oral tradition”).

323 Attwood 1996: xiv. In 1968, the renowned anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner coined this phrase to refer to
the settler-centred version of Australian History put forward by contemporary mainstream scholars.

324 The National Referendum on Aboriginal Citizenship (1967), the establishment of the Aboriginal Tent
Embassy (1972), the Racial Discrimination Act (1975), the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (1976).

325 Ommundsen 1993: 252.

326 Grossman 2003: 2.
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in an influential report giving account of the unusually large proportion of Indigenous-
Australians dying in custody after arrest or conviction. Its findings, while not conclusive
on police involvement in deaths, showed nonetheless structural links to the vicissitudes of
children of mixed Aboriginal descent. The victims of the forced child-removal policies
imposed on Aboriginal families in the period up to 1970, these part-Aborigines were
disproportionately represented in the prison population.*’ This led to an uncanny
exercise of prying into the country’s silenced past with the ensuing official investigation
into the Stolen Generations.>*® This fleshed out in the Bringing Them Home report of
1997 and concluded that “between one in three and one in ten Indigenous children were
forcibly removed from their families and communities ... In that time not one Indigenous
family has escaped the effects of forcible removal.”3%

As My Place depicts, Sally Morgan’s family was no exception to this assimilation
policy. Her ‘quarter-cast’ mother Gladys®*® had conveniently married a failure of a White
husband and was trying to live a White li(f)e in the suburban Perth of the 1950s, 60s and
70s. This she carried out in connivance with Sally’s ‘half-cast’ grandmother, with whom
she had managed to reunite after a separation imposed by the racial segregation and
assimilation laws. My Place is the story of Sally’s discovery of this “deceit.”*’! As
Gladys’s testimony evidences, their experience with earlier racial legislation®** had
locked them into an uncanny circle of shame, fear and silence about their Aboriginal

roots in order to prevent the family unit from being ruptured again:

I feel embarrassed now, to think that, once, I wanted to be white. As a child, I
even hoped a white family would adopt me, a rich one, of course. I've
changed since those days. I'm still a coward, when a stranger asks me what
nationality I am, I sometimes say a Heinz variety. I feel bad when I do that:
it’s because there are still times when I’m scared inside, scared to say who I

really am.3%?

327 Whimp 1996.

328 The term was given wide currency by the work of the historian Peter Read.

329 Quoted in Haebich 2000: 15.

330 Her mother’s ‘quarter-caste’ status was the genetic result of one of Sally’s great-grandmothers being a
‘full-blood” Aborigine.

331 Langton 1993: 29.

332 The 1905 Western Australian Aboriginal Protection Act and its corollaries had empowered the federal
state to take children of mixed descent from their Aboriginal mothers

333 Morgan 1988: 305. Further references to My Place by page numbers only in this chapter.
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My Place is, thus, an example of an engaged type of literature that would turn into an
uncanny forerunner of the disclosure of discomforting facts about Australia’s past. While
the assimilationist period 1930-1960 had strongly repressed Aboriginal literary

expression:*3*

[t]he proliferation of Aboriginal women’s autobiographies is part of a
complex process of cultural transformation in contemporary Australian
culture. These narratives have had a marked effect on reversing white cultural
amnesia and have demonstrated Benedict Anderson’s dictum that a country’s

biography, “because it can not be ‘remembered,” must be narrated.”3*

My Place, as an uncanny instance of the disclosure of hitherto repressed native presence,
managed to profit for its very moment of publication from the raised White awareness
regarding Australia’s silenced, forgotten Aboriginal past. As Edward Hills argues
regarding Morgan’s auto/biography:

[b]ecause the genre tends to foreground the relationship between subjectivity
and acculturation, the focus of the narrative can involve critiques of the
dominant social forces that have shaped the life of the narrated subject ...
Sally Morgan’s ... personal story provides powerful opportunities for

rewriting history, and reconstructing cultural identities.*

In its own particular way, Morgan’s text uncannily “touched at a raw nerve of the
national consciousness” at the appropriate moment and in an appropriate shape.>*’

The disquieting truths contained in Sally Morgan’s writing could have condemned
My Place to rejection and oblivion, but it managed to reach out to a large mainstream
readership by projecting a message that “white Australia could feel relatively comfortable
about.” This is so because “it is a book which offers some hope for peaceful racial
cohabitation in the future. Its anger is directed primarily at past injustices, whereas

present conflicts, such as the land rights issue, or the legal battle over black deaths in

334 Broun 1992: 23.

335 Brewster 1993; she quotes from Anderson 1991: 204 (my emphasis).
336 Hills 1997: 99.

337 Ommundsen 1993: 251.
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custody, are passed over in silence.”**® The latter is not surprising: Morgan’s recovery of
Aboriginality is foremost locked in the past because she had not suffered the moment of
family rupture and displacement directly, despite having to live with its Whitewashed
consequences. She had been instructed by her mother to tell her classmates she was
“Indian,”** which “the kids could accept ... they just didn’t want me pretending I was
Australian when I wasn’t!”3* Mary Wright’s comment that Sally had to tell a “white lie”
drives at the heart of the problem: in claiming to be from India, she is uncannily turned
into a foreigner, the upshot being that Aborigines cannot be at home in their own country.
Thus, the uncanny void and displacement she felt as a suburban lower-class ‘immigrant’
girl had to be filled and repaired with a search for a lost identity which necessarily
focused on her mother and grandmother’s past: “How could I tell her it was me, and her
and Nan ... The feeling that a vital part of me was missing and that I’d never belong
anywhere.”**!

This process of recovery was, to Sally, more a question of dis-covering the

unknown than coming to terms with the known—the latter would correspond to Nan’s

inscription into the family’s silenced history:

Sometimes people would say, “But you’re lucky, you’d never know you were
[Aboriginal], you could pass for anything” ... I began to wonder what it was
like for Aboriginal people with real dark skin and broad features, how did
Australians react to them? How had white Australians reacted to my

grandmother in the past, was that the cause of [Nan’s] bitterness?>#?

The ‘received,” indirect character of Sally’s displacement offered her the chance to
maintain sufficient distance for optimism: “We had more insight into [Nan’s] bitterness.
And more than anything, we wanted her to change, to be proud of what she was. We’d
seen so much of her and ourselves in the people we’d met. We belonged now. We wanted
her to belong, too.”**? This optimism for cultural belonging would allow White readers of
My Place to accept (a diluted) responsibility for the Aboriginal plight because it enabled

them “to envisage a time when such guilt had ceased to dominate their national

338 Ommundsen 1993: 255.
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consciousness.”*** In such a reading, the Aboriginal ghost that riddled the nation’s past
would turn out to be appeasing rather than menacing. And this would explain the great
success of My Place over comparable auto/biographical works by Indigenous authors
describing “despair, devastation, loss, poverty, infant mortality, [and] high
imprisonment.” The other (minor) exception to the latter is Glenyse Ward’s Wandering
Girl, which was published in the same socio-historical context of 1987 and also projected
a “non-threatening” image of Aboriginality.>*> While My Place was hailed by mainstream
readership and set the tone for the kind of Aboriginal life-writing it was willing to accept,
in Indigenous communities its reception was affected by what was perceived as a
controversial inscription of Aboriginality.>*® The matter of representability was less clear-

cut than seemed.

3.2. Critical Discomfort

Initial feminist response to My Place’s gender inscription can be seen to obscure the
racial problematic the text projected, which lies precisely in “what kinds of [Indigenous-
Australian] stories White Australia would accept as ‘authentic.”” 3*” The budding genre
of Aboriginal life-writing was heartily embraced by native women writers who started
breaking the silence on their life histories with at least five autobiographies published
between 1978 and 1987.3*® As My Place is a female instance of life-writing, Morgan’s
text was cushioned by feminist mainstream support, “which has in recent years endorsed
and revalued feminine subjectivity” in response to mainstream politics of
op/repression.**® This would obviously be further eased by the prevalent 1980s notion
that “White womanhood [was] the universal and the norm from which to judge and

include the experiences of Indigenous women,”*>

so that any woman’s experience could
be universalized and subsumed under the common marker of patriarchal oppression. My
Place was obviously assimilable into such an agenda as the story of Sally’s retrieval of
her own and direct family’s Aboriginal past is carried out along matrilineal lines.

The latter should come as no surprise. The frontier custom of White male settlers to

relieve themselves with ‘black velvet’—the expression used to indicate sexual

3% Ommundsen 1993: 255.

35 Kurtzer 2003: 184-7. Note however that the Drake-Brockman family has always disputed Sally
Morgan’s claims regarding her mother and grandmother’s insertion in their sexual economy.

346 See for instance Huggins 2003 and Kurtzer 2003: 187.

347 Kurtzer 2003: 183.

348 Elder 1992: 16.

349 Muecke 1988: 409.

330 Moreton-Robinson 2003: 69.
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availability of Aboriginal women to White males in earlier settler days*'—and the
politics of separation, assimilation and shame meant that the White paternal line was
generally silenced and lost.>>? Any genealogical search, therefore, is foremost anchored in
tracing the female native forbears. This would even be more so the case if, in Sally’s
family the White great-grandfather presumably committed incest and felt the need to hide
his traces all the more, which led to Sally’s mother, Gladys, being separated from her
mother, Nan/Daisy. Thus, contemporary feminist readership would not only respond to
this Bildungsroman’s successful quest for female subject formation—Sally does manage
to establish her family ties and grow into a stronger, successful woman in the process—
but also to the uncovering of the unspeakable racial-patriarchal violence perpetrated
against the older women depicted in the text.

Nevertheless, after the first wave of positive reviews of the novel, both Native and
non-Native criticism would soon produce more disquieting readings of the articulation of
Morgan’s Aboriginal identity and the way it affected (White) reader positioning:*>* My
Place started to reveal its uncanny location in the Australian ‘textscape’. Judith Brett’s
opinion of the book in the Australian Book Review was symptomatic for the kind of

comforting empathy it had managed to raise in White readership:

Because these oral narratives are framed by Sally’s need to know about her
family’s past, they have a tremendous dignity. / felt none of the unease about
the relationship between the teller and the stranger/recorder, no matter how
well-meaning, which I’ve so often felt when reading collected oral material
... this book’s debt to Aboriginal story-telling traditions positions the reader

as a receiver of gifts more explicitly than most.>>*

Obviously, such a gift is all the more attractive when it displays “forgiveness” and “a
remarkable lack of bitterness.” This leads Brett to the conclusion that White “denials of

guilt [are] the problem” and that “many Aborigines have a far greater understanding than

351 Collingwood-Whittick 53. Sally’s grandmother’s personal experience testifies to this custom: “Now
there was plenty of stockmen up north, then, and they all wanted girls” (Morgan 1988: 328). The term is
nowadays considered politically incorrect and avoided.

352 The custom was quietly understood, silenced and/or ignored in the mainstream; for instance, the rather
uninhibited treatment of ‘black velvet’ in Xavier Herbert’s novel Capricornia caused a scandal after its
publication in 1938.

353 See e.g. Muecke 1988, Newman 1992, Hills 1997, Huggins 2003, Grossman 2006.

354 Brett 1987: 10 (my empbhasis).
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most white Australians of what is needed to free this society from the guilt of the past.”*>

Indeed, Brett’s reading raises questions as to what extent her agenda is disinterested; her
use of the following quote from My Place in support of her assessment is illustrative. On
having established family connections in the Pilbara district, in the North of Western
Australia, an older Aboriginal ‘full blood” woman makes the following confession to
Sally: “You don’t know what it means, no one comes back. You don’t know what it
means that you, with light skin, want to own us.”*>® This is, in fact, an uncanny reversal
of the ritual of acceptance into the Indigenous community: Aboriginality reaches out to
the I-persona, Sally, and by extension identifies with the White, suitably light-skinned
reader, causing the verb to ‘own’ to take on an uncanny, ominous meaning. Such
demands from the oppressed for compassion enable White readership to position itself
favourably towards a non-threatening politics of Aboriginal assimilation into the

mainstream. This led Mudrooroo to his controversial conclusion that:

Sally Morgan’s book is a milepost in Aboriginal Literature in that it marks a
stage when it is considered OK to be Aboriginal as long as you are young,
gifted and not very black. It is an individualised story and the concerns of the

Aboriginal community are of secondary importance.*’

The particulars of the national “guilt trip” Brett suggested were enough reason for
the non-Native academic Stephen Muecke to be suspicious of the “ease of acceptance”
with which White reviewers and critics read the book, and his cue was taken by many
others.>>® He drew attention to how the issue of Morgan’s Aboriginal ‘authenticity’ had
not only been mediated for mainstreamers by the confessional truthfulness the
autobiographic genre purportedly projects (“it is not fiction but fact™) but also by a wide
variety of mainstream filters. These took the shape of ‘well-meaning whites’ (a friend
who encourages publication, a publishing house with an understanding editor—Ray
Coffey for Fremantle Arts Press—and reviewers like Judith Brett, Nene Gare and Nancy

Keesing®>), and of western moral/religious approaches (Christianity and New Age

355 Brett 1987: 10-11.

3% Brett 1987: 10 (quoted from Morgan 1988: 228-9).

357 Mudrooroo 1990: 149.

3% Muecke published his oft-cited essay “Aboriginal Literature and the Repressive Hypothesis” in 1988.

3% Muecke 1988: 415-6. See Nene Gare’s review of My Place in Westerly 3 (1987): 80-1, and Nancy
Keesing’s cover note to the 1987 edition. Keesing wrote that the book was “as compelling and as
impossible to put down as a detective story, but unlike that genre, it is deeply informed with life and truth”
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spirituality®®®), which would all facilitate non-Native assimilation of the text’s historical
and political implications.
Muecke takes a Foucauldian approach®®! by asserting that definitions of

Aboriginality>

are inscribed in fields of anthropological, medical, legal knowledge etc.,
outside of which it is difficult for Aborigines to establish their ‘authenticity’ as Natives.
Muecke’s radical poststructuralist solution is that “[r]ather than seeing the text as a place
where the desire to speak [the truth about Aboriginality] is liberated, it could be seen as a
site of multiple constraints pertaining both to form and contextual relations.”**> He adds
that these limitations need not be negative, but that their identification may help to
understand how meaning and identity are (re)negotiated beyond an essentialist Aboriginal
subject position.

Nevertheless, the Aboriginal critic Marcia Langton notes that most White
Australians construct images of Aboriginality through colonialist stereotypes rather than
actual contact with the Natives.*** These stereotypes are evidently hard to break through
for Natives and non-Natives alike, and any renegotiation of representation takes place in
a discursive field in which stereotypes are strategically inserted and problematize
communication. Thus, it remains doubtful whether Morgan’s story, timely and useful as
it may have been in addressing a large (inter)national audience on the Aboriginal issue,*%
has achieved an articulation of Aboriginality that goes anywhere beyond an essentialist

notion of blood lines.>%

If the latter were the case, truth would become genetic truth
rather than social practice, and Aboriginality inscribed in stifling immutability rather than
a performative field of possible subject positions. In an oft-cited discussion of

expressions of Aboriginality in the field of the arts, Marcia Langton writes that:

(quoted in Wright 1988: 94). Incidentally, Gare wrote the novel The Fringe Dwellers (1961) that inspired
the homonymous film directed by Bruce Beresford (1986), which became famous for being one of the first
in having an Aboriginal cast for the lead roles.

360 Muecke 1988: 412.

361 He adapts Foucault’s “repressive hypothesis,” developed in the latter’s The History of Sexuality (1990:
10-12), to mean the impossibility for Aborigines to address repression outside Enlightenment discourses
that conceive of freedom as mutually liberatory to the oppressed and the oppressor, obscuring the
persistence of the social conditions that caused oppression in the first place (Muecke 1988: 407).

362 Marcia Langton quotes legal scholar John McCorquordale (1987), who found 67 definitions for
Aborigines in the legal sphere, all relating to their status as ward of the state or inmate (1993: 28).

363 Muecke 1988: 417. Similarly, Edward Hills takes Ruby Langford’s memoirs Don’t Take Your Love to
Town as an example to explain how publication for a large mainstream market is subject to “publishing,
funding, historical, political ..., literary and linguistic conventions,” which contains the danger of erasing
subversive content so as not to offend mainstream sensibilities (Hills 1997: 100).

364 Langton 1993: 33-5.

365 Wenche Ommundsen writes that “My Place is primarily aimed at non-Aboriginal readers” (1993: 262).
366 Muecke 1988: 417, 411.
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The Commonwealth definition [of Aboriginality] relies on High Court
opinion. It is more social than racial: an Aboriginal person is defined as a
person who is a descendant of an Indigenous inhabitant of Australia,
identifies as Aboriginal, and is recognised as Aboriginal by members of the
community in which he or she lives as Aboriginal. This definition is preferred
by the vast majority of Aboriginal people over the racial definitions of the
assimilation era ... However, as ... My Place demonstrated to the nation, the
problem is not so straightforward. Morgan ‘found’ her ‘Aboriginality’ in
adulthood, by suspecting a deceit. One wonders what the appeal was to such a
large readership. Perhaps Morgan assuages the guilt of whites, especially
white women, who were complicit in the assimilation programme and the
deception into which families like the Morgans felt they were forced? After
all, Sally turned out be a fine young lady, didn’t she? Or could the attraction
be ... that My Place raises the possibility that the reader might also find, with
a little sleuthing in the family tree, an Aboriginal ancestor ... thus acquir[ing]
the genealogical, even biological ticket ... to enter the world of
‘primitivism. 3¢’

The crucial objection here is that Morgan moved from a non-Native into a Native
identity in adulthood. While she explains on several occasions how she always felt
“different”**® as a child—ringing of Homi Bhabha’s “the same, but not quite’*%*—the
final revelation does not come until she is a teenager: “[f]or the first time in my fifteen
years, I was conscious of Nan’s colouring.”*’® Thus, the first third of the novel almost
reads like any suburban kid’s life in Australia, and even impressed Aboriginal critic
Jackie Huggins as “the life of a middle-class Anglo woman.”?”! While this structurally

372 it also tells us

works to package the secret and surprise effect contained in the story,
about Sally’s (tentative) insertion into the mainstream, and the effectiveness of the
politics of assimilation both as external and internal pressure on identity formation;
official policy and mainstream society favoured whiteness and silenced/obliterated its

uncanny Native Other, so Nan and Gladys pretend to be at least non-Native—hence the

367 Langton 1993: 29-30.

368 26, 86.

3% Bhabha 1994: 86.

370 Morgan 1988: 97.

371 Huggins 2003: 62.

372 Collingwood-Whittick 2002: 43.
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white lie: “Tell them you’re Indian.”®”® This means that the politics of fear, shame and
silence operate on two, mutually re-enforcing levels: one is the resistance towards
retrieving a collective history of oppression, hitherto unknown; and another, the difficulty
of articulating an individual identity, hitherto repressed.

So what is the meaning of authenticity in such an ambiguous context of feeling and
resistance in and towards the novel? What kind of Aboriginality does it end up revealing,
and what does it hide? Not surprisingly, the Aboriginal scholar Sonja Kurtzer holds that
My Place showed the limits of what mainstream Australian readership was willing to
accept as authentic Aboriginality.>’* Jackie Huggins asked, in 1993, why My Place had
become “such an exclusively ‘holy’ text about Aboriginal life in Australia” and why it
was celebrated as “the only experience told of Aboriginal life” up to date.’”> Both are
clearly doubtful that Sally Morgan’s hybrid Aboriginal experience should go down as
‘authentic’, but where does that leave the ‘not-so-black’ victims of the assimilation
policy? Is their ambiguous insertion in mainstream society always and forever
suspicious? Is assimilation into the mainstream a one-way street, and are there no
protocols to reverse the path? How can Aboriginality be performed alternatively and
acceptably so as not to lose the native heritage that White Australia policies aimed to
‘breed out’?

Sally herself is obviously riddled by these issues:

Had I been dishonest with myself? What did it really mean to be Aboriginal?
I’d never lived off the land and been a hunter and a gatherer. I’d never
participated in corroborees or heard stories of the Dreamtime. I’d lived all my
life in suburbia and told everyone I was Indian. I hardly knew any Aboriginal

people. What did it mean for someone like me?°7°

And their final resolution comes as a deus ex machina. The family’s journey to the
Pilbara turns into a genealogical assimilation of Aboriginality, as they are to be accepted
into the local Aboriginal kinship system with no apparent social demands on their notion

of ‘belonging’:

373 38.

374 Kurtzer 2003: 183 (originally published in 1998).

375 Huggins 2003: 62, 65 (originally published in 1993).
376 141.
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“[Sally] ... must be Burungu, your mother is Panaka, and Paul [Sally’s white
husband], we would make him Malinga. Now, this is very important, you
don’t want to go forgetting this, because we’ve been trying to work it out ever
since you arrived ... now you can come here whenever you like. We know
who you belong to now ... you just tell them your group and who you’re
related to. You got a right to be here same as others ... You got your place
now” ... We were glad, too. And overwhelmed at the thought that we nearly
hadn’t come. How deprived we would have been if we had been willing to let
things stay as they were. We would have survived, but not as whole people.
We would have never known our place ... What had begun as a tentative
search for knowledge had grown into a spiritual and emotional pilgrimage.

We had an Aboriginal consciousness now, and we re proud of it.>"’

Bearing in mind, then, the amount of controversy My Place has raised, the critical
question becomes how Morgan has mediated her construction of Aboriginality, and
whether her treatment of identity in My Place makes the familiar strange or, rather, the
strange familiar to mainstream and Native readership. Is Aboriginality in or out of place
at the end of the story, are Native and non-Native readers in or out of place when
finishing the text, or are all, uncannily, both in and out of place?*’® As My Place is an
account of broken silences, the negotiation of their uncanny uncovering through a
strategic employment of Native and non-Native genres in combination with rewritings of

gender, race and class is a crucial issue in establishing answers.

3.3. Articulating the Unspeakable

One of the conceptual problems that make My Place such an uncanny text to confront is
the fact that it is promiscuously embedded in a generic and cultural crossroads, in which
one style may parade for another and contradictions are rife.>”® This brings us back to the

promiscuous field of minority expressions in Australian postcolonial society and

377 231-3 (my emphasis).

378 For instance, Judith Brett is not bothered by “unease” in reading the book and readily accepts its as an
exceptional “gift” to the (white) reader (1988: 10), while Jackie Huggins affirms that “what irks me about
My Place is its proposition that Aboriginality can be understood by all non-Aboriginals ... [R]equiring little
translation (to a white audience) ... it reeks of white-washing in the ultimate sense” and Sally Morgan has
therefore “alienated Blacks like me who in an ideal World should be affirming her” (2003: 61, 65). In these
two cases a non-Native reader is made ‘at home’ in the text and a Native reader is not, whereas a
politically-engaged non-Native critic Stephen Muecke occupies an intermediate position.

37 Ommundsen 1993: 255.
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literature understood as the productive confusion of male Anglo-Celtic control of cultural
expression.*® In its mediation of racially and gender-imposed silences, My Place adapts a
range of White literary genres, notably auto/biography, and Aboriginal orature or story-
telling: it surreptitiously moves from a more conventional mainstream approach of
narrative to what has been termed Aboriginal life-writing. The latter is, in fact, an
important site where interests in more traditional forms of communication, often deemed
‘authentic’, productively merge with more experimental, ‘inauthentic’ approaches
towards new native forms of expression that develop synchronically and diachronically in

contact with mainstream culture. As Michele Grossman states in a recent overview:

. life-writing has proved a particularly attractive genre for Indigenous
Australians wishing to re-vision and re-write historical accounts of invasion,
settlement and cross-cultural relationships from individual, family and
community-based Indigenous Australian memories, perspectives and
experiences. In so doing, life-writing has constituted a dynamic form of
historical intervention that both revises colonial historical narratives and also
challenges, in its articulations as ‘history from below’, the generic paradigms
in which such histories may be inscribed and represented, and by whom ...
[T]he range of texts that may be defined under the banner of ‘life-writing’ is
instructively diverse, spanning and collocating genres including both
conventional and experimental auto/biography, oral history, testimonial
writing, ficto-memoir, biography, essays, and auto-ethnography ... [I]ts
expansion of and at times resistance to conventional strategies of textual
organisation and conventional codes of textual valency has proved hospitable
to authors, and sometimes editors, who wish to allow modalities of oral and
written composition to co-exist within the text. Life-writing arises in part
from the conjuncture of mainstream cultural and critical discontents with the
strictures of traditional Western autobiographical forms, and in part from the
insistence of ‘minority’ writers since the 1970s that the cultural specificities
of their voices, knowledges, histories and modes of telling and representing
remain both visible and active in texts concerned primarily with relating

historical or auto/biographical narratives. Accordingly, for the producers of

380 Gunew 1990: 100. See also chapters 1 and 2.
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life-writing texts in cultures that have both a long history of living oral
traditions and also a history of involvement in and commitment to European
cultures of literacy and print, the cultural status of life-writing as a genre
more willing to engage with representational métissage across cultural and
language traditions and communities than conventional literary Western
paradigms has offered new opportunities for adapting the published text to the
concerns and contributions of those whom such paradigms formerly excluded

or marginalised, particularly at the levels of ‘speaking’ and ‘writing’.>%!

Not surprisingly then, Wenche Ommundsen points out that My Place is an
instance of life-writing (‘life story’) that borrows elements from the detective genre (there
is a secret to be uncovered), the quest for romance (there is a long and difficult search for
the Aboriginal self), the battler genre (Sally succeeds in the face of multiple adversities)
and the foundling story (there is a lost identity).>*? As such, it offers a promiscuous blend
of styles that initial reviews glossed over but were perceived as problematic as well as
productive by later critics: “[a] second wave of commentary ... highlighted the
difficulties created by the book’s complex generic and cultural derivation.” In
Ommundsen’s point of view, My Place uncannily shuttles back and forth between

different story-telling traditions:

Morgan draws more on white than on Aboriginal narrative genres in My
Place, and ... the insistence on truth which punctuates her book leaves little
room for even cautious objections that its structuring principle owes more to
narrative logic or to Aboriginal and communal notions of truth than to

historical accuracy as perceived by white culture.’*?

Nevertheless, the liminality of this lack of generic definition allows Kathryn Trees to
invest My Place with the capacity to break personal and historical silence and to reveal

uncomfortable truths. She also sees Morgan’s novel as:

381 Grossman 2006.

382 Ommundsen 1993: 253. The battler genre is “a common form in white writing” (Broun 1992: 24) and
deals with individual (male) success in the face of adversities by stamina, and is, as such, associated with
the bush myth.

383 Ommundsen 1993: 254-5.
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. a generic mix, neither pure autobiography, history, nor novel. Morgan
distorts European generic boundaries and blurs the distinction between
literature and history. As a life story, My Place is able to lay claim to the truth
and validity functions allowed to autobiography, which is privileged as the
most accurate account of a person’s life ... Autobiography is certainly not
unmediated truth or fiction but a discourse generally held to have a stronger,
more direct connection with events, human experience and the record of

life.?

Life-writing, then, offers the Aboriginal author a possibility to use the written text as a
medium for Aboriginal knowledge or a native “counter-memory of ... violence and
deculturation™®* to flourish in an uncanny movement that rewrites the mainstream

“palimpsest”3%

of Australian History.

Breaking the great Australian silence with the truth about Aboriginal oppression
would certainly be My Place’s agenda as it is logically addressed to White readership. By
her upbringing Sally was inserted into mainstream society and the “crucial knowledge” of
which she had been deprived as a child®®’ turns, once in print, into an uncanny indictment
of that same society which inflicted economic and sexual slavery and genocidal policies
of segregation and assimilation on its native population. By the token of her Western
training, Morgan resorts to scientific method, such as the use of documentary evidence
and Native informants in her (re)search, in order to de-fictionalise and give historical
weight to her account, and ease it into the mainstream. She aptly employs White
scholarly strategies in uncovering the bare facts about Aboriginal Australia by using the
resources of Perth’s Battye Library, dedicated to Western-Australian history. Although
she finds out that there is much history available in official files that mainstream

Australia ought to be “ashamed’®® of, substantial amounts still remain policed, silenced

and covered up:

38 Trees 1992: 56-7. See also Muecke 1988: 410 and Newman 1992: 67-9.

385 Trees 1992: 55.

386 Collingwood-Whittick 2002: 41. A palimpsest is a “manuscript, typically of papyrus or parchment, that
has been written on more than once, with the earlier writing incompletely erased and often legible” and
hence, an “object, place, or area that reflects its history ...” (see Works Cited: “palimpsest™).

387 Wright 1988: 94.

388 151.

117



Well, there’s nothing written from a personal point of view about Aboriginal
people. All our history is about the white man. No one knows what it was like
for us. A lot of our history has been lost, people have been too frightened to
say anything. There’s a lot of history we can’t even get at ... There are all
sorts of files about Aboriginals that go way back, and the government won’t
release them. You take old police files, they’re not even controlled by Battye
library, they’re controlled by the police. And they don’t like getting them out,
because there are so many instances of police abusing their power when they
were supposed to be Protectors of Aborigines that it’s not funny! I mean, our
government had terrible policies for Aboriginal people. Thousands of families
in Australia were destroyed by the government policy of taking children
away. None of that happened to white people. I know Nan doesn’t agree with
what I’'m doing. She thinks I’m trying to make trouble, but I'm not. I just

want to try to tell a bit of the other end of the story.*®’

This uncanny void brings her to coaxing her mother, Gladys, and grandmother,
Nan/Daisy, into talking about their past, often using trickster strategies to bend their

determination not to reveal their secrets:3°

We’re Aboriginal, aren’t we, Mum? “Yes, dear”, she replied, without
thinking. “Do you realise what you just said?!” I grinned triumphantly ...
“Don’t you back down!” I said quickly. “There’s been too many skeletons in

our family closet.”**!

Thus, the narrative acquires a psychologising slant by concentrating on the emotional
economy of family affairs, which causes it to drift into a more pronounced employment
of the Gothic. It is precisely this uncanny uncovering of previously hidden knowledge,
the disquieting coming into presence of a ghost from the Aboriginal past, which also
opens up an inscription of this instance of Aboriginal life-writing into the female Gothic

as a strategy of subversion.

389 164,
3% Elder 1992: 22.
391 135 (my emphasis).
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In a broad discussion of the genre, Maggie Kilgour points out that the Gothic as
well as the Romantic novel came into existence in reaction to Enlightenment literature,
the former functioned as the dark foil to the latter, with which it shared “an interest in the
bizarre, eccentric, wild, savage, lawless, and transgressive.” She observes that the Gothic
has generally “been associated with a rebellion against a constraining neoclassical
aesthetic ideal of order and unity, in order to recover a suppressed primitive and barbaric
imaginative freedom.” Thus, psychoanalytic readings see the Gothic as “the return of the
repressed, in which subconscious psychic energy bursts out from the restraints of the
conscious ego.” Other, more mystic-spiritual views have seen the Gothic as “a sign of the
resurrection of the sacred and transcendent in a modern enlightened secular world which
denies the existence of supernatural forces.” This, symbolically, makes the Gothic “the
rebellion of the imagination against the tyranny of reason.” A last, socio-historic reading
sees the rise of the Gothic as an expression of the developments of the middle-class and
the novel proper.*** My Place fits into this wide-ranging framework in various ways
because it can be alternatively taken as the psychological return of a repressed Indigenous
past, the spiritual return of the Aboriginal sacred, a product of the development of an
Aboriginal middle class, and a postcolonising experiment with novelistic form.

As to the female Gothic, Gerry Turcotte interprets the destabilisation or re-
appropriation of the Gothic genre by contemporary female writers as a way “to comment
on those ‘systems’ that institutionalise and perpetuate imperialist, sexist, or so-called
‘normative’ values,” but observes that they tend “to celebrate female experience ... in
decidedly negative terms.”**® According to Maggie Kilgour the latter ambiguity, which
fails to signal a way out of oppression, is typical for the Gothic. The genre originally
staged the tensions between a reactionary Enlightenment moral and the revolutionary
aesthetic values of Romanticism. This was an ambiguity which could never be resolved
because both were bourgeois inventions, although some critics refute these materialist
grounds and simply hold that “Gothic novelists didn’t know what to do with their own
feelings of frustration and rebelliousness.” The resulting classic female Gothic agenda
was written by Ann Radcliffe, the most celebrated 18" century Gothic writer in English.
She used the mode to present a momentary, terrifying subversion and subsequent
restoration of (domestic) order for the tale’s heroine as well as its female reader, both of

whom would “naturally” celebrate the return to the patriarchal norm after all the horror

392 Kilgour 1995: 3-4.
393 Turcotte 1995: 65-9.
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experienced. This would turn reading into “a dangerously conservative substitute for
political and social action, offering an illusory transformation to impede real change by
making women content with their lot.”*** However, it has also been suggested that the
Gothic has been employed successfully as a strategy of female subversion, revealing

patriarchal constraints on woman’s freedom. As Kilgour puts it:

The female Gothic itself is not a ratification but an exposé¢ of domesticity and
the family, through the technique of estrangement or romantic
defamiliarisation: by cloaking familiar images of domesticity in gothic forms,
it enables us to see that the home is a prison, in which a helpless female is at

the mercy of ominous patriarchal authorities.>*

The resulting postmodern female agenda is highly ambiguous: born out of the rise of the
middle classes, the Gothic may be employed as a strategy of female subversion to reveal
patriarchal oppression, which in the postcolonial context may be understood to overlap
with racial constraints, but at the same time it “rarely moves towards conclusions, or, if it
does, it signals either overtly or covertly the failure of closure.”*%

This ambivalence is also evident in My Place: while Sally engages with the ghost of
racialized gender oppression and discovers her Aboriginality, the latter’s articulation is
often perceived as lacking political engagement and announcing a return to the
mainstream order. Likewise, the text refuses to unveil all the secrets of the family’s past,
and Nan’s death turns into the narrative’s conclusion in medias res. Foremost, Gothic
lack of closure operates in Sally’s confrontations with hidden knowledge, whose
silencing is verbally and visually inscribed in the narrative. Her grandmother’s evasive
non-communication turns into an insurmountable barrier on her quest to knowledge, and
Sally has to use Western slight of hand to make the incest issue surface. She resorts to the
‘ethnographic’ evidence of photographs in order to articulate Aboriginality, allowing her
to put faces to the ghosts of her family’s Aboriginal past and to close in on its dark secret.
Gladys’s hunch that Howden Drake-Brockman could have been her father—a belief she

held as a child but has repressed in adulthood—is confirmed by Sally in a mirror scene in

which Gladys appears as the uncanny dark double of her white (grand)father: ‘Suddenly,

3% Kilgour 1995: 8.
3% Kilgour 1995: 9 (Kilgour’s emphasis).
3% Turcotte 1995: 83.
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I held up a photograph of Howden as a young man next to [Gladys’s] face ... We both
fell into silence. “My God ... he’s the spitting image of you!*>>*’

While the text necessarily insists on these visual markers of kinship in the absence
of verbal clues, Morgan and the publisher initially avoided including family pictures in
My Place. Although this could have heightened the documentary truth effect of the text

by providing what to Othello was the “ocular proof” of an illicit relationship,*®

they
preferred to inscribe the novel into the Aboriginal story-telling tradition rather than social
history,*®® priming the Aboriginal word over the White gaze.*®” Thus, it could also be
argued that Morgan meant to offer some protection from scrutinizing mainstream eyes as
their lives were being “paraded” in the novel according to Gladys.*’! As Sidonie Smith
says, “[i]n post/colonial locations such as Australia, family photos can ... become highly
contested documents because disturbing questions arise about who’s in whose family.”*%

While such a protective measure might have served the story’s protagonists to
guarantee some kind of agency over their own lives, nevertheless a rare, illustrated
hardbound edition with 16 black and white photographs was put into print two years after
its first publication.*”> However, the joint textual and visual data of this edition allow
Sidonie Smith to deliver a pervasive, deconstructive critique within the authenticity
debate and to dislocate Sally’s construction of her identity through the text. Smith’s
analysis, which negotiates My Place’s silences through visual and verbal data,
understands Morgan’s identity as ambiguously in place and out of place while performing

White and Aboriginal features and addressing issues of race, gender and class

simultaneously.*** The physical inscription of Aboriginality onto the body voices the

397 237.

398 William Shakespeare, Othello 111, iii, 365.

399 Wright 1988: 102; Elder 1992: 17.

400 Stephen Muecke writes that Aboriginal history relies on the word through chains of custodianship,
whereas White history on the gaze following a realist aesthetic (1992: 71).

401 Wright 1988: 97.

402 Smith 1994:530.

403 A “Family Album” of photographs was appended to the 1989 “Illustrated” hardbound edition of My
Place (Smith 1994: 527).

404 Sidonie Smith writes: “Historically, genres of photographs have produced ‘authentic’ ‘aboriginality’ in
multiple registers—as a repertoire of ‘everyday’ activities; a nostalgic reverie for a vanishing people; a
catalog of the truly primitive ... Ethnographers in particular, often complicit with certain colonialist
practices, have drawn upon photography to present images of the pure and the impure, the authentic and the
inauthentic. Morgan, piecing together her own history of becoming black out of the gaps in the family
album, becomes the lay ethnographer, displacing and implicitly critiquing ethnography’s expertise and its
white lies. Through her narrative construction of a counter family history and the alternative family album
she assembles, Morgan posits her Aboriginality as an identity originating in her matrilineal heritage and
socially confirmed in her identification with and acknowledgment by the community of Aboriginal people
in Corunna Downs, her communal filiation. Yet the radically different experiential histories of Sally,
Arthur, Gladys, and Daisy reveal that there is no pure or authentic position of Aboriginality as such; that
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unspeakable secret that the family past holds and announces the failure of White politics
of assimilation; Gladys realizes that “[i]t was harder for [Nan] than for me because she
was so broad featured she couldn’t pass for anything else ... people stared at her, I hadn’t
realised that before.”**> Darkness of the skin is the very feature that Nan’s stubborn,
defensive silence has tried to obliterate from the family’s selfperception, and which Sally

for so long has gullibly bought into:

“You bloody kids don’t want me, you want a bloody white grandmother, I’'m
black. Do you hear, black, black, black!” With that, Nan pushed her chair
back and hurried out to her room ... For the first time in my fifteen years, I

was conscious of Nan’s colouring.**®

One might, of course, ask what Sally’s innocence signifies: is her lack of
understanding the touchstone for her mother and grandmother’s strategy of racial
passing? Is it her denial of what is so visibly there? Why are her brothers and sisters so
much more aware of their Indigenous ancestry and its implications?*’” How can a person
with a vested interest in the visual arts be ignorant of her grandmother’s factions and skin
colour?*® Or is this an authorial intervention in the service of narrative structure and
development which inscribes the discovery of Aboriginality as a textual effect? How
‘authentic’ is Sally’s textual reconstruction of herself in this (con)text? Might it be that
other narrative conventions question realist ones that inexorably lead to Western notions

of truth?

the subjects of these narratives are multiply positioned, and that they make sense out of their past through
narratives woven of discourses of class, gender, national identity, and generational differences, as well as
discourses of Aboriginality ... My Place historicizes Aboriginal identities and differences even as it posits a
fixed Aboriginal identity. “Texts such as My Place,” suggests Gareth Griffiths, “deny the myth of
authenticity, its authority over the subjected whilst simultaneously recognising the crucial importance of
recovering a sense of difference and identity” ... But, as the vigorous debate generated around the
publication and broad distribution of My Place suggests, they also raise vexing questions about identity
politics and about contested definitions of Aboriginality. As text and photographs document Morgan’s
Aboriginality, they simultaneously document her persisting assimilated otherness and the forms of
autobiographical performativity she inherits with that otherness ... From the photos of the smiling
‘assimilated’ child, across the album’s divide of the history of settler families, to the ‘Aboriginal’ woman
smiling among her kin, Morgan remains both/and rather than either ‘white’ or Aboriginal. The other always
remains in the album” (1994: 533-4).
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407 For instance, Sally’s sister recriminates her: ““You still don’t understand, do you’, Jill groaned in
disbelief. ‘It’s a terrible thing to be Aboriginal. Nobody wants to know you...”” (98).

408 Morgan has long been professionally active as a painter, and provided the cover painting to My Place’s
original edition.
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Indeed, the fictional slip from Western autobiography into a framework of
postcolonial female Gothic is consumed when Sally decides to hunt the Aboriginal
spectre at the homestead, which can only be captured by breaking through the wall of
silence both her mother and grandmother put up. Haunted by the fear of the politics of
separation and assimilation and the shame of incest, Nan is locked into the family home
and materializes as the silent, undead ghost that defamiliarises Sally from her perceived
identity as an ‘Indian.’ It is necessarily at her home that Sally’s textual and geographical
search, after a long journey through Battye library and into the Pilbara district, comes
full circle. The homestead becomes increasingly unfamiliar and inscribed in the uncanny
as Nan ferociously guards her secrets*”® by her retreat from the public eye and from

Sally’s insistence on communication:

I continued to prompt Nan about the past, but she dug her heels in further and
further. She said that I didn’t love her, that none of us had ever loved or
wanted her. She maintained that Mum had never looked after her properly. In
fact, she became so consistently cantankerous that she gradually drove us all
away. Everyone in the family got to the stage where, if we could avoid seeing

Nan, we would.*'°

Thus, the terrible (white, dark?) secret haunting the narrative is staged in a Gothic setting
of domesticity; however, the intent to break out of this prison also turns the text into a
postcolonising project of re-inventing Aboriginal orature where the native transmission

of knowledge has been interrupted.

3.3.1. Ghosts or guardians?

In mediating between Western writing and Aboriginal orature, My Place turns into a
self-referential text, not only in tracing its own steps in the process of writing,*!! but also
in addressing ways of incorporating Indigenous forms of story-telling and authorship into
its pages. Breaking the silence is the very key to orature, but silence is also, ironically
enough, that feature of Aboriginality that “represents most surely the traditional

Aboriginal heritage that Morgan wishes to uncover and convey.”*'? That is, the

409 Elder 1992: 17.

410 145,

411 Cf. Elder 1992: 19.
412 Elder 1992: 17.
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transmission of knowledge is based on custodianship and secrecy, and authorship is thus
inscribed in a communal tradition of sharing rather than individual creative effort. In
order to gain access to stories/knowledge, the correct conditions of its transmission need
to obtain, which links in with notions of ritual and sacredness. Stephen Muecke says to
this effect that “Aboriginal societies ... do not recognise a category ‘fiction’ ... It would
seem, then, that all Aboriginal oral narrative is ‘true’ in their sense of the word if it does
not fall into the ‘Dreaming’ category.”*!*> He asserts that the stories produced by

Aboriginal oral narrative:

...are all true to the extent that the discourse is correctly produced within the
cultural apparatuses which make it possible ... And to say they are true means
to say that you were there, or you knew someone who was who gave you the
story; or its validity as collective production is amply demonstrable if the
listener is referred to someone who is the uncle of the main character in the
story, and so on ... There is no specific discourse which produces the truth
effects of dominant Western historical discourse with its usual
communicative devices of exact chronology, emphasis on the role of
important individuals, cross-referencing to ‘official’ sources, ethnographic
selection of detail ... But both ‘Dreaming’ stories (which have a metaphysical
validity standing outside of time measurement) and ‘true stories’ (which are
validated by being linked to witnesses) can be read as ‘historical’, even in

Western terms.*'*

Crucially, the ‘historical truth’ of Aboriginal oral narrative is configured by
scrupulous respect for its guardians: the “listener is ... linked, personally and in a ‘line’
of custodianship, via previous narrators ... back to the actual event ... The ‘white’
history thus relies on the gaze ... while the Aboriginal history relies on the word,”*!* and
the latter characteristic explains the importance of Arthur’s exclamation “Don’t go takin’

99416

the word of white people against mine”*'® when he establishes Howden Drake-Brockman

as his and Nan’s father. Conversely, it is considered “a serious transgression of

413 Muecke 1992: 65-6.
414 Muecke 1992: 89-90.
415 Muecke 1992: 71.
416 Morgan 1988: 157.
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Aboriginal ‘copyright’ to speak unlawfully a text which ‘belongs’ to someone else.”*!”

»418 on several occasions that

Thus, Arthur warns Sally, who acts as a “bloody detective,
certain information cannot be revealed unless her grandmother herself chooses to do so.
Uncannily, Nan’s female experience is ‘sacralized’; it is enveloped in multiple layers of
silence precisely because of the immense damage inflicted by her contact with White
culture, which has desacralized her very sexuality in the act of interracial rape and incest.
In the (con)text of My Place native female experience is tainted by a Western
patriarchal/racialist secret upon which the narrative slowly encroaches, and Nan’s “brick
wall”*!® metaphorically configures defensive silence as the text’s most outstanding
Indigenous feature.*”® Thus, “Nan maintained a position of non-co-operation, insisting
that the things she knew were secrets and not to be shared with others.”**!

Logically, then, a minimally successful construction of Sally’s Aboriginal Place

must involve a “deferment of (narrative) authority,”**

which sees Morgan increasingly
relinquish her own voice to favour those of others as Native silences are broken along the
chain of custodianship of knowledge that must be scrupulously respected. Therefore,
when Sally asks, “You know a lot about Nan, can’t you tell us?”, Arthur answers, “I’d
like to, I really would, but I’d be breaking a trust ... There’s some things Daisy’s got to
tell herself, or not at all. I can’t say no more.”*** Thus, shame (about Aboriginality and
incest) and fear (of rejection and renewed impositions of policies of assimilation) are part
of a Gothic return of the Aboriginal sacred in the shape of a postcolonial ghost, which
uncannily inscribes ‘truth’ in the Native transmission and custodianship of sensitive
knowledge rather than therapeutic solutions offered by Western psychology.*?*

The Indigenous critic Jackie Huggins is concerned by the fact that Sally’s narrative
frames and assimilates Aboriginal voices,*”> but I would argue that Sally’s narrative
framework is the reflection of a growth process that shows her struggle with different
discourses. It eventually refuses to subsume Aboriginal into Western experience, and

consciously tries to make way for the voices of custodians of the past to arise: she fades

out as o/Others fade in for the narrative to unfold correctly. The ‘true’ journey into the

417 Muecke quotes from Sansom 1988: 24-5 (1992: 86).
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family’s past starts off with Sally’s account, then Arthur’s, later Gladys’s, and is finally
crowned by Nan, as silences are slowly being unravelled and taking the reader into Other
understandings of the world. Although this is a contrived, “brillant” structure, Morgan
claims that “[n]ot a great deal of thought went into [it] ... [i]t took no time at all because
it was the way the book naturally unfolded.”*?® This points towards its inscription in the
Aboriginal oral tradition, heightened by an Aboriginal-inflected use of colloquial
English. What individual ‘data’ Sally delivers towards the second half of the book only
serve to pave the way for the emergence of Aboriginal voices, and, while her story-
telling ambiguously straddles different genres, it is in line with Native notions of sharing
and guarding knowledge.

Whereas Sally inscribes herself in Western ethnographic methods of knowledge-
gathering by arming herself with a tape-recorder and transcribing her family’s voices, her
agenda defies a so-called objective, distant approach in being informed by political as
well as personal concerns. Her project is not only born out of “anger” at the “injustice”
of Aboriginal oppression but also at its silencing: “we had been deprived of ... crucial
knowledge as children, and I didn’t want my own children to be deprived.”**’ Parading
as a Western autobiography, My Place therefore slowly evolves into a communal,
polyphonic effort, more in tune with Native notions of custodianship of narrative as
Sally’s Aboriginal roots are revealed and as more witnesses/guardians of the past tell
their stories. The breaking of silence articulates her account foremost along matrilineal
lines because the greatest secret is, of course, the incest committed in Gladys’s
conception; this is precisely the site where the uncanny obtains most forcefully as secret,
harmful knowledge that should never come to light. Accordingly, it is also Sally’s
grandmother’s identity which is the most ambiguous and elusive of all. She is known by
three names: Daisy, the name given to her by white society; Nan, which relates to her
function as a nurse maid or nanny for the Drake-Brockmans; and Talahue, the Aboriginal
name which she is at pains to hide and only surfaces towards the end of My Place.**

This immense need for hiding personal experience explains why it is Arthur, Nan’s
brother, who is first to reveal some facts about the past. Evidently, his male inscription
into Australian (textual) territory is racially problematic and locks him into the

disadvantaged lower classes, but it is relatively untroubled by the gender oppression his

426 Bird & Haskell 1992: 8.

427 Wright 1988: 94.

428 See Morgan 1988: 148 and 325. The French translation of My Place bears the title Talahue, drawing
attention to the real narrative centre of the text.
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female kin were to suffer. Unaffected by the shame and fear of his female peers and
proud of the achievements of a life as a black battler, his awareness of personal story and
injustice as larger history and therefore his willingness to talk are acute: “the black man
remembers these things. The black man’s got a long memory.”*? Inscribing personal
memory/story as historical evidence, he takes issue with the Great Australian Silence and

turns into the supportive catalyst of Sally’s project of historical recovery:**

I want my story finished. I want everyone to read it. Arthur Corunna’s story! I
might be famous. You see, it’s important, because then maybe they’ll
understand how hard it’s been for the blackfella to live the way he wants. I’'m

part of history, that’s how I look on it.*!

In order to achieve this aim, Arthur entrusts his story to his niece in the tradition of
Aboriginal custodianship: “I told you my story now. You’ll look after it, won’t you?"#*?

Set in the period from 1893 to 1950, his tale gives account of a black battler life,
in which his physical prowess and stamina allow him to cope with White abuse and
engrained racism; he manages to make a living for himself and, in a reversal of Native
dispossession, to turn into a small landowner—Mukinbudin station is “more than what
most blackfellas got,” and it is the place he returns to die.*** His insertion in the White
world even sees the load of racial oppression occasionally fall from his shoulders; when
reminiscing his successful boxing days, he exclaims, “I was a white man, then, not black.
It was a king’s life,” and he highlights his success with women.***

However, the overall image his story conjures up is one of barely disguised
slavery, in which the black male’s expectations towards an independent life are heavily
undermined by an overlap of race and class oppression. Economic exploitation is evident
when he toils for White farmers earning hardly any or no money at all, and when after
hard toil he manages to buy a farm, his White neighbours’ racist attitude is blatant: “Men
teased me when I bought the farm, they didn’t want a blackfella movin’ in ... When I

should have had sheep, they wouldn’t give me any, because my colour wasn’t right.
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Everybody else got them, not me.”** Arthur realizes that he “was doin’ the work and

they was getting the profits™**

when his White neighbours steal his cattle and trick him
into sharing his farm in an intent to cash in on his success. This awareness of race and
class oppression takes him to the following neo-colonial indictment of mainstream

Australia:

You see, the trouble is colonialism isn’t over yet. We still have a White
Australia policy against Aborigines. Aah, it’s always been the same. They say
there’s been no difference between black and white, we all Australian, that’s
a lie. I tell you, the black man has nothin’, the government’s been robbin’ him
blind for years. There’s so much whitefellas don’t understand. They want us
to be assimilated into white, but we don’t want to be. They complain about
our land rights, but they don’t understand the way we want to live. They say
we shouldn’t get the land, but the white man’s [sic] had land rights since this
country was invaded, our land rights. Most of the land the Aborigine wants,

no white man would touch.*’

This insistence on the truth about Australia’s past ties in strategically with Arthur’s
revelation that Alfred Howden Drake-Brockman fathered him and Nan by Annie
Padewani, the wife of a local Aboriginal leader. When Sally tentatively concludes “you
reckoned he fathered the both of you,” he points at the traditional function of Aboriginal

orature for transmitting facts:

By Jove he did! Are you gunna take the word of white people against your
own flesh and blood? I got no papers to prove what I’'m sayin’. Nobody cared
how many blackfellas were born in those days, nor how many died. I know
because my mother, Annie, told me. She said Daisy and I belonged to one
another. Don’t go takin’ the word of white people against mine ... don’t
forget Alice was Howden’s second wife and they had the Victorian way of

thinking in those days. Before there were white women, our father owned us,

435207.
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we went by his name, but later, after he married his first wife, Nell, he

changed our names.***

But this revelation also shows how Arthur and Nan had to change identities in order to
keep up the White lie about black velvet, on which their survival in the colonial world
depended. Arthur’s Aboriginal name Jilly-yung is obscured by his Christian name while
his surname was changed by his father after the station’s name, Corunna Downs;
likewise, Talahue Drake-Brockman’s descent is obscured by Daisy Corunna. In line with
the secrecy reigning in Nan’s life, her Aboriginal name is only unveiled towards the end
of My Place, and earlier in the text the threat of its revelation is strategically employed

by Arthur to create a narrative space for himself:

“If you don’t go, Daisy, I'll tell them your Aboriginal name”. Nan was
furious. “You wouldn’t!” she fumed ... “What is it?”” both Mum and I asked
excitedly after she’d gone. “No, I can’t tell you”, he said, “... Daisy should
tell you herself. There’s a lot she could tell you, she knows more about some

of our people than I do”*’

Arthur Corunna’s death soon after his oral testament causes intense feelings of loss
and incompleteness in Sally and her mother. With Nan unwilling to cooperate, it triggers
their desire to go on a quest for wholeness: to retrieve the family line they will visit
Corunna Downs station in the northern Pilbara District. This, in turn, causes the
Aboriginal ghost to haunt the home with even more intensity: “[a]s the time for us to
leave drew near, Nan became more and more outspoken in her opposition. Apart from
threatening us with cyclones, flooded rivers and crocodiles, she tried to convince us that,
while we were away, something terrible would happen to her,”**° but home will not be
turned into a domestic prison for the future pilgrims. Their tentative journey into

knowledge tries to reverse the trails of assimilation:

... hundreds of kids gone from here. Most never come back. We think maybe

some of them don’t want to come home. Some of those light ones, they don’t
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want to own us dark ones ... People like you, wanderin’ around, not knowin’

b

where you come from. Light coloured ones wanderin’ around, not knowin

they black underneath. Good on you for comin’ back, I wish you the best.**!

And the postcolonial ‘songline’ finally leads back to a suffused romantic vision of the
old station in stark contrast with Nan’s ‘ugly’ description of this locus of Aboriginal

dispossession:

We were both trying to imagine what it would have been like for the old
people in the old days. Soft, blue hills completely surrounded the station.
They seemed to us mystical and magical. We easily imagined Nan, Arthur,
Rosie, Lily and Albert, sitting exactly as we were now, looking off into the

horizon at the end of the day. Dreaming, thinking.

The nostalgic description together with the shortness of their stay signals a re-inscription
of their destination which uncomfortably shuttles between ready consumption and
identitarian completion: “... we’d suddenly come home and now we were leaving again.
But we had a sense of place now.”*** This somewhat disturbing, transcendental
manoeuvre also manifests itself in the re-establishment of the family links, whose
boisterous “[w]e had an Aboriginal consciousness now, and we’re proud of it”*** comes
too quickly to allow an inscription of Aboriginality beyond genetics. Indeed, it is in
contradiction with Arthur’s historical analysis of Aboriginality as lived experience,
especially where Sally is concerned. Similarly, Jackie Huggins writes: “Aboriginality
cannot be acquired overnight. It takes years of hard work, sensitivity and effort to ‘come
back in’ ... The debt has to be repaid in various ways. It’s a socialised learned pattern of
behaviour and ... there are protocols and ethics to adhere to when ‘becoming
Aborigines’ again.”*** Nevertheless, this rash result of their “spiritual and emotional
pilgrimage,”** the increasing likelihood of the incest hypothesis, and the suspicion that
Gladys has more siblings convince Sally’s mother to tell her story: “If I stay silent like

Nanna, it’s like saying everything is all right. People should know what it’s been like for
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someone like me ... Perhaps my sister will read it.”**¢ This is in line with Arthur’s
agenda of denunciation, with the added personal twist of the Stolen Generations issue.
Gladys Corunna’s story, spanning the period 1931-83, testifies to the racialist
politics of separation and assimilation first imposed by Augustus O. Neville, Chief
Protector of the Aborigines in Western Australia from 1915 to 1940.*7 It also
exemplifies the related problematics of racial passing in her marriage with Bill Milroy.
Gladys’s youth is a long account of the Native Welfare’s Department’s control over
Aboriginal family units, whose notorious eugenic policies were meant to ease the
Aboriginal race to what was deemed its inevitable extinction and, accordingly, ‘save’
children of ‘mixed blood’ by assimilating them into the mainstream.**® Because of this,
but surely also to hide the traces of incest, Gladys is placed in Parkerville’s Children’s
Home at the age of three, losing almost all contact with her mother. Rather than train for
a better future, as she was promised by the Drake-Brockmans, there she learns how to

suffer abuse and behave in racially and sexually predetermined ways:

You see, if there was an argument or if something had been damaged, and it
was your word against a white kid, you were never believed. They expected
us black kids to be in the wrong. We learnt it was better not to tell the truth, it
only led to more trouble ... [The new headmaster] was always squeezing [the
older girls’] legs and wanting to sit at their desks and help them with their
work. Everyone just ignored it. There was no use complaining because no one

would believe you.**

Racial conditioning in the public sphere strategically links up with private policies of
racial, sexual and class differentiation. On one of her scarce visits to Corunna Downs,
Alice Drake-Brockman gives a beautiful white doll to her daughter June and a black one,

dressed as a servant, to Gladys, which greatly upsets the latter:

That’s me, I thought, I wanted to be a princess, not a servant ... I couldn’t

help flinging it onto the floor and screaming, “I don’t want a black doll, I
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don’t want a black doll”. Alice just laughed and said to my mother, “Fancy,

her not wanting a black doll.”*>

Thus, Gladys’s future is projected in ways similar to Daisy’s, whose economic
exploitation by the Drake-Brockmans is intensified by keeping her from building even
the slightest rudiments of a family nucleus, first at Corunna Downs and later near Perth.
While Gladys is depicted as yet another battler, hard-working and successful as a
florist, her marriage to a White working-class outcast locks her into an uncanny
downward spiral of racial and gender violence. Bill Milroy is an ex prisoner of war of
Anglo-Celtic descent who has been through terrible, undigested experiences in German
concentration camps. Long dead, he does not acquire his own voice in the narrative, but
his story is strategically framed into Gladys’s. It appeals to a White understanding of the
Aboriginal plight by offering a mainstream example of the excessive damage inflicted by
racial violence, a parallel which is teased out by Bill’s haunting imprisonment near a
Jewish extermination camp*! and by the internment of Aborigines during WWII by
A.O. Neville.*? However, Bill’s ghostly life as a beaten battler also further highlights the
resilience of the Aboriginal protagonists of My Place, whose uncanny survival and
progress defy the predictions of the Social-Darwinist doomed-race theory. Bill Milroy is
a failure as a husband and described as “the absent male ... physically ... as well as
emotionally.”** Constantly out of work and often hospitalized, he is a chronic drunk
whose mental imbalance is never understood by the state as an illness caused by the war
effort. At the root of his problems is the suggestion he was sodomized by a German
officer, which inscribes the violence suffered into the terrain of sexuality and gender, and

thus converges on Nan’s secret:

Bill began having nightmares again. He’d suffered from them ever since he’d
come back from the war. He’d scream and scream at night. I used to feel so
sorry for him. Before we married, I had thought that the idea of being POW
was something very heroic and romantic, now I thought differently ... I think

there were some things that were too degrading for him too share. I knew
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there had been one German commandant that had treated him really badly.

Bill absolutely hated him ... Bill would never tell me what had happened.*>*

This uncanny knowledge Bill keeps to himself as Nan does with the incest issue. More
uncannily even, as in Hofmann’s Sand-Man story*>* the very German officer who abused
him appears in Perth under a different guise,*® which obviously disturbs him greatly.
Like Nan, he locks himself into his room and eventually dies without relinquishing his
secret.

Subtly, Gladys’s account develops into a crucible of not only class and gender but
also racial violence, and undercuts her act of racial passing. As the family struggles to
keep its economy going (Gladys working double jobs and Nan having moved in to give a
hand) and Bill’s mental condition deteriorates, his racial prejudice against Aborigines
increases. Thus, due to his mental instability Bill turns increasingly violent against his
own kin, who are forced to spend nights at their neighbour’s. As an eerie, uncanny ghost,

he tries to lure Gladys and the family back home on those occasions:

“Gla-ad, Gla-ad...”, in a really quiet way, as if to indicate that he wouldn’t
hurt me if I came to him. I never went outside on those occasions, I knew
he’d kill me. It scared me so much because the voice wasn’t really his, it was

like he’d suddenly turned into a stranger.*>’

The state apparatus reinforces this unhealthy situation of Gothic persecution. Bill’s legal
position in child custody matters favours him over his part-Aboriginal wife, which
effectively traps Gladys into the prison her home has become. Her husband’s death in the
early 1960s comes as a release, but the fear of child removal by the Native Welfare
Department forces Gladys and Nan to hide their Aboriginal origins altogether. Ruled by
fear and shame, Gladys and especially Nan reinstate the Gothic prison of domesticity for

themselves, even long after the politics of assimilation have been abolished:
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I tried to stay out of the way when Bill died. Gladdie could pass for anythin’.
You only had to look at me to see I was native. We had to be careful. “Tell

them they’re Indian” I told her. “You don’t want them havin’ a bad time.”**8

To Gladys, breaking the silence is a final release from this imprisonment. It is a
therapeutic, cathartic reckoning with the past which also depends on notions of

responsibility for history and custodianship in entrusting her story to Sally:

It hasn’t been an easy task, baring my soul. I’d rather have kept hidden things
which have now seen the light of day. But like everything else in my life, I
knew I had to do it. I find I’'m embarrassed sometimes by what I have told,

but I know I cannot retract what has been written, it’s no longer mine.*>®

Nan only decides to share her life’s experience after a terminal illness has been detected
in 1983, and even then her reserves are clearly expressed to Sally in her claim that “you
don’t know what a secret is.” While this partly refers to the fear and shame instilled by
the former politics of separation and assimilation—"“Course [older Aboriginals] won’t
talk, Sally. They frightened. You don’t know what it was like. You’re too young”—
there is the underlying non-Western tradition of secret/sacred knowledge and the
conditions for its transmission, t00.*® Thus, Nan commits herself to revealing some

stories but burying essentials:

Well, Sal, that’s all I’'m gunna tell ya ... I got my secrets, I’ll take them to the
grave. Some things, I can’t talk ‘bout. Not even to you, my granddaughter.
They for me to know. They not for you or your mother to know ... I think

maybe this is a good thing you’re doin’ ... Could it’s time to tell.**!

Nan’s story runs from 1901 to 1983, the year of her death, and focuses mostly on
the impact of child removal on herself and her children, and her insertion into the Drake-
Brockman family economy. Fathered by the White patriarch, Talahue was soon

separated from her Aboriginal mother, and inserted as Daisy into the group of ‘half-

458 348,
49305 (my emphasis).
460 319,
461 349,
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caste’ house Natives, who enjoyed higher status than the ‘full-blood’ camp Natives. As a
teenager the rupture with her Aboriginal kin is consumed when the Drake-Brockmans
take her to Ivanhoe estate east of Perth and put her to work as a servant and nanny to the
children. Her work as a child carer articulates her third and last(ing) identity—Nan—
which has floated from racial to class inscription according to the dictates of
assimilation. The racial-economic basis of exploitation underlying her relationship with
the wealthy upper-class Drake-Brockmans is obscured in the matriarch’s claim that

“[w]e’re family now.” However, Nan is poignantly aware that:

... they wasn’t my family. Oh, I knew the children loved me, but they wasn’t
family. They were white, they’d grow up and go to school one day. I was
black, I was a servant. How can they be your family? ... I did all the work at
Ivanhoe. The cleaning, the washing, the ironing. There wasn’t nothing I
didn’t do. From when I got up in the morning till I went to sleep at night, I
worked. That’s all I did really, work and sleep. You see, it’s no use them

sayin’ I was one of the family.*¢?

‘White lies’ such as Alice Drake-Brockman’s are strategically employed against
Nan to ensure the continuation of the family’s White (moral) economy, which sacks and
reemploys her at their convenience and separates her from her daughter Gladys in a
regime close to slavery. Thus, her account turns into an indictment of the politics of
racial segregation and assimilation. It takes issue with the fear, shame and division they
instilled amongst people of Native descent, and the destructive overlaps they generated

in the terrains of race, class and gender:

Cause you’re black, they treat you like dirt ... we was owned, like a cow or a
horse ... I'm ashamed of myself, now. I feel ashamed for some of the things I
done. I wanted to be white, you see ... What was wrong with my own people?
In those days, it was considered a privilege for a white man to want you, but
if you had children, you weren’t allowed to keep them. You was only allowed
to keep the black ones. They took the white ones off you ‘cause you weren’t

considered fit to raise a child with white blood. I tell you, it made a wedge

42334,
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between the people. Some of the black men felt real low, and some of the
native girls with a bit of white in them wouldn’t look at a black man. There I
was, stuck in the middle. Too black for the whites and too white for the
blacks ... It was a big thing if you could get a white man to marry you. A lot
of native people passed themselves off as white, then. You couldn’t blame

them, it was very hard to live as a native.*%

What arises out of this polyphonic narrative framework and the multiple
indictments of White society its Aboriginal voices convey is a text that inscribes both a
Gothic haunting of the mainstream conscious and the Indigenous custodianship of a past
silenced but never forgotten. The main participants in this process of recovering the
historical memory of Aboriginal op/repression soon die after giving their testimony;
however, their undead ghosts live on in these pages and sound a warning at the
mainstream’s self-interested forgetfulness, breaking the great Australian silence on the
nation’s past, and thus turning into its guardians. My Place draws on the Aboriginal
Sacred/Secret to preserve historic memory, re-inscribe hidden, repressed Indigenous
knowledge into the Gothic gaps in the text and rewrite the palimpsest of invasion history
imprinted upon the Australian text/landscape. Moreover, it does so in a manner
compatible with my definition of Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative as an Indigenous-

Australian literary genre engaged in the process of Aboriginal identity formation.

3.3.2. Productive promiscuities

In the light of the previous discussion, an understanding of Morgan’s narrative as a
promiscuous straddling of Western literary genres and the Aboriginal story-telling
tradition may offer a way of dealing with the many problems the text’s interpretation
poses. These conflictive issues do not only arise out of its treatment of historical fact
through a perceived use of ‘fiction’ for its transmission, but also out of the articulation of
the author’s Aboriginal identity, whose inscription in this autobiographical text is, as
well as the narrative itself, affected by Gothic lack of closure.

The joint reliance on the genre of Western autobiography, furnished with “quasi-

29464

documentary or historical truth effects, and Aboriginal orature, conveying Indigenous

truths through notions of oral custodianship of secret/sacred information, bridges the

463 Morgan 1988: 336-7.
464 Muecke 1988: 409.
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‘racial’ difficulties that the use of narration poses to scientific considerations of history.
This merger is achieved not only through a racial but also female inscription of the text
that blurs the borders of the conventional category of fiction and productively engages
with other genres. Thus, it sees o/Other truths arise in the very liminality of its definition,
which promiscuously spills over into other traditional terrains of knowledge and rewrites
them, turning contact histories into Contact History. Furthermore, generic promiscuity
counters the insidious incestuous effects of the White paternal policing of knowledge,
which, at bottom, should be considered unproductive in that it only serves the interests of
the powers that be. Freud’s notion of incest, of course, receives an uncanny twist in My
Place in that it is not the hypothetical son that desires and begets the mother and subverts
paternal authority, but the father who takes the daughter and reinforces his control over
available female stock along racial lines. This unspeakable secret should never surface,
and can only be dealt with by re-inscribing both the autobiographical structure and the
identity formation it represents into Indigeneity. Thus, the Native critic Marcia Langton
writes that My Place deals with “concealing not the ‘Aboriginality’ of the family, but the
origins of the family in incest.”*%

The lack of closure that uncannily haunts the text and its author’s identity has its

roots in sexual taboo, and therefore Wenche Ommundsen concludes that:

[t]he theme of incest is ... central to the narrative momentum in ... My Place
... linked to the quest for identity. The failure of resolution, moreover, signals
a turning away from definitions of identity along oedipal lines. Sally Morgan
decides to abandon her quest; the shame of the fathers has no place in her
newly found individual and communal self ... [R/eal Australian readers of
[My Place] are invited to search for their identities elsewhere: outside
masterplots of European civilization, outside the sins of their white Australian
fathers, outside, finally, the narrative structures which locate identity within

the sexual vagaries of family history.*¢

Crucially, then, the pain- and shameful incest question that riddles Morgan’s family’s
origins and identity plight is never answered, but need not be solved as long as the

Aboriginal heritage is safeguarded so that further emotional damage may be avoided.

465 Langton 2003: 117.
466 Ommundsen 1993: 262-3.

137



Thus, Nan ends up acknowledging that Alfred Howden Drake-Brockman, the White
family patriarch, is her own father, but refuses to reveal her daughter’s biological origins.
This assertion of Aboriginality appropriately takes place at the level of identity as well as
genre by an inscription into Aboriginal orature and the concomitant figures of custodians
who guard knowledge. Nan’s insistence on keeping the incest secret acquires further
uncanny profile by some revelations a decade after the publication of My Place.

In 1999, Sally Morgan stated that her grandmother must have had at least six
children, intimating they may have been fathered by Alfred Howden Drake-Brockman,
which would turn the situation of interracial rape and incest structural in Nan’s life. This
sexual availability would also explain why she alone of all the available servants was to
accompany the Drake-Brockman family away from Corunna Downs. All of Nan’s six
children were removed according to the dictates of official race policy and the Drake-
Brockmans’ private interests; by the time of the interview Sally’s mother was still
haunted by this obscure past, involved in uncovering the lost family connections.**’ In the
light of these revelations, it is not surprising that Howden’s legitimate White daughter
Judith Drake-Brockman claims that My Place “distorts her family’s supposedly harsh
treatment of Aborigines. It blackens her father Howden’s name, portraying him as a
sexual predator who slept with Aboriginal women, fathered their babies and even worse,
that he committed incest with Morgan’s grandmother, Daisy.” Already in her eighties,
Judith Drake-Brockman published her memoirs in 2001, entitled Wongi Wongi (i.e.
Snakes), with the explicit aim of refuting My Place’s version of her family’s sexual,
moral and economic household and saving the Drake-Brockmans’ honour. At this stage,
the Drake-Brockmans were asking for a DNA text, which once again inscribes the
question of race into the reductive field of genetics and “blood lines.”**® This long-lived
intent at whitewashing goes to show how difficult Reconciliation is to implement once it
reaches the sensitive level of the private sphere, and how lack of closure keeps affecting
Native/non-Native contact history.

Another issue that therefore arises most forcefully out of the text and has haunted
Native and non-Native critical discussion alike is Morgan’s articulation of Aboriginal
identity in My Place, which is “forged through the creation of the text rather than the

reverse.”*® Out of a genetically-ordained mysticism she constructs Aboriginality as a

467 Laurie 1999.
468 Dally 1997-2006.
469 Bain Attwood quoted by Huggins 2003: 61.
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sudden coming into consciousness on her journey to the Pilbara and into old family
connections, and is accompanied by dream visions, premonitions and the Aboriginal bird
motif that punctuate the narrative and indicate important changes in the family’s life.
This need for transcendentalism is logical as Morgan’s inscription into Aboriginality is
not based on her own lived experience but on the experience passed on by her older
family members. Mysticism is therefore nostalgically embedded into the notion of death
that looms so visibly in the narrative: both Arthur and Nan, the main witnesses to the
Indigenous past, soon pass away after giving testimony of their life (hi)stories. This may
give rise to an uncanny reading in which My Place signals towards stasis rather than
political engagement. Death’s “apolitical otherness,” as Edward Hills writes, gestures
towards society’s negation of “the change that should result from the details of their
stories ... bury[ing] the past with the dead ... reinforc[ing] conformity to a generic and
cultural status quo.”*’® Death in this vision is stiflingly unproductive, the absolute end for
Aboriginality. It offers mainstream society the ‘doomed race’s’ generous and long-
awaited gesture of disappearing from Australian (textual) territory in its pernicious ‘pure’
forms, and allows lighter-skinned natives of ‘mixed blood’ to be de-Aboriginalised by
assimilation into the White mainstream. This would effectively see the guardians of the
past as ghosts locked in that past, and would turn Morgan’s text into a project that slots
comfortably into a whitewashed celebration of the Australian Bicentennial Nation; My
Place would uncannily read as a return to the appeased conscience of Our Mainstream
Place, well accompanied by the generosity and lack of bitterness Arthur, Gladys and
Sally display. Indeed, all three seem in favour of making reconciliatory gestures towards
White Australia, which, though well-meant, may sometimes unintentionally feed into

White attitudes of denialism:*"!

In talking to Alice [Drake-Brockman], it dawned on me how different
Australian society must have been in those days. There would have been a
strong English tradition amongst the upper classes. I could understand the
effects these attitudes could have had had on someone like Nan. She must

have felt terribly out of place. At the same time, / was aware that it would be

470 Hills 1997: 108.
471 See chapter 2, p.78 for a good example of White denialism from PM John Howard’s 1999 Motion of
Reconciliation.
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unfair of me to judge Alice’s attitudes from my standpoint in the nineteen

eighties.*”

However, as a text embedded in the ambiguous and disquieting socio-historic
context of Australian nation-building in the 1980s, engaged readings are possible too,
born out of the agency conferred by the ‘hybrid’ Aborigine’s existence in the liminality
of a “cultural hiatus.”*’> From this borderline postcolonising space in which My Place
inscribes itself, ghosts may still haunt the mainstream conscious as guardians of Native
historic memory. Sheila Collingwood-Whittick points out that “at the time when My
Place was published, the issues the author was raising about inter-racial sex and the
forcible assimilation of the mixed race progeny that resulted from it, had yet to be openly
acknowledged in the public arena in Australia.”*’* Thus, it may be argued that Sally
Morgan’s inscription of very sensitive subject matter at a crucial moment of national
self-awareness was an apt way to dis-cover to the nation at large what it refused to accept
publicly, and made, however troubled perhaps, a first attempt to find a common ground
for its treatment.

How difficult it must have been to reveal the (Ab)Original Sin in the Australian
Garden of Eden to the vast body of mainstream readership. This has been shown in the
haunting debates surrounding My Place’s uncertain location, leading native and non-
native criticism to question Morgan’s and her text’s political engagement and

‘authenticity’. Joan Newman’s 1992 essay reflects this impasse very well:

My Place has been read by tens of thousands of Australians, as well as by
many readers in Britain and the United States of America. It is a much loved
book. Many have been moved by the stories contained within it, and admire
the narrative’s tone, which is compassionate and generous, showing little
anger and bitterness. Although some may reject Morgan’s text as an
expression of Aboriginality, believing the author’s lack of first-hand
experience of severe discrimination disqualifies her from claiming an
authentic Aboriginal identity, or feel that the text is insufficiently political,

others will feel that they gain some insights into Aboriginal culture. Many

472170 (my emphasis). See 210, 213 for Arthur; and 306 for Gladys.
473 Anderson 2003: 46. He takes his cue from A.P. Elkin, The Australian Aborigines 1979 (1961): 379-83.
474 Collingwood-Whittick 2002: 48.
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white readers feel that young Sally’s story is not dissimilar to their own
experience of childhood, an identification which suggests that My Place may
represent an ‘acceptable’ face of Aboriginality to many. It remains a complex

question as to whether such readings result in social change.*’

Uncannily, Morgan’s articulation of Aboriginality in My Place may be questioned by its
double inscription in Native and non-Native discourse, or “doubly consecrated since the
author is seen to speak not only from the authority possessed by the white texts she has
consulted in the Battye library, but also from the sworn, first-hand, oral testimony of her
Aboriginal kin.”*’® It seems that these matters will never be satisfactorily settled if one
remains within the immediate context of the production of Morgan’s (auto)biography,
but with some hindsight one should recognise that Morgan’s text, despite being haunted
by multiple lacks of closure, takes a meritorious though uncanny lead in addressing the
painful, conflictive issue of mixed-descent Aborigines at a postcolonising moment of
transition in Australian multiculturalism which ambiguously embeds post-assimilation

discourse in notions of post- as historically affer and conceptually beyond.

3.4. An Aboriginal Woman’s Success Story?

So with hindsight, does Morgan’s text project a Gothic return to the mainstream norm for
its uncanny Aboriginal ghosts, or does it beckon towards a preservation of historic
memory and hence to political action to rupture that norm? Both the danger of “death”s
apolitical otherness” and the possibility for a re-articulation of Aboriginality have been
left by Arthur and Nan in the narrative as their legacy of resistance to the nation, just
before dying of natural causes in old age,*’’ and the choice of what to do with this
heritage is for the living. Due to My Place’s condition as a cultural artefact of the late
1980s, these two possibilities uncannily circulate through each other and prevent the
text’s and identity’s closure. Thus, in the text, Sally’s articulation of Aboriginality is
positioned between the recovery of historic memory (the guardian who “would never

forget”*’®) and transcendentalism (the ghost beckoning from the beyond: “I heard [the

475 Newman 1992: 73-4.

476 Collingwood-Whittick 2002: 49.

477 One might ask whether Nan’s terminal lung cancer has any psychosomatic causes apart from smoking
too much: ““You’re always going on about the past these days, Gladys, I’m sick of it. It makes me sick in
here’, she pointed at her chest” (145).

478354,

141



Aboriginal bird call], too. In my heart, I heard it”*’®). Meanwhile, Gladys’s vision of
Aboriginality is affected by the pernicious post-effects of assimilation, and grapples

uncomfortably with notions of biological determinism and acculturation:

I suppose in hundreds of years’ time, there won’t be any black Aboriginals
left. Our colour dies out, as we mix with other races, we’ll lose some of our
physical characteristics that distinguish us now. I like to think that, no matter
what we become, our spiritual tie with the land and other unique qualities we
possess will somehow weave their way through to future generations of

Australians. I mean, this is our land, surely we’ve got something to offer.*%°

However, the writer Kevin Gilbert, also of mixed Aboriginal and Anglo-Celtic
descent, received the following response to the nature of Aboriginality from a traditional
elder, which breaks away from essentialism and primes agency and inclusion. Building
from the old community tradition, it articulates an inscription of Aboriginality as a

process of self-management, solidarity and mutual respect:

Aboriginality, eh? You say you want your Aboriginality back? That means
having some rules, don’t it? And the first two orders of those rules is share
and care ...1 don’t care how hard it is. You build Aboriginality, boy, or you
got nothing. There’s no other choice to it ... Every person on earth can share
in Aboriginality. It is a blessing you can give ‘em to share in. The hungry, the
homeless, the poor and the beaten, all those that are unhappy or in worse
circumstances than yourselves are to be welcomed around your fires but they,
too, must follow the rules ... If our people cannot change how it is amongst

themselves, than the Aboriginal people will never climb back out of hell.*s!

479357,

480305,

481 This elder’s eloquence deserves full mention: “Aboriginality, eh? You say you want your Aboriginality
back? That means having some rules, don’t it? And the first two orders of those rules is share and care.
You just go back a little bit in time when we weren’t quite as broken as we are now [gives some examples]
... I don’t care how hard it is. You build Aboriginality, boy, or you got nothing. There’s no other choice to
it. It’ll be easier, now, with bits of land handed back to us, here ‘n there. It means there’s no white manager
for the people to dob each other in to. It means that you collect your own rents to do your own
maintenance. You form a committee to collect the rent. If a family won’t pay, you throw them out. You get
the young blokes to set up youth committees that backs the elders up. You inspect the houses because rules
save lives and health and happiness. You give every man, woman and child his due because life is sacred.
You treat your own and every life like that. Every person is entitled to be treated with good nature and
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In line with such an articulation of Aboriginality as “social practice, with lived

482 the Indigenous critic Jackie Huggins wonders

responsibilities and shared histories,
whether Sally Morgan has served herself rather than her newly-acquired community with
the popularity, status and financial benefits gained from her book. Thus, she asks: “[h]as
she set up any enterprises that might advance our causes, for example, a writer’s trust
fund, charities, encouraged and promoted other black artists etc.? Or has she distanced
herself and individualised her own gain? This is the criticism that many Aboriginal
people have made of her new-found identity.”**?

Huggins’ essay was first published in 1993, and on its re-issue the editor, Michele
Grossman, noted that Morgan had indeed made a commitment with such a communal
cause in the fifteen years that had passed since My Place’s first appearance. While
involved in school workshops with Aboriginal children at an earlier stage,** in 1997 a
native lobby including Sally Morgan and her sister Jill, an educationalist, managed to
land the necessary state funding to set up the Centre for Indigenous History and the Arts
at the University of Western Australia, which is managed by an Indigenous staff and
headed by Morgan herself. Its main focus of research being on Aboriginal oral history

and arts, Morgan points out that the Centre has been instrumental in breaking down the

barriers between Aboriginal people and university, helping Stolen Generation people to

dignity. You never steal from the poor. If you steal from a black family you get cast out. If you stand over
or hoon from the goonees [Indigenous alcoholics] you get bottled or kicked. If a woman neglects her kids,
the women belt her. If a black boy rapes a black girl, he gets flogged and cast out. If two or men take a
woman and abuse her they get flogged and cast out, so as to keep the camp clean. Every month every
family cooks meat, pickles damper and pudding and the mission holds a corroboree dance in the fire-light.
Every Sunday evening, the men light fires in the open and hold sing-songs because there is a lot of
happiness in doing them. Every person on earth can share in Aboriginality. It is a blessing you can give
‘em to share in. The hungry, the homeless, the poor and the beaten, all those that are unhappy or in worse
circumstances than yourselves are to be welcomed around your fires but they, too, must follow the rules ...
Land? The five hundred tribes own all this land. That’s been taken but you have to get every area known as
an Aboriginal reserve, all those little bits remembered as sacred sites and enough land besides that so that
our people can have a land base for their needs, especially in the southern states where we were driven
totally off our land. That’ll be your self-determination. It is not possible for anyone to love you unless you
do something or are something worth loving. You can’t find happiness without first making rules to stamp
out the things that make unhappiness. You can’t get dignity unless you follow the rules that help you to be
dignified. You can’t find value in yourself until you build it by respecting yourself through living right. If
you tolerate crumminess, gutlessness, meanness, wife bashing, kid bashing and neglect then you’ll never
get the strength to climb out of hell ... If our people cannot change how it is amongst themselves, than the
Aboriginal people will never climb back out of hell. Each Aboriginal has to be another Aboriginal’s
keeper; each Aboriginal has to keep up the rules of right living because if we don’t do those things then
our Aboriginality will die out ‘till there’s nothing left... like coals of a long-dead campfire” (Gilbert 1978:
304-5).

482 Anderson 2003: 22.

483 Huggins 2003: 64.

484 Bird & Haskell 1992: 22.
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trace their descent, and engaging in the protection of Aboriginal intellectual property
rights in the field of the arts and Indigenous environmental issues.**> In 2009 the Centre
is still up and running as part of the School of Indigenous Studies on campus at the
University of Western Australia. Morgan has also remained active in the field of
Indigenous literature as a university professor and writer, and has recently participated in
the publication of an anthology of Indigenous-Australian writing entitled Speaking from
the Heart: Stories of Life, Family and Country (Freemantle Arts Press 2007), which she
has co-edited with Tjalaminu Mia and Blaze Kwaymullina.

Morgan’s life is obviously a(n urban-Aboriginal) middle-class success story, but
in the light of the previous not necessarily the disquieting sell-out to the mainstream that
some non-Native and Native criticism proposed in the wake of My Place’s publication.
Particularly Mudrooroo’s criticism of her autobiography as an individualist battler
story*®® has a disquieting essentialist ring of urban Aboriginal people as “culturally
bereft, ‘fake’, or ‘part-Aboriginies’.” By scaling Aboriginality, it uncannily harks back to
theories of the assimilation era that “expected” the Natives “to authenticate their
Aboriginality in terms of percentages of blood or clichéd ‘traditional’ experiences.”*®’
This is unproductive in that it would leave people like Morgan, and many others who
have descended from the Stolen Generations, in an identitarian no-man’s land. As the
historian Henry Reynolds wrote in his Nowhere People about the more-than-likely

presence of an Aboriginal ancestor in his own immediate ancestry:

What our [family’s] story suggests is the need to accept that many
Australians are of mixed ancestry and that elsewhere in the world today we
would simply be known and accepted as mestizo. That would be seem to be
obvious enough, but in Australia the intellectual, political and moral
pressure has been to preserve a clear distinction between black and white

and to rigorously police the no-man’s land between the two camps.*®3

It seems better, therefore, to opt for an inscription of Aboriginality as social

practice and commitment, and assess how over the years Morgan has performed on such

485 Laurie 1999.

486 See p.110 of this chapter.

47 Dodson 2003: 28.

488 Reynolds 2005: 238-9. Although Reynolds does not claim an Indigenous identity, one should note his
long-standing professional commitment with the Aboriginal cause and his outstanding reputation as a
humanist scholar.
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an agenda. Indeed, she has managed to employ the multiple, more and less beneficial
changes arising out of the elaboration and publication of My Place so as to articulate a
race, gender and class identity*® that has brought her to strategic positions of influence
and power in Australian society. This, in turn, allow her to feed back the advantages that
come with her status as a successful female Native artist, writer and academic into the
Indigenous community. Foremost, such a promiscuously productive reconfiguration of
identity has been made possible by a re-inscription into Aboriginality as process rather
than into the essentials of the incest issue, whose White lie and shame might have
destroyed her and her family. The latter may explain why Morgan’s family has never
taken up the DNA challenge waged by the Drake-Brockmans: the Oedipal answer to the
incest question simply lacks importance at the current stage of multicultural
developments, a little more respectful with the Indigenous heritage. This is in line with
current thinking about identity formation by Indigenous intellectuals, who articulate
Aboriginality as a practice rooted in choice and descent, not in the biological-determinist
sense of the word but as “the historical connection that leads back to the land and which
claims a particular history ... not necessarily lead[ing] to the exclusivity or the incapacity
to celebrate [other configurations of identity]” and that is therefore “reluctant to
assimilate or disenfranchise other identities.”**

All of this goes to show that Morgan has engaged in the process of closing the
multiple uncanny, painful gaps her autobiographical narrative left open in the fields of
race, class and gender, which have haunted her narrative inscription so long and
insistently. These ambiguities were born out of the aftermath of assimilation policies and
the advent of more liberal, Aborigine-inclusive forms of multiculturalism in which the
text and its author were embedded, and dislocated them as uncannily in and out of place
in postcolonial Australia. But if identity formation in general and Aboriginality in
particular are based on social practice rather than individual essence, the testimony that
Sally Morgan’s writing gave in 1987 should not be read in restrictive isolation: My Place
surely deserves merit as an important first step in a process that later developments in her
life have justified. This would also understand her ‘promiscuous’ postcolonising

articulation of Aboriginality, straddling the traditional and modern, as no less valid or

489 Already in December 1991 Morgan said that “[My Place] completely changed my life and the lives of
everyone in my family...you always have difficulties that go with change, it’s a two-edged sword...I don’t
know what I would be doing now if I hadn’t made those connections [to Aboriginal kinship, culture and
land]. I’d be pretty screwed up, I think” (Bird & Haskell 1992: 20-1).

499 Morrissey 2003: 59.
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‘authentic’ than traditionalism and primitivism. As long as identities are defined as
exclusionary categories, the descent of the Stolen Generations is likely to be riddled by
uncanny questions about their identities, interests and motivations in contemporary
Australia. Morgan, however, seems to have come a substantial way in mastering her
uncanny ghosts, and, accordingly, the location of her/My Place as a strategic,
postcolonising position of engagement with the Indigenous cause in Australia’s

multicultural land and text-scape feels more ascertained than two decades ago.
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Chapter 4

Un/mastering Mudrooroo, Un-writing Black Man’s

Burden

“I ha[ve] discovered that identity is a fragile thing and can be taken away, just as it can
be given”

(Mudrooroo 1997b: 263)

4.1. Mudrooroo’s Burden of Representation

In the highly politicised configuration of post-Mabo Australia, individuals have
inevitably fallen prey to the clashes of different, often opposed interests. Much of the
tension surrounding the authenticity debate fleshed out in and around the person and
work of Mudrooroo, who as an activist, writer and academic heavyweight has been
singularly located in issues of Aboriginality, and who, incidentally, also participated in

the aforementioned Oceania debate*”!

as the only ‘Aboriginal’ participant. His
Indigenous identity became heavily contested after an investigation into his genealogy
had been published in a widely-read national newspaper in 1996.*> As other public
figures with presumed Indigenous roots were exposed to similar pressures of

disqualification,*”* the Mudrooroo case was not an idiosyncratic event, but should be

41 See chapter 1, pp. 30-1.

492 Laurie, Victoria. “Identity Crisis” The Australian Magazine, 20-1 July 1996: 28-32.

493 Adam Shoemaker mentions Archie Weller and Roberta Sykes in this respect (Shoemaker 2003: 13). The
poet and author Roberta Sykes was born in 1943 in Townsville, Northern Queensland. Although she is the
daughter of a White Australian mother and an African-American father, she has always identified as, and
until recently was accepted as an Indigenous Australian. She has been a life-long campaigner for
Indigenous land rights, as well as human rights and women’s rights. Achie Weller was born in Cranbrook,
Western Australia, in 1957, and has published poetry, short stories, novels and plays. Penny van Toorn
describes their identitarian trouble as follows: “Archie Weller bases his claim to Aboriginality on his
memories of growing up with Aboriginal kids and sharing police persecution, and on his belief that he and
his paternal great-grandmother look Aboriginal. Weller’s efforts to trace his great-grandmother’s history
have so far proved inconclusive. However, his brother maintains: “If you grew up in a West Australian
country town and you think you are Aboriginal and people think you are Aboriginal, you bloody well are.”
The Dumbartung Aboriginal Corporation have invited Weller to go through their protocols, presided over
by Nyoongah elders, for establishing Aboriginal identity, but like Mudrooroo he has so far declined. Robert
Eggington insists on the importance of the Dumbartung protocols to identify those who illegitimately use
“resources earmarked for our community.” Roberta Sykes too was presumed by others to be Aboriginal. In
the first volume of her autobiography, Snake Cradle (1997), she discloses her uncertain paternity, but
recalls that at school in Townsville she was called ‘boong’, ‘black gin’ and ‘Abo’. At seventeen she was
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placed in a general mainstream backlash against the recent political achievements of the
Indigenous minority. John Howard’s conservative government had just come to power
after a landslide victory, and it should therefore come as no surprise that such an attack
was directed against someone of an unusually high, politicised profile in Aboriginal
matters. Mudrooroo had almost single-handedly taken upon himself to un-write the
Western colonial discourse that, as exemplified in Rudyard Kipling’s famous poem
“White Man’s Burden,” aimed to justify Empire on altruistic grounds. This self-imposed
obligation to undo the Master’s discourse would turn against him through the public
questioning of his Aboriginal identity—commonly known as the “Mudrooroo Affair”—
and imbue what one might call his ‘Black Man’s Burden’ with ambiguous content.***
Mudrooroo was born as Colin Johnson in 1938 near the town of Narrogin, in the
Western Australian wheat belt, and for much of his life he considered himself kin to the
local Nyoongar tribe of the Bibbulmun people. He has authored a wide-ranging and
influential oeuvre in poetry, drama, prose fiction and essays, including what long went
down as the first Aboriginal novel in Australia, Wildcat Falling, first published in
1965.4° As such, “he ha[s] been an inspiration and role model for two generations of
Aboriginal people, especially for young Indigenous authors.”**® Not only is he
appreciated for the literary qualities of his work, but also well-known as a hardliner in
Aboriginal affairs. His 1990 seminal study of Aboriginal literature, Writing from the
Fringe, established the canons for Aboriginal literary criticism in what Adam Shoemaker
can only describe as “restrictive, essentialist terms.”**” Much cited in the latter sense is
the harsh verdict Mudrooroo’s study wields over Sally Morgan’s autobiographical
bestseller My Place, which deals with the identity plight arising from the Stolen

Generations, racial ‘passing’ and recovery of Aboriginal roots.

gang-raped by four white men, one of whom stood up at his trial and shouted, “What the hell, she’s an
Abo! She’s just a fucking boong!” Sykes has clearly suffered with Aboriginal people, and fought alongside
them politically. Her long-term involvement in Aboriginal politics, often at considerable cost to herself,
seems to have shielded her from much of the acrimonious media criticism levelled at Mudrooroo, and to a
lesser extent at Weller. Mudrooroo, Weller and Sykes are to be distinguished from Streten Bozic (‘B.
Wongar’) and Leon Carmen (‘Wanda Koolmatrie’) who, while adopting Aboriginal pen-names, were never
involuntarily interpellated as Aboriginal” (Van Toorn 2000: 42-3).

494 Kipling’s poem was first published in the American political magazine McClure’s in 1899, and
motivated by the colonial war between the US and Spain in those days. It quickly became an icon of
Western racism and Imperial sentiment, and still provokes academic discussion. Whereas Kipling depicts
White man’s burden as a Christian obligation to spread Western civilisation across the world, black man’s
burden could be understood as the black man’s responsibility to undo the effects of Western colonisation.
495 David Unaipon (1872-1967) of the Ngarrindjeri people from the Murray River area, South Australia,
published the short story collection Myths and Legends of the Australian Aborigines in 1930, but this was
not a novel proper.

496 Shoemaker 2003: 4.

47 Shoemaker 2003: 11.
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Mudrooroo places My Place within a broader discussion of Aboriginal
autobiographies, whose editorial production and marketing by “the majority culture” he
terms “dubious” because it appears inspired by financial gain rather than genuine interest
in the Aboriginal minority. He dedicates the following, rather disparaging words to

Morgan’s novel:

My Place by Sally Morgan (1987) has sold over 70 000 copies. This might be
a sign that Aboriginal literature is moving from the fringe towards the centre.
Perhaps; but if it is, it is moving into a place already created. This is ‘the
battler’ genre. The plotline goes like this. Poor underprivileged person through
the force of his or her own character makes it to the top through her own
efforts. Sally Morgan’s book is a milepost in Aboriginal Literature in that it
marks a stage when it is considered OK to be Aboriginal as long as you are
young, gifted and not very black. It is an individualised story and the concerns

of the Aboriginal community are of secondary importance.**®

Curiously, the qualification ‘battler’—i.e. a “[p]oor underprivileged person through the
force of his or her own character makes it to the top through her own efforts”—could be
as easily applied to Mudrooroo himself as to Morgan. As it is framed within an argument
that aims to limit the merits of Morgan’s novel, the question arises what makes
Mudrooroo and his fiction different. Mudrooroo brandishes his commitment with the
Indigenous cause as the point of inflection, but this can be given a ‘darker’ reading if one
takes into account that his criticism of My Place is directed against a lower middle-class
woman writer. A further assessment of Native women’s writing in a chapter entitled
‘Women from the Fringe’ only saves Labumore’s novel out of three novels he considers

representative:*”’

Only An Aboriginal Mother Tells of the Old and the New is political in the
sense that it questions the very fact of white dominance in Australia. This is
seen as a catastrophe. The other two texts are accommodating and seek to

remove themselves from controversy. They reflect how things are and do not

498 Mudrooroo 1990: 149.
49 Apart from Sally Morgan’s My Place, he considers Ella Simon’s Through My Eyes (1987) and
Labumore’s An Aboriginal Mother Tells of the Old and the New (1984) (Mudrooroo 1990: 158-63).
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postulate any change in black/white relations in Australia; nor do they espouse
any cause such as land rights, or for that matter feminism. This may be a

salient signifier of urban black women’s writing.>*

His harsh positioning, mapping the Indigenous across gender and class in such
unfortunate ways, has complicated and troubled his reading of Morgan’s novel and
inevitably raised outcries from feminist scholarship. Maureen Clark, a mainstream critic,
sees Mudrooroo to be “particularly dogmatic and exclusive in his views on who should or
should not inhabit Aboriginal cultural space.” This she relates directly to a subject
position based on his claim to authentic Indigenous ancestry “that has authorised him to
speak for and on behalf of Australia’s Aboriginal community.”*°! Indirectly, of course,
Clark takes issue with the extent to which Mudrooroo does or does not inscribe women in
such an Indigenous cultural space. Mary Ann Hughes, on the other hand, shows
understanding for the intransigent vein in Mudrooroo’s theoretical works by alleging that
“his position is a political strategy for promoting Aboriginal identity.” She quotes the
following statement by the author in support: “Aboriginal artists are socially committed,
and therefore [should] have this commitment firmly in mind when they write.”
Nevertheless, she also points out that such an emphasis on identity “comes at the expense
of many Aboriginal artists whose differences in background and creative expression
create confusion over their rights to be considered Aboriginal.”>? And confusion was
precisely what would trouble Mudrooroo”s life, person and work as of 1996.

Ironically, whereas his own literary project increasingly points towards the
fluidity and instability of the subject,’® the identity-politics-based criticism in his
theoretical work—which, as his words regarding Sally Morgan show, also uneasily
overlaps with gender and class—was later to catch up with his own person. Maureen
Clark claims that “[i]n attacking Morgan this way, Mudrooroo engaged in a politics of
contestation and difference that contradicted the lessons of his own literary project in its
refusal to accept the colonising view of ‘authentic’ Aboriginal culture as something

static, traditional and incapable of positive response to social change.” Thus, she sees his

590 Mudrooroo 1990: 163 (my emphasis).

301 Clark 2001: 48-9.

392 Hughes 1998: 24.

393 Mudrooroo is notorious for renaming himself as an author—from Colin Johnson, to Mudrooroo
Narogin, Mudrooroo Nyoongah, and finally Mudrooroo (‘paperbark’ in the Nyoongar language)—and for
renaming characters and rewriting plots in his fiction, as in his Wildcat trilogy and Master of the Ghost
Dreaming series.
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attack as a possible cause for the later challenge to his claim to Indigenous identity.’**

Likewise, Adam Shoemaker points out that the “[t]he invocation of a form of racial
authenticity as a test for Indigeneity has, no doubt, come back to haunt the author, as has
his oft-quoted, disparaging assessment of Sally Morgan’s My Place.”* Shortly after the
outbreak of public uproar about his identity, Mudrooroo published a rewritten version of
his 1990 study of Aboriginal literature, now entitled Milli Milli Wangka (‘Paper Talk’ in
the Nyoongah language), in which such haunting can be appreciated. His criticism of My
Place now covers all of the prominent, final 9-page chapter, aptly entitled ‘Reconciling
Our Place,’ and could be read as an attempt to lend more rigorous support to his views by
placing Morgan’s autobiography within the wider socio-historic context of its
publication: “In stressing the importance of My Place and Sally Morgan, what must not
be ignored is the very matrix which enabled the book to be an all-time best-seller.”
Mudrooroo’s conclusion is that My Place mirrors White readership’s concerns about its

306 it is “a text of

place in Australia, triggered off by the Bicentennial celebrations;
Australian nationalism and identity, rather than a text of Indigenality, and this explains its
great success.” Thus, he locates its importance in its being the prime example of “a
literature of reconciliation” with White Australia.>"’

Despite his effort to put the analysis in a broader, distancing perspective, there is
yet again an uneasy, perhaps uncanny link back to Mudrooroo as person and author. On
page 192 one reads that “[i]f you ask people in Australia and overseas to name a book
written by an Indigenous person, they will respond by naming My Place. This does bring
into question the author and the authority of a written text and the place in question.”%
However, the latter is precisely the issue that had engaged with his person and work over
the previous year. The troubling aspect of the latter comes all the more to the fore if one
considers the following analysis in a well-known postcolonial study of Australian
Literature published prior to the Mudrooroo Affair. In Dark Side of the Dream, Bob
Hodge and Vijay Mishra highlight the multiple similarities between Sally Morgan and

Mudrooroo in the articulation and authentication of their Aboriginality:

504 Clark 2001: 53-4.

395 Shoemaker 2003: 12.

396 1988 was the year of the Bicentennial, the mainstream celebration of the beginning of the British
colonisation of Australia 200 years earlier, in other years celebrated on 26 January as Australia Day. It was
also the year the author chose to change his name from Colin Johnson to Mudrooroo (‘Paperbark’) as his
own contribution to the ‘Bicentennial project’ (Fischer 1993: I).

307 Mudrooroo 1997a: 195, 197, 198.

598 Mudrooroo 1997a: 192.
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Sally Morgan and Mudrooroo Narogin have a different problem. Because they
have the benefits of White education and White modes of literary production

t°9 premise is invoked, that they couldn’t be ‘really

the Aboriginalis
Aboriginal’. Thus their right to draw on Aboriginal meanings and artistic
forms is questioned ... Aborigines’ dispossession of their past and their family
roots is widespread ... So neither [Sally nor Mudrooroo] absorbed Aboriginal
traditions in the traditional way, through continuous exposure and running
commentary, focused at key stages by ritual and ceremony, though each did
have important Aboriginal figures in their early background. Both had to work
hard to acquire the knowledge and understanding that they now possess,
which in different ways forms a bedrock for their literary and artistic

production. Undoubtedly what they write is not fully traditional, but that does

not make it any the less Aboriginal.>!°

In the light of this likeness, one may wonder about the subtle psychological mechanisms
at work in Mudrooroo’s criticism of Morgan’s work and what exactly is at stake for him:
is it a male prerogative to decide on the nature of Aboriginality? Perhaps caught out and
haunted by his own words, it cannot be altogether coincidental that Mudrooroo shifts
from using Aboriginality as a framing concept to a newly-coined “Indigenality”
throughout Milli Milli Wangka,>'! as if to elude the heavy biological and cultural
determinism the former seems to encapsulate for himself as of 1996.

But the haunting detected here had, in fact, already started at an earlier stage. In
1992 Mudrooroo had professed public doubts about his Aboriginal lineage,’'* which four
years later were confirmed in the aforementioned, controversial article entitled ‘Identity
Crisis.”*"® Following the cue of a local Aboriginal spokesman, the journalist Victoria
Laurie had contacted Mudrooroo’s sister Betty Polglaze, who, puzzled by her long-lost,
much younger brother’s claims to Aboriginal kinship, had been engaged in amateur
genealogical research. Enabled to ward off the Aboriginal stigma, she was “delighted”!*

to find out that the family’s ancestry appeared Irish/Afro-American rather than

59 In Hodge & Mishra’s view, Aboriginalism is modelled on Edward Said’s Orientalism, in which the
study of Aboriginal culture is, ultimately, a means of Western control.

510 Hodge & Mishra 1991: 97, 101.

S Goldie 2001: 108.

512 Clark 2004.

313 Laurie, Victoria 1996: 28-32.

514 Frost 1997.
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Aboriginal. As Mudrooroo had become an author with a highly politicised national
profile and an academic heavyweight of Aboriginal studies, reactions were rife and
frequently unfavourable in both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal circles, which led some
to disqualify his work as ‘unauthentic’. The uncanny aspect of his case can be traced in
the following academic assessment: “it politicised the elements of racial genealogy in
Western Australia in an unprecedented way. The most famous, the most prolific and in
many ways the most outspoken Aboriginal author over the past two decades was
allegedly not Indigenous at all.”>!

Thus, the discussion of authenticity and the right to make claims for the
Aboriginal communities unfolded along genetic-biological lines which uncannily
reminded of old colonial, essentialist precepts. It caused Indigenous spokespeople to
occupy positions uncannily compatible with conservative sectors in mainstream society
who were interested in debunking any rebellious and vociferous forms of Indigeneity,
exemplarily embodied in the figure and work of Mudrooroo. The resistance of an
Aboriginal pressure group from Western Australia, Perth’s Dumbartung Aboriginal
Corporation, to accept Mudrooroo’s Aboriginality is a telling example also cited in
Victoria Laurie’s article. Dumbartung represents the Nyoongar mob to which Mudrooroo
claims kinship. In their circular Message Stick, it had already been responsible for
denouncing the US author Marlo Morgan for misappropriation of Aboriginality. This
author, unrelated to Sally Morgan, had claimed Aboriginal spirituality having written the
international New-Age bestseller Mutant Message Down Under (1992)°'® after a stay in
Australia. Uncannily, Mudrooroo also slacks off a Morgan (i.e. Sally) and her novel, as
“a new age phenomenon.!’

When it came to Mudrooroo’s identity, Dumbartung, together with other
representatives of the local Nyoongar community who had also become sensitive to the
matter of what they perceived as a misappropriation of Aboriginal culture, declared that
“someone [is] of Aboriginal descent who identifies as such and is recognised by their
Aboriginal community to be so.” Would this definition enable Mudrooroo to inscribe his
belonging in terms of nurture/cultural acquisition, spokesman Robert Eggington also

emphasised that “Aboriginal blood is [an] essential” prerequisite in such a conception of

515 Shoemaker 2003: 4.
316 Eustace 2006: 68.
317 Mudrooroo 1997a: 197.
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Aboriginality,'8

bringing nature/biological authenticity back into the argument.
Surprising as this essentialist touch may seem at first glance, Dumbartung’s position
harks back to the parameters of the legally-endorsed Commonwealth definition of
Aboriginality, which straddles between nature and nurture. This definition is, as Marcia
Langton notes, preferred by most Aborigines to earlier, entirely biological definitions
from the assimilation period and considered “more social than racial”.’'® Indeed, the
current, 1980s Federal and Constitutional working definition for Australian Indigeneity
maintains a considerable distance from eugenics by stating that “An Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander is a person of Aboriginal or Torres Straight islander descent, who
identifies as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and is accepted as such by the
community in which he or she lives.”>?° The importance of this three-part definition of
Aboriginality based on descent, self-identification and community recognition lies in its
having become the official benchmark for determining a citizen’s entitlement to different
kinds of public benefits, aid and services. As such, it feeds into the debate on authenticity
and the bouts of postcolonial racism that contemporary Australian has experienced over
the last two decades.>?!

The crux of the question—in Mudrooroo’s case and a number of less prominent
ones—is the use of the concept of descent, which The Columbia Electronic Encyclopedia
2003 defines as an anthropological “method of classifying individuals in terms of their
various kinship connections.” The Britannica Concise Encyclopedia (2006) describes
descent similarly, as a “[s]ystem of acknowledged social parentage whereby a person
may claim kinship ties with another,” noting that “[d]escent systems vary widely.” The

latter source coincides with the former in defining kinship as the:

Socially recognized relationship between people who are or are held to be
biologically related or who are given the status of relatives by marriage,
adoption, or other ritual. Kinship is the broad term for all the relationships
that people are born into or create later in life that are considered binding in

the eyes of society.>??

518 Quoted in D’Cruz 2001: paragraph 20.

519 Langton 1993: 29.

320 Quoted in Dodson 1994: 6.

521 Gardiner-Garden 2000.

522 See Works Cited: “descent”; “kinship” (my emphasis).
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These descriptions inscribe descent and kinship flexibly as a biological and/or cultural
option, with different societies adhering to varying inscriptions on this continuum.

One can understand the Australian Federal and Constitutional definition to bridge
between the wording of previous racially-determinist legislation and the emancipatory
international benchmark definition of Indigeneity developed by the United Nations
Working Group on Indigenous Populations in 1986. The latter is also the point of
departure for the Aboriginal scholar and activist Michael Dodson in his ground-breaking
reading of Aboriginal self-definition and self-determination in the 1994 Wentworth
Lecture.’”® Dodson argues that Aboriginality should be considered within the parameters

offered by the UN:

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having
historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that
developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other
societies now prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form at
present non-dominant sectors of society and are determined to preserve,
develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories, and their
ethnic identity, as their basis of their continued existence as peoples, in
accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal

systems.>?*

Notably, this wording does not specify the concepts of “historic continuity” and “ethnic
identity” in cultural and/or genetic terms, but Dodson highlights that the UN study does
reject a one-sided determinist definition of Indigeneity based either on biological ancestry

or a romanticised, immobile cultural heritage. It refuses to sit:

523 The official AIATSIS webpage reads, “Organised by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Studies, the Wentworth Lectures are held biennially in honour of the Honourable W.C.
Wentworth AO. In 1959 Mr Wentworth argued for a comprehensive effort by the Australian Government
to record the culture of Australian Indigenous peoples. As a result of Mr Wentworth’s political skills, the
Institute was established by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies Act in 1964, with an interim
Council set up in 1961. The Wentworth Lectures were established in 1978 to pay tribute to Mr
Wentworth’s contribution to Indigenous studies in Australia and as a means to encourage all Australians to
gain a better understanding of issues that go to the heart of our development as a nation” (see Works Cited:
“the Wentworth Lectures”).

24 Quoted in Dodson 1994: 5.
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. exclusively on either descent or cultural characteristics. With respect to
classifications based on blood percentages, it stated unambiguously that the
scientific theory that there is an objective biological or genetic basis for race
had been widely discredited ... [and] ... the study recognised that it was
inappropriate to define Indigenous peoples entirely in terms of an imagined
culture, free from the influence of non-Indigenous societies ... while cultural

considerations are important, they could not be considered absolute.

As imposed and received definitions of Indigeneity have traditionally been means of self-
serving political control for colonial and modern states, the UN study takes an anti-
orientalist stance. It concludes that “Indigenous populations must be recognised
according fo their own perception and conception of themselves in relation to other
groups. There must be no attempt to define them according to the perception of others
through the values of foreign societies or of the dominant sectors of such societies.” This
leads Dodson to assert that “The [Indigenous Australian] community has the sovereign

right to decide who belongs to it, without external interference,”%°

and interprets that the
imposition of Indigenous subjectivity and agency in the establishment of identity is the

only way out of cultural and biological determinism:

The right to self-representation includes our right to draw on all aspects of
our sense of our Aboriginality, be that our blood, our descent, our history,
our ways of living and relating, our any element of our cultures. Certainly,
the practice of fixing us to our blood or our romanticised traditions has been a
cornerstone of racist practices. But depriving us of our experienced
connection to the past is another racist practice. The relationship we draw
with our past is not to be confused with the relationships with the past that
have been imposed on us. One is an act of resistance, the other is a tool in the

politics of domination and oppression.>?’

While Dodson advocates an open, expansive definition of Aboriginality based on

practice and performance rather than essentialist notions of genetic and cultural

525 Dodson 1994: 4-5 (my empbhasis).
526 Dodson 1995: 5 (Dodson’s emphasis).
527 Dodson 1994: 10 (my emphasis).
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belonging, he still retains the possibility of the strategic incorporation of “Aboriginal
blood” as a defining factor.>?® For better or for worse, his retention of a combination of
nature and nurture as constitutive of Aboriginality is on a par with and may be
understood to respond to contemporary Australian jurisprudence, which has slowly
evolved from establishing Aboriginality as ‘degrees of blood’ (until the 1950s), ‘race’
(until the 1970s), to ‘descent’ (as of the 1980s). As John Gardiner-Garden notes in a
Parliamentary study, race has been rejected as a scientific category, because “[f]or the
modern anthropologist a ‘human tree’ can do no more than show the frequency (not
exclusiveness) of genetic traits in sample populations and more meaningful divisions of
humankind are suggested by region, culture, religion and kinship.” While this points
towards social constructions of identity, the current legal definition based on descent,

self-identification and community acceptance:

. continue[s] to give meaning to ‘person of the Aboriginal race’ and a
version of it was included in Justice Brennan’s Mabo (No. 2) judgement:
“Membership of the indigenous people depends on biological descent from
the indigenous people and on mutual recognition of a particular person’s
membership by that person and by the elders or other persons enjoying

traditional authority among those people.”

This continuity of the concept of race in Australian legal dispositions may be responsible
for the insistence of many Indigenous Australians upon a genetic link with Aboriginal
ancestors for anyone to be accepted into their community. This is in line with “[t]he
practical importance of descent [, which] comes from its use as a means for individuals
to assert rights, duties, privileges, or status.”>** Therefore, if Aborigines choose to insist
upon ‘biological authenticity’ in the definition of Australian Indigeneity, this uncanny
evocation of essentialism may paradoxically be interpreted as a strategic use of identity

in the service of an emancipatory, postcolonising politics of the body.>*! The latter, then,

328 Dodson 1994: 5, 10.

529 Gardiner-Garden 2000 (my emphasis).

330 Britannica Concise Encyclopedia 2006, my emphasis (See Works Cited: “descent”).

331 Gelder and Jacobs cite the legal case of a White environmental scientist who claimed Native Title to an
uninhabited island off the Australian coast, which he was, allegedly, first to inhabit with his family. In
October 1996, the national newspaper Age aptly punned this uncanny claim with the headline “Scientist
appeals for fair Deal” (1998: xv). In a similar vein, the Aboriginal author Kim Scott holds that “In Australia
we live in a cultural context of fraud, hoax and appropriation. That is white Australia appropriating sort of
Aboriginal imagery and other things for an international image, and there are people pretending they are
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would explain why Mudrooroo’s identity ultimately falls outside the boundaries of
Indigeneity as established by the Indigenous community itself. It would also explain
Robert Eggington’s insistence upon “the importance of the Dumbartung protocols to
identify those who illegitimately use ‘resources earmarked for our community’.”3?

Since in his theoretical work Mudrooroo has always professed a determinist
imposition of a politics of the (male) Indigenous body, any notion of Aboriginality which
includes biological lines of descent must fatally interrogate his status as an Indigenous
person and his entitlement to speak up for the community, as his ostracisation in current
Australian (and global) academia shows. Indeed, a substantial number of academics have
withdrawn the qualification Aboriginal author from Mudrooroo, and opted for his
inclusion into a broader category of Black Australian writing.>*® This, however, is not an

unproblematic manoeuvre. Regarding Mudrooroo’s participation in the Oceania debate,

Carolyn D’Cruz writes:

If there are members of the Aboriginal community who advocate a
definition of Aboriginal identity in terms of blood, and if these members of
the community denounce the Aboriginal identity of Mudrooroo in such
terms, then where does this leave the status of Mudrooroo’s own
identification or connections with Aboriginal experiences, his identity as
an Aboriginal writer, and his legitimacy in providing an Aboriginal
speaking position ...? What happens to the status of those arguments that
invest their own positions with recourse to Mudrooroo’s authenticity? In
effect if an argument is dependent on the authenticity of an identity and
that identity turns out to be ‘inauthentic,” then what critical leverage

remains to further political transformations?>3*

As his de-authentication as an Aboriginal implies de-authorisation and disempowerment,
is there an original, authentic ‘truth’ about Mudrooroo’s descent, or is it forever muddled

with uncertainties? And perhaps more importantly for an effective strategic politics of the

Aboriginal and so on and so on” (Buck 2001). Thus, the need to delimitate the concept of Aboriginal
descent in genetic terms responds to a clear need to prevent fraudulent, self-interested uses of Indigenous
identity.

332 Quoted in Van Toorn 2007: 42.

533 See for instance the Austrian scholar Eleonore Wildburger, who respectfully takes her cue from
Nyoongah Elders and follows the current practice in Australian universities of excluding Mudrooroo’s
comments on Indigenous matters from analysis (2003: 14, 99-100).

334 D’Cruz 2001: paragraph 21. See chapter 1, pp. 30-1 for the Oceania debate.
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body, can Mudrooroo—and with him other cases of ‘inauthentic’ Aboriginality—be
‘redeemed’ on o/Other grounds?

A number of critics’* have pointed out that Mudrooroo’s silence on the subject
has not been conducive to clarifying matters, and wry comments such as “I’m some sort
of blackfella masquerading as a blackfella”>® draw the issue into the realm of falsity and
impersonation, which can only add fuel to the debate concerning his identity. Then again,

337 whether in his life or in his fiction.

elusiveness is the author’s personal “trademark
Whatever his biological antecedents, the particulars of Mudrooroo’s family
circumstances and youth were marked by poverty, the untimely death of a black father
whom he never knew, early abandonment to the institutional care of an orphanage,
imprisonment and the racial labelling because of his skin colour. They were factors only
too common among Aboriginal youngsters of his generation®®®, and must have

contributed to him being bestowed>*

as well as embracing an Indigenous Australian
identity. As Mudrooroo holds himself, “I engaged in the existential being of the black
man and did not try to escape it by claiming a fraudulent ancestry and thus incurring the
guilt of an act bad faith.”** Such uncanny passing the inverse way, which in the 1960s
“was not exactly something that people were queuing up to do, ... was a passport to
discrimination, prejudice and poverty, and many light-skinned Aboriginal people opted to
assume a non-Aboriginal identity ... to escape the extreme difficulty of life as an
Aboriginal.”>*!

Thus, for his having chosen a difficult path in politically adverse times, both
Natives and non-Natives have also spoken out in his defence. The Aboriginal writer Ruby
Langford Ginibi moves from the slippery ground of the unifying element in their skin
colour—after all, how does one define Blackness in the Australian context?—to his life

as an Aborigine and firm commitment and solidarity with the Indigenous cause in order

to uphold his right to an Aboriginal heritage:

335 See for instance Dixon, Little & Little 1996: 5-8 and Shoemaker 2003: 6

336 Quoted in Shoemaker 2003: 19, from a personal interview with the author.

537 Clark 2006: 135.

538 Goldie 2001: 106-7. See also Pybus 2003: 36-7.

539 This was notable done by the mainstream author Dame Mary Durack in her foreword to Wildcat
Screaming, his first publication(see Pybus 2003: 37). Uncannily, as the political tables turn, the same sector
of Australian society that once inscribed his Aboriginality now pretends to take it away from him.

540 Mudrooroo 1997b: 261.

341 Foley 1997.
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Mudrooroo has a right to be considered an Aboriginal writer, and that right
comes from the Black side of his family and his research. He couldn’t write
that kind of stuff if he didn’t have an Aboriginal spirit. It’s there. And he’s
lived the life of a Blackfellow in Australia from the day he was born, he’s
been in jail, too. He’s shared a life, an experience, and a spirituality, the

whole lot.>*?

The Aboriginal writer-actor cum activist Gary Foley avoids the slippage between cultural
acquisition and biological essentialism that Ginibi willy-nilly seems to invoke, and
centres on a socially-inscribed Aboriginality based on “mutual aid and support and close
ties grounded in familiarity.” Thus, he writes that “[t]o me Mudrooroo has lived the life
of an Aboriginal person, displayed Aboriginal values, and will always be regarded by me
as an Aboriginal person.”*

While never giving up an intense writing activity, Mudrooroo’s presence in
Australia was marked by an increasing, partly enforced, partly self-inflicted seclusion and
marginalisation, in a return journey from the geographical, political and cultural centre to
the fringe. In 1997 he gave up his academic job as the Head of the Department of
Aboriginal Studies at Murdoch University in Perth, then moved to the relative isolation of
the country, and later from Western Australia to Macleay Island just off the coast of
Brisbane, Queensland.’** Finally, one year after the publication of his penultimate novel
to date, The Promised Land (2000), he returned to Asia, where he had lived several years
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. He finally settled in Kathmandu to continue his life-
long studies of Buddhism.>** Not surprisingly, his recent move to Northern Queensland is
far from his place of birth and envisaged in retirement. Shoemaker points out that the
Mudrooroo affair, as well as others involving Aboriginal ‘authenticity’ in the mid 1990s,
bears direct relation to “the tenure of a conservative Federal Government which has flatly
refused to countenance an apology to Indigenous Australians for past wrongs committed
in the name of the nation ... The disavowal and discreditation of Indigenous people has

been strategically prominent.”>*®

542 Langford Ginibi 2003: 226 (my emphasis).
343 Foley 1997.

344 Shoemaker 2003: 4-5.

345 Clark 2004.

346 Shoemaker 2003: 14-5.
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Interestingly, Mudrooroo’s own research has thrown doubts on Betty Polglaze’s
findings. His sister established that their father was of mixed Irish-Afro-American
descent, tracing him back to Northern Carolina, which would explain Mudrooroo’s
relatively dark complexion, and that their mother had Irish ancestry rather than the tribal
link Mudrooroo claimed to the Kickett family of the local Nyoongah people.>*’
Nevertheless, Mudrooroo’s antecedents remain plagued with uncomfortable voids and
inaccuracies, in which the discussion has shifted from the matrilineal connection with
Aboriginality to the intent to explain the author’s skin colour through a presumed Afro-
American father. Unfortunately, the latter rings of an uncanny grappling with racialist
discourse in the service of de-aboriginalisation. Notably, Polglaze’s “belief that their
father, Thomas C. P. Johnson, had been an ‘American negro’ was a single line in a
locally produced pamphlet about the Western Australian town of Narrogin.”>*
Additionally, Mudrooroo’s own genealogical pursuits in North Carolina did not fill out
the Afro-American connection with any substance, all official records on his paternal
grandfather, Thomas Johnson, apparently missing. While Cassandra Pybus gives a likely
account of Thomas Johnson’s roots by placing it in the wider context of Afro-American
migration to Australia, specific details in his life remain tantalisingly scarce.’* Finally,
Mudrooroo’s own birth certificate was not signed by his mother, Elizabeth Barron, but by
his sister Joyreen Johnson, which, according to genealogical counsel, may very well
mean that Elizabeth Barron is not his biological mother.>>°

Therefore, Adam Shoemaker tentatively concludes that, at present, “Mudrooroo’s

ancestry cannot be ‘proven’ one way or the other,”*!

which would pre-empt any attempt
to fix him in a reductive object position. Nevertheless, that Mudrooroo, who publicly
vaunts a non-committal and distancing attitude in the matter,>>? is not immune to such
attempts may be shown in his inexorable journey out of the Australian public sphere. In
the latter sense, Maureen Clark places his leaving Australia for India and Nepal within
the frustrations caused by ‘“the ongoing controversy over his disputed claim to
Aboriginality through a matrilineal link to the Bibbulmun people.”>** And Terry Goldie

therefore reaches the conclusion that, due to the irresolvable complexity of his trials and

547 Clark 2001: 51.

548 Shoemaker 2003: 6.

549 Pybus 2003: 35-6.

550 Shoemaker 2003: 6.

551 Shoemaker 2003: 6.

552 Adam Shoemaker cites one of his few public responses to the matter, “what happens, happens,” which
he places within the framework of his Buddhist beliefs (Shoemaker 2003: 5).

533 Clark 2004.
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tribulations, “it should be accepted that Mudrooroo is not some self-serving impostor but
someone who is caught in the midst of various problems of identification.”*>* In analogy
with Kobena Mercer’s and Ian McLean’s use of an apt phrase, this is a predicament that
one may call Mudrooroo’s ‘burden of representation.’>>

Once Aboriginalised to prevent empowerment, in Mudrooroo’s current plight one
may discern an uncanny neo-colonialist re-incorporation of identity politics, whose
racialist cultural determinism is employed to disempower the very minorities such an
agenda was designed for. The implications of the latter are clear: whereas the racial
binaries subjacent in essentialist versions of identity politics can lead to positions of
political leverage, too strict and dogmatic an adherence to them may ultimately become
counterproductive, as Mudrooroo’s case evidently shows. Indeed, it is questionable to
read the author back in the text, although the genre of Aboriginal life-writing, of which
My Place is an apt example, certainly gives rise to such critical manoeuvres. It is even
worse to judge the quality of a text through the life of its author, as has happened with
Mudrooroo’s work.>>® Therefore, Mudrooroo’s corpus—oeuvre and person—deserves a
more flexible analytical framework: Homi Bhabha opts for a definition of culture which
“is less about expressing a pre-given identity ... and more about the activity of
negotiating, regulating and authorising competing, often conflicting demands for
collective self-representation.”®>’ Building from Bhabha’s premise, Annalisa Oboe

believes it:

... more fruitful to investigate how Mudrooroo’s writing re-stages the drama
of subjectivity in terms of ‘articulation’ rather than ‘authentication’ ... there is
no denying that Mudrooroo has always been a highly ambiguous character, a
first-class shape-shifter who apparently enjoys the freedom that comes from
never sticking too long to any one position, name or style of writing: for

Mudrooroo, constant change is apparently a powerful strategy which prevents

33 Goldie 2001: 112.

555 The art historian Ian McLean borrows this phrase from the British critic Kobena Mercer to describe the
fact that Aboriginal artists are required to address issues of race on the stage of identity politics, which he
considers ultimately counterproductive and reinstating the very racialist boundaries and colonialist
repression such policies aim to undo (Ian McLean 1998); for Mudrooroo, not only the legitimacy of his
work, but even of his very person is at issue, in an extreme case of ‘you write what you are.” At the
beginning of this chapter I also worded Mudrooroo’s predicament as ‘Black Man’s Burden’ (see p.147).

5% Adam Shoemaker notes: “Some Indigenous spokesmen, such as Robert Eggington in Perth, called for
Mudrooroo’s books to be removed from educational syllabi and for his novels to be pulped” (Shoemaker
2003: 4).

557 Bhabha 1999: 38.
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him from succumbing to the pictures constructed for him by his readers and
critics, but which seems also in tune with a view of Aboriginality as ‘unstable’

and shifting.>®

Therefore, what is called for in the analysis of Mudrooroo’s work is a liberation from

7359 or black man’s burden of representation. His oeuvre

“the curse of authenticity
demands a willingness to have it speak for itself, and attention to how, in its latest
instances, it interweaves elements from the Fantastic, Gothic and Magic Realism to create
uncanny, performative notions of identity that postcolonise static, reductive, essentialist
visions of Aboriginality.

Now as Mudrooroo himself has it:

Australia is not Europe and was often seen as a harsh mistress, another
woman, and thus coupled with the Native, the Other. The Master constructs
stereotypes of the Other as Woman, as Native ... For the Native, the
Woman, the Other to have equal power may mean a loss of possession,
control and conformity. And the Master is ever the conservative, the Father
in absolute control, for if he was to lose control, was to share his power,

then this might in effect mean that he would lose control of himself.*

In the light of his coupling the Indigenous to the female, what should also be under
scrutiny in such a rereading is Mudrooroo’s treatment of gender. The Sally Morgan
episode has been interpreted as informed by a misogynist attitude which may have
unjustly sharpened Mudrooroo’s criticism of My Place, and thus compounded his own
subsequent identity plight.’®! As well as in Mudrooroo’s theoretical work, Maureen Clark
detects misogyny in his fiction, and expresses her dissatisfaction with the appearance of a

female vampire as the symbol of Western colonialism in his latest novels:

358 Oboe 2003: xi. Mudrooroo himself wrote: “Am I to write a fictional life story as other’s have done to
prove who I am. I never knew my father and even my mother is in doubt. So just see me as a mongrel and
forget any other labels” (see biographical section in www.mudrooroo.com, accessed 29 June 2009).

5% Shoemaker 2003: 21.

360 Mudrooroo 1995: 4-5.

61 To what extent Mudrooroo’s criticism of My Place must have fed into his own identity plight is
highlighted in his 2003 announcement that, while living abroad, he was working on an autobiography
provisionally entitled Not My Place? (see Mudrooroo’s own webpage www.mudrooroo.com , accessed 29
June 2009).
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Where he disappoints, however, is in his failure to acknowledge the positive
contribution of females, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, in weaving the
Australian social fabric. The central interest of much of Mudrooroo’s work is
to restore the lost prestige of Aboriginal males, but he tends to do so at the
expense of females from both sides of the racial divide. His female characters
are sidelined, rarely fully developed and often portrayed as social property
with the capacity to reason, behave and act self-consciously in a male-
dominated world. For reasons known only to himself, he writes the place of
women in the ever-changing Australian political environment as physically
and morally weak — supportive at best and traitorous at worst. Testament to
this trait are his last three novels, The Undying (1998), Underground (1999)
and The Promised Land (2000). The books, which are written in the
fantastical Gothic mode, are replete with metaphors of British imperialism as
bloodthirsty and barbaric. A misogynist to the end, the author embodies his
brutish metaphors in the figure of an excessively violent, female vampire.
With little or no restraint Mudrooroo’s social critique projects satirical
allegiance to an obsessive masculinist view of the way things are. By invoking
the ‘phallocratic’ concept of her as ‘vagina dentata’ — the castrating woman of
legend — he represents the female as the ultimate cause and regenerator of all

man’s ills.>%?

Is it possible, then that, while Mudrooroo is aware of the structural link between
racism and patriarchy, in his fiction an effective recovery of Aboriginality is compounded
by the perpetuation of traditional gender roles that locks the (native) female into
reductive object positions? Or is the matter more complex, and the author shows his
trickster skills, plays with race and gender conventions just at a time when his status as an
Indigenous writer and critic is most controversial, and responds to the critical reception of
his corpus by kindling the fictional fire? His refusal to answer publicly to the affair might
be in line with the latter, and noncommittal comments such as ‘“what happens,
happens™>® heighten the elusiveness created by his public persona. Adam Shoemaker
records Mudrooroo saying that “a fixed category is not my scene” in his literary project,

but deplores that his “creative freedom, rebellion and wildness have been tamed by a

562 Clark 2001: 52-3; 2004 (my emphasis).
363 Victoria Laurie 1996: 32.
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controversy over authenticity outside the text.”>** And indeed, after The Promised Land
(2000) Mudrooroo published little more from his Nepalese retirement; up until his recent
move to Northern Queensland, his spiritual retreat abroad appeared to have turned into
the embodiment of his last novel’s title, in replacement of the Aboriginal Australia that
he so long cherished and that so long cherished him.>%

So what answers Mudrooroo might give to the troubling questions raised by his
fiction regarding race and gender, how are they enacted and performed rather than
essentialised? In the light of the above, they inevitably lead back to his fiction alone. His
most recent statement, the Vampire trilogy, consisting of The Undying (1998),
Underground (1999), and The Promised Land (2000), develops out of two preceding
novels, Dr Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the Ending of the World (1983) and
Master of the Ghost Dreaming (1991), making for a series of five that spans and bridges
different stages in Australian race relations at the crucial end of the 20" century. The
ethnographic realism of Dr Wooreddy is still very much a product of and response to an
assimilationist period, but at the height of his professional career, Mudrooroo
substantially rewrites its pessimistic content and agenda into the more combative fantasy
of Master,”*® in tune with the improving conditions for the Aboriginal community at the
onset of the Age of Mabo. Nevertheless, the Vampire trilogy is conceived in times of a
serious conservative backlash which also feeds into Mudrooroo’s personal and
professional crisis, so the optimistic lines laid down in Master are curbed into a sombre,
Gothic mood. Not surprisingly, the author is at his most elusive in the latter tryptich, and
his revisiting and rewriting of genre, subject matter, events and characters over a period
of almost two decades parallels the multiple identities the author has been written into
and out of by himself and others. As in Sally Morgan’s case, the only way out of this
uncanny confusion seems a refusal of the castrating Oedipal narrative and the adoption of
a perspective that Annalisa Oboe defines as “productively impure.”>®’ That is, a
postcolonising definition of Mudrooroo’s person and work in terms of performative
promiscuity would enable to link his redemptive (re)configurations of fact and fiction to

the feminine. Thus it should come as no surprise that Mudrooroo long claimed Aboriginal

564 Shoemaker 2003: 9.

565 In 2003 he published The Survivalists, a novel which received little, if no critical attention. Word has it
that Mudrooroo lives “in retirement” in Northern Queensland nowadays, but I have found no written
records to support this. One way or another, the author remains marginalised and silenced.

566 T will refer to Master of the Ghost Dreaming with Master in this chapter.

367 Oboe 2003: xvii.
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568

descent through a maternal link with the Bibbulmun mob in Western Australia®*® while

his latest fiction centres on a female vampire as the locus of hybridisation.

4.2. Un/Mastering Colonial Discourse

While Mudrooroo’s Vampire novels can be read as an independent trilogy through their
focus on a female vampire as a metaphor for the White invasion of the Australian
continent, they are also subsumed in the so-called Master quartet as a publisher’s note on
their respective covers states. Although this inclusion may be envisaged to cash in on
Master of the Ghost Dreaming’s editorial success, it also points to the latter novel as the
key text in a series of four spanning the crucial period of the Age of Mabo. Yet, in an
elusive defiance of rigid boundaries and clear-cut definitions, the latter text itself reworks
Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the Ending of the World, written by
Mudrooroo eight years earlier.’®® Thus, the existence of a thematically-linked quintet
tracing the author’s views on the state of Aboriginality over two decades suggests that the
development of the vampire trilogy must be understood from the perspective of these first
two novels together.

Doctor and Master fictionalise the vicissitudes of the few ‘authentic’ Aborigines”
who had managed to survive the British genocidal policies on Tasmania known as the
Black War (1829-31) and had been confined to a mission reserve on Flinders Island, just
off its coast, in the 1830s. Both novels, under different guises and following different
plots, concentrate on the historical figure of George Augustus Robinson from the
perspective of his Aboriginal aid, a Native shaman. Robinson was a social parvenu and
self-styled White missionary, anthropologist and officially-appointed ‘Conciliator and
Protector of the Aboriginal People.” He was also prolific writer, whose “voluminous
journals ... have been and continue to be used as important historical records,”’! but

historical research has also proven him a highly untrustworthy character who “invented

568 Clark 2006: 122.

369 Cf. Turcotte 2005: 114. Further references to this novel by Doctor Wooreddy only in this chapter.

570 It was long argued that the Indigenous Tasmanians had disappeared, not taking into account interracial
off-spring, which was supposed to absorb and assimilate into the White mainstream according to eugenic
thinking. Thus, the fallacy of equating authenticity with full-bloodedness plays an important role in the
implementation of genocidal policies; defining only ‘full-bloods’ as ‘authentic Aborigines’ functions as a
useful preliminary step to the total disappearance of the ‘race’, only to turn into a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Interestingly, the Tasmanian mainstream historian Henry Reynolds recently suggested he has a Tasmanian-
Aboriginal forebear—and his case is probably not an exception (see his Postscript to Nowhere People
[Penguin Australia 2005: 227-41]).

57 Nolan 2003: 117.
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himself” into a “heroicized and fictive persona.”>’? This colonial parvenu aimed to escape
from the lower-class origins that could have locked him into poverty, and in the act, he
repeatedly betrayed his Aboriginal wards’ trust so as to further his own career.’”® Indeed,
Robinson’s own account of the successes of his “conciliating” efforts towards the few
surviving Natives are in stark contrast with ‘“his disastrous attempts to establish a
‘Friendly Mission;’ it would effectively rid the small island of its Aboriginal inhabitants
and so leave it free for White settlement.”’* In his attempts to recover an empowering
Native past, Mudrooroo has developed a “career-long fascination™’”> for this colonial
career-maker who moves so ambiguously between fact and fiction in presumably
objectively-written historical and anthropological tracts. Thus, he has engaged in the
deconstruction and rewriting of this White trickster figure and the role his Aboriginal
companion played in the latter’s exploits.

The relatively long period between the publication of both novels marks a
significant development in Mudrooroo’s literary project, which reflects the introduction of
new formal elements to further his cause of deconstructing a “eurocentric notion of
Aboriginality” and “undermin[ing] European historiography.”’¢ Jodi Brown is supportive
of Mudrooroo’s reconstruction of Aboriginal history in Doctor Wooreddy, pointing out
that he “interrogates a genocidal past in order to help heal the cultural fracture within
contemporary Aboriginal communities.” Nevertheless, she does find fault with his use of

genre:

Sometimes, however, marginal writings may find themselves attacking the
discourses (in history, literature and politics) whose dominance is
paradoxically reaffirmed by the very process of reiterating, from a
marginalized position, the structures that are being opposed. Doctor
Wooreddy, for example, with its linear chronology, closed plot and
representation of character, does display a conventional European realist
organisation thus re-confirming, in a sense, the dominant mode of European

discourse.””’

572 Turcotte 2003: 132.

573 See for instance Vivienne Rae-Ellis’s Black Robinson, Protector of Aborigines (Melbourne: MUP
1988).

574 Turcotte 2003: 130.

575 Clarke 2001: 57.

576 Turcotte 2003: 129.

577 Brown 1993: 74.
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Although subversion is served in an empowering reversal of narrative point of view—it is
(Aboriginal) Wooreddy’s and not (White) Robinson’s—and the resulting depiction of the
Protector of the Aborigines verges on the ridiculous, Native defeat permeates the novel
from the beginning to the end, and its linearity and inevitable closure operate as a
narrative trap. It is encapsulated in the title, which refers to the destruction of the
Aboriginal universe. It is meted out in the vision of Aboriginal apocalypse that Robinson’s
later aid and companion, Wooreddy, has on the first pages. It informs all later attempts of
“the good Doctor>”® to understand as much of White culture and to record mentally as

379 or dark

much of Aboriginal culture as possible, becoming a “travelling encyclopedia
double of the White anthropologist. Finally, it is shown in the lonely death of the shaman,
who, without biological and spiritual offspring, fails to preserve Aboriginal culture.
Despite the innovative treatment, which “de-Gothicises Aboriginality ... first by reversing
and then by subverting the ... binary oppositions” of the Aboriginal as bloodthirsty and

580

the White invaders as ghosts,”®” the novel’s conclusion is bleak and lacking hope, echoing

the resignation encapsulated in Wooreddy’s oft-repeated comment, “It is the times.”>%!
This would prove Gerry Turcotte right, who holds that Gothic discourse would
simultaneously enable the settler’s expression and silence the settled-upon, so that native
writers in general avoid the use of the genre.’®?> However, Mudrooroo is able to use its
postcolonising potential to highlight the uncanny aspects of decolonisation and recasts
Wooreddy in an uncanny rewrite—Master of the Ghost Dreaming—introducing
significant innovations in content and form. Names change to inscribe new roles and self-
definitions: Robinson becomes Fada, an Aboriginal phonetic transcription of Father which
mocks the significance of his mission; Wooreddy becomes Jangamuttuk, the problem-
solving shaman who is no longer a failed, doomed copy of the White ‘anthropologist’ but
instead enacts Homi Bhabha’s colonial mimicry®® to adapt songlines to the new times;
and Trugernanna, Wooreddy’s untrustworthy companion, becomes the steadfast Ludjee,

who actively engages in the liberating Ghost Dreaming. The plot, which still draws on

similar settings and situations, is no longer marked by resignation, stasis and death, but re-

578 Mudrooroo 1983: 40.

579 Tapping 1990: 57.

580 Van Toorn 1992-3: 94-5.

381 Mudrooroo 1983: 9. Incidentally, this rather meek statement is uncannily echoed in Mudrooroo’s public
comment on his identity plight: “What happens, happens” (Shoemaker 2003: 5).

582 Turcotte 2005: 105.

383 Bhabha 1994: 86. See also chapter 2, pp. 91-3.
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inscribed in a search for adaptation, transformation and survival which is brought to a
hopeful end: “As for our band of intrepid voyagers, their further adventures on the way to
and in their promised land await to be chronicled, and will be the subject of further
volumes.”>%

This traditional postscript following the conventions of the 19""-century adventure
novel is, more than a confirmation of, an ironic wink to European realist narrative. It
agrees with the agenda of stylistic blurring and hybridising Mudrooroo applies to the text

as a whole which he coins Maban Reality, and which I analyse as an instance of

Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative. In Maban Reality:

Aboriginal characters transform themselves from tricksters to warriors, from
birds to animals, and we are in a world where those old fixities of European
natural reality, such as conformity to character and to species, do not exist.
The problems of characterisation in conventional natural reality texts, which
again stem from earlier notions of a certain linearity of character, a Freudian
soul as it were which keeps the character straight and united by childhood

memories and persecutions, does not obtain ...>%

One can easily see how this narrative approach counters Jodi Brown’s criticism of Dr
Wooreddy. Not surprisingly, John Barnes celebrates the genre of Maban Reality as “an
exciting new development in Australian fiction, which is likely to have significant impact
upon the next generation of Aboriginal writers.”**® Arguably, Mudrooroo made a
significant step towards the incorporation of the Aboriginal Sacred into literature that
younger Indigenous authors such as Kim Scott and Alexis Wright would further develop.
In Mudrooroo’s view, Maban Reality is akin to Magic Realism: it “might be
characterised by a firm grounding in the reality of the earth or country, together with an
acceptance of the supernatural as part of everyday reality,” and entails “describing a world
which is as existent and as real as that constructed by European thought.”*®” This
definition aims to record the ongoing physical and spiritual connection of the Aborigines
with the land from oral into written narrative; it is both a tangible and textual-imaginative

territory which Mudrooroo claims has never been ceded in the process colonisation. In a

584 Mudrooroo 1991: 148.

385 Mudrooroo 1997a: 104. One should note the reference to Freud in his explanation.
586 Barnes 1999: 3.

387 Mudrooroo 1997a: 97-8.
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discussion of Mudrooroo’s literary project, Clare Archer—Lean writes, “Colonisation was
also a linguistic and cognitive process that falsely projected a universal [European]
understanding of land. Relationships to land, in terms of knowledge and ownership, are in
process, in creation.”®® Thus, Maban Reality also takes issue with the all-pervading

monolithic colonial world construct based on the natural sciences:

Natural scientific reality as the only allowable ideology shaping reality had
to be used not only by colonial authorities to write about the natives, but
later on by those natives who had been silenced and who then, after
eventually becoming acclimatised to natural scientific realities, began to
answer the coloniser ... those who assumed voices to speak for the native
and to set a political agenda had to appropriate the dominant language and

with it the dominant reality: natural scientific reality.>®

Its imposition was needed to control a potentially uncanny Other: “[t]he beast must
become tamed, static and able to be petted, examined and made known. It cannot be

strange, it must be scientifically acceptable™*°

and its imposition also meant the
suppression of the universe of magic as embodied in the shaman/maban. To deconstruct
this Aboriginalist coupe of Western knowledge, Mudrooroo configures Maban Reality
beyond a recovered superstition or literary genre; it is a cultural-political project to
overcome Native dispossession in the widest sense of the word, drawing on the world of

the Aboriginal Dreaming:

When sitting with my people and talking about our writing, there are two
strands which emerge in our yarns, one is to tell history as it is, not relying on
those documents of the past which after all are the records of the colonisers ...
and the other is the magic of our Dreaming, of our own genres and ways of
speaking. Language after all is a magic construct and to try and gain truth
from it is a dubious undertaking, especially now when the European way is
the best and too often they create and seek to impose hard realities existing on

nothing but the words and marks of language, and so if we believe in

388 Archer-Lean 2003: 221.
389 Mudrooroo 1997a: 91.
3% Mudrooroo 1997a: 90 (my emphasis).
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ourselves we must continue to struggle to define our reality and to live it in
this land of ours which for thousands of years we sang into culture and spread
a tapestry of living language over its living reality. Having come from the
bush, having listened to those songs defining what is the bush, I feel the urge
to return and from this, the shadows, survey those angular geometries called
cities, another magic formed from another reality. How does one become

reconciled to this reality when there is another reality calling me.>*!

Significantly, the last sentence is not a question but a statement. Mudrooroo particularly
calls on the adaptability of the novel “to deconstruct the awful invader history of Australia
and Indigenalise it through such devices as Maban Reality. In this way, we present a
history of the native, rather than of the colonialist, in a startling way which the native may
recognise as her own.”*?

But to the European mind reconciliation of two such different worlds is problematic
as they are (at least to some extent) incommensurable, and may call into being the

uncanny when they interact, releasing the ‘beast’ that Western scientific thought for so

long has aimed to control:

An Indigenous writer simply presents a world which is different from what
natural scientific reality once presented as the only reality. I should say this
world, this reality, may be familiar as well as strange and it allows for the
opening of the doors of perception through language and imagination. Thus
the reader is led to question what he or she once accepted as ‘true’ and

real’ >

Clare Archer-Lean points out that Maban Reality’s “most useful analytical entry point into
Mudrooroo’s creation of new worlds is the move beyond the realm of pure ‘fantasy’ into a
space formed by the interplay between different motifs ... This means there are no clearly
locatable binaries here—scientific and rational ‘reality’, imagined and created

2

‘fantasy’.”*** So in some ways the novel is the literary hybrid that, theoretically, would

constitute an apt tool to bridge the differences inherent in multiculturalism but, in praxis,

391 Mudrooroo 1997a: 809.

392 Mudrooroo 1997a: 103.

593 Mudrooroo 1997a: 98 (my emphasis).
394 Archer-Lean 2003: 204.
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might turn into the uncanny ghost that, from cultural margins, haunts as anxiety our
postmodern condition of indefinition, unfixity and unsettledness.

Significantly, Mudrooroo claims that postmodernism, understood as the logic
continuation of 19" and early 20" century modernism, is just another way of Western
containment of the Other, which makes cultures and identities unproblematic and
expendable by commodification.’®® He therefore proposes another definition that relocates

postmodernism as an unsettling psychological condition:

[PJostmodernism is not a monolithic structure ... [I]t is quite schizophrenic ...
so that myriad realities may exist within it ... The various multiculturalisms of
different nations, as well as the withdrawal of nations from multiculturalism,
are examples of this plurality which deconstructs the term ‘postmodernism’ ...
One of these is Maban Reality, an Australian reality which comes from the
land and from the oldest, continuous cultures in the world. It has endured long

and survived the holocaust of natural scientific reality.>*®

Thus, the tensions in multiculturalism may be explained out of the uncanny f(r)ictions
arising when (very) different cultural realities come into contact in their struggle for
articulation within the same nation space. It should come as no surprise that Mudrooroo
formulated these ideas just one year after the conservative landslide victory in Australia,
which once again led to assimilationist politics.

Taking the uneasy meeting of cultures back to the object of this section, Master of
the Ghost Dreaming’s most significant feature is its action on a level of consciousness
which is difficult to grasp for Westerners; Aboriginal characters are liberated from the
constraints of the Christian mission reserve and move around freely with their totemic
Dreaming companions, successfully battling with monstrous shape-changing insects and
beings that represent colonialism. In a way, the uncanny obtains for the Western reader
because the genre of the quest novel is defamiliarised: familiar in shape yet so strange in
content. Whereas the Native world is “de-Gothicised”, to use Penny van Toorn’s term, the
ghostly non-Native world is ironically cast in Gothic shapes and embodies ‘the beast that
must become tamed’ by the Natives. The uncanny obtains for the Aboriginal characters as

their Dreamtime is unsettled by the presence of the colonialist beast/’ghost’ in a particular

595 Mudrooroo 1997a: 104.
3% Mudrooroo 1997: 105 (my emphasis).
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version of Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative that comes to its full, Gothic thrust in the
vampire trilogy. Nevertheless, the Natives aim to face up to their monsters, making for an
empowering vision defying Wooreddy’s. Wooreddy witnessed the White occupation of
his native Bruny Island and interpreted the arrival of British boats and their crews as
floating islands which carried ghost-like pale souls. These had been captured by Ria
Warrawah, the evil presence associated with the surrounding sea which is taboo for Native
men but Native women’s realm. Their landing is understood by the young boy as the
unalterable “ending of the world,”*®” a metaphor which was to become literal truth for the
Tasmanian Aborigines.

However, the first pages of Master throw the reader head over heels into an
Aboriginal ceremony led by the already elderly and experienced Jangamuttuk, who enacts
a process of reverse colonisation. In a perfect example of Homi Bhabha’s notion of
colonial mimicry,””® the ceremony mixes traditional ritual of music and dance with
adapted hairdo, body paintings representing European dress (pockets, lapels, etc.) and
fragments of convict ballads. Thus, Jangamuttuk’s people try to create the adequate
transcendental conditions to get to the core of Western power and master it. Whereas the
Europeans have colonised the physical world, the Aborigines aim to be in control of the
spiritual. Tellingly, the maban is convinced of his success in this quest since it is a
“ceremony which had been dreamt in response to the pleas of his people. He would
establish contact. He would enable them to evade the demons and sickness which were
weakening and destroying them, and then when they were strong ....”>%

Not without reason Jangamuttuk is the Master of the Ghost Dreaming, a powerful

shaman in control of his environment and a spiritual guide to his people:

Jangamuttuk, creator and choreographer, checked the company for flaws
before the body of the ceremony began. He was not after a realist copy, after
all he had no intention of aping the European, but sought for an adaptation of
these alien cultural forms appropriate to his own cultural matrix. It was an

exciting concept; but it was more than this. There was a ritual need for it to be

397 Mudrooroo 1983: 3-4.
5% Bhabha 1994: 86. See also chapter 2, pp. 91-3.
399 Mudrooroo 1991: 4.
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done. The need for the inclusion of these elements into a ceremony with a far

different purpose than mere art.®%

The shaman’s agenda, as if in answer to Mudrooroo’s ideas on the literary, places the
application of ‘realism’ within the strand of harmful assimilationist policies: one should
avoid ‘aping’ Western culture and go beyond mimicry and assimilation in order to
safeguard survival. As Eva Rask Knudsen writes, “Mudrooroo transgresses the confines of
the European realist genre from the very first page of Master of the Ghost Dreaming by
inserting the story into the narrative framework of myth and the performative context of
decolonising ceremony.”®®! Thus, the performative elements of the ritual are, in fact,
transgressive and transformative qualities that highlight a conception of Aboriginality as
adaptable to specific needs, and able to respond to new circumstances rather than
“doomed to extinction.”%%?

This performative quality is in stark contrast with Fada’s pseudo-anthropological
analyses. They interpret the ritual of Aboriginal repossession which he spies upon “with
his all-seeing eye” as a “realist copy”—a kind of “mass of the Popish Church of Rome.”
Nothing is further from the truth and the incommensurability of both worlds is
highlighted, which is a constant element in the novel. Facing up to its familiar strangeness,
Fada is able to pinpoint the subversive potential of the ritual in calling it Popish, a
qualification reminiscent of the religious conflict that permeated early-modern British
history. However, the text ironically reverses the notion of danger when “fascinated, he
stayed hidden in the darkness behind the illumination of the fires. His romantic nature
came to the fore. He felt like some elfin spirit watching the mysterious ways of the
humans.” The humans are obviously not the Europeans but the Aborigines, whereas the
unnatural and frightening in this environment is embodied by the missionary. To
underscore this, the text immediately follows up with a change of perspective:
“Jangamuttuk was afraid in the realm of the ghosts,” unaware that he is being watched by
one.5%

Thus, an important issue that Fada fails to pick up on is the intimate link between
form and content in the Aboriginal Dreaming: the ritual is much more than a warped copy

b

of church ceremonial whose colonial “mimicry” is there to be merely enjoyed by the

600 Mudrooroo 1991: 3.

601 Rask Knudsen 2003: 174.
602 Mudrooroo 1997a: 92.
603 Mudrooroo 1991: 12.

174



Europeans.®®* Content in the Aboriginal conception of culture cannot exist separately from
form, and form has to be respected in order to achieve transformative power. This is in
line with Mudrooroo’s criticism of a strand of postmodern thinking that empties identities
out to commodifiable and expendable forms: “Europeans are simulacra without fixity of
purpose and even less fixity of identity.”%®> And it is determination of purpose and
rootedness in their culture that the Aborigines show in the novel as opposed to the
missionary family: Fada and his wife, Mada, leave the island in a mock farewell
procession, in the knowledge of having failed. After commenting on the tremendous
amount of deaths, the missionary proclaims, “I shall return to take you away from this
dreadful place.” However, the Aboriginal deaths have been caused by common European
illnesses, malnutrition, starvation and general grief at the Native displacement from
former lands. Thus, a British sailor comments sarcastically, “My third voyage on this run.
First time, there must’ve been over a hundred of the poor blighters. On the second, we
found fifty starving wretches. Now on the third there’s maybe twenty or twenty-five left.
What does he do, eat ‘em?”°*® This is yet another inversion of roles, a textual subversion
that Gothicises the benevolent Christian missionary into the bloodthirsty European
monster, and foreshadows later fictional developments in the author’s vampire trilogy.

The often ritualistic inversions of roles that run through the text are closely linked
to what Jodi Brown already pinpointed in its precursor as the “carnivalesque.”®"’
Mudrooroo draws on the subversive potential that Mikhael Bakhtin discerns in the
carnival festivity: “carnival, like the novel, is a means for displaying otherness; carnival
makes familiar relations strange.”®*® Just as the end of the festivity empties form from
content, inaugurating the return to normality—the power relations questioned are never
permanently upturned—in Dr Wooreddy the carnivalesque revolt of the narrative is
eventually contained by the extinction of the Natives; although giving glimpses of another
possible reality, it fails to accomplish its subversive potential. Its sequel cum rewrite,
however, employs a similar “parodic mimicry” that serves to unsettle and rewrite colonial

accounts of history. This is accompanied by a transformation of genre as well:

604 Mudrooroo 1991: 10.

605 Mudrooroo 1997a: 104.

606 Mudrooroo 1991: 135 (my emphasis).
07 Brown 1993: 77.
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Where Doctor Wooreddy had signalled a quiescent defeat before the European
onslaught, Master of the Ghost Dreaming enacts a specific, hallucinogenic
and unqualified conquering of the mission ... As well as a type of wish-
fulfilment narrative, what the ending of [the novel] puts in place is a jarring,
non-realist fusion of narrative types ... Generic categories are made uncanny:

familiar and yet unfamiliar, simultaneously.5%

In Dr Wooreddy, “[i]t’s the times” that conduce to the inevitably dismal finale for the
natives; however, in Master these very times have changed for the better, precisely
because Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative has actively and decisively engaged with a
realist narrative structure, unsettling rigid notions of race, class and gender. The exorcism,
a performative mimicry of sorts carried out on the first pages, propels the reader into a
Gothic, hallucinogenic world in which the maban has to find remedy for the ills of his
people.

The spiritual world that Jangamuttuk enters through this new ritual centres on five
different characters. These are, on the one hand, his female companion Ludjee; the Black
African Wadawaka, who has been admitted to the tribe after ritual initiation; and
Jangamuttuk himself, together with their totemic animals Manta Ray, Leopard and Goana.
On the other hand there is Fada, represented by a monstrous hornet; and his wife, Mada,
who has the elusive ability to shape-shift into different insects and birds. Against
expectations, it is not Fada who represents the real danger in this Ghost Dreaming, and
Jangamuttuk describes him as his “tame spirit.”®!” This role is reserved for Mada, whose
colonial dis-ease emulates the Natives’ sickened condition: “Illness had begun when she
had allowed herself to be taken to this colony ... on what he called his mission of
conciliation.” Her sickness and suffering are intimately related to the displacement the

colonial project entails:

She sighed alone in exile and with the pain eating away at her. She needed her
medicine. Over the years the memories of London dimmed. Now it was a
fairyland free from suffering. How she hated that pig of a husband snorting
beside her. Him and his career ... Him and his altruism. His stupid ideas about

serving humanity and taking the message of Christian caring and goodwill to

609 Turcotte 2003, 139-141.
610 Mudrooroo 1991: 17.
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benighted savages like the ones dying all around her. Why, he loved those

sable friends of his more than he loved his own wife.

Trapped by the roles of wifehood and motherhood bestowed upon her, now she entirely

depends on drugs:

She had had to be the man to her child while he was off in the
wilderness up to God alone knows. Now, after all that time of strength,
her body had broken down ... In fact it felt as though it was the
battlefield between constantly warring groups of organs ... What could
she do but seek a truce in the warfare ... One medicine above all she

valued as a pacifier, laudanum.®!!

Jangamuttuk is deceived by the powers of Western medicine when in ritual trance

he enters a Gothic re-incarnation of the mission setting, dominated by a lonely castle:

Mist and the smell of decay. In the distance, but what was distance,
close, rose a hill fantastically shaped by the weather of this forbidding
country. Such was his human reasoning, but then his special ghost
knowledge entered his mind. It was a castle, a dwelling of the higher
ghosts who would hold the medicine that would bring health to his

people. He had to get inside.!?

There he finds the peacefully-asleep ghost-like Mada, who he wrongly believes to
possess the medicine his people need to recover from the ills of colonisation, therefore
grabbing the “source of her good health,”®'® her supply of laudanum. Once back in the
material world, he distributes it to his people, which is uncannily misinterpreted by Fada
as a ceremony of Christian Communion. But soon the shaman realizes his mistake and
decides to return with his companions Ludjee and Wadawaka to situate solutions for the

Aboriginal plight in healing the ‘female ghost,” mapping race across gender conflict.

611 Mudrooroo 1991: 6-7.
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It is useful to stand still at the image projected of Mada/Mother within her family
unit. First of all, her very name is situated in the symbolic, presumably representative of
the material and spiritual progress European colonisation was supposed to bring;
nevertheless, her qualities are far removed from the purity of mind and body exemplified
in the Biblical Mother Mary. Moreover, her husband, Fada/Father, claims to be on a
civilising, Christianising mission, but motivated by selfish gain and complacency, he is
generally depicted as self-serving colonial career-maker and victim of the temptations of
the flesh. Lastly, their son/Sonny never assumes the role of (spiritual) leader of the flock
but leaves control in the hands of Wadawaka; it is this black African adopted into the
mission mob who emulates Jesus as the uncanny saviour of a dispersed group of
Aborigines. In this configuration, Sonny cannot be conceived as the Natives’ key to
salvation. He ends up solitary and drunk on the island after the mission compound has
been destroyed by the shaman’s magic connection to the essence of Aboriginal religion,
the earth. Indeed, in flattening the premises with a boulder, “Island had reclaimed the
structure to examine it at his leisure.”®!*

Thus, a warped, re-enactment of the Holy Family appears, re-interpreted by
Mudrooroo to register the failure of the colonial project. If its male parts are inscribed as
weak and corrupted, how about its female counterpart? Mada’s configuration in the realm

of the Dreaming has little in common with the moral purity of the Holy Mary:

A ghost female lay on a platform covered with the softest of skins. She
was fair to behold. Stark white and luminescent was her skin beneath
which, pulsing blue with health, Jangamuttuk could see the richness of
her blood. Her lips were of the reddest ochre and her cheeks were rosy
and glowing with good health. Her firm breasts rose and fell. She slept
the sleep of a being seemingly content in body and spirit, but
Jangamuttuk knew with his insight knew that this was an illusion. A
wave of ill-feeling from her nightmare shivered her form and before his
eyes the fair illusion of her face twisted with a hunger which might
never be satisfied ... the eyes of the ghost female sprang open. Blue and
utterly cold, they held him. Wrenched from a dream in which she was on

the verge of finally and utterly achieving completely satisfaction, her

614 Mudrooroo 1991: 146.
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hunger erupted in a scream of rage at the human. The female sprang at
him. Before the claws could fasten on his throat, he regained his power

and sprang aside.%'®

In this sequence, we receive two entirely different, juxtaposed images from the realm of
legend and myth: Mada changes from a courtly Sleeping Beauty to a ravenous sexually-
deprived female vampire, a notion driven home by such words as “blood”, “hunger”,
“claws” and “throat”. Here, the Aboriginal search for solutions acquires a disturbing
quality of male empowerment; it uncannily mixes notions of sexual attraction, voyeurism,
fear and loathing of the female Other, and develops into actual seduction as Jangamuttuk
‘steals her prize,” the laudanum. This is all the more unsettling because the scene is
located at the very beginning of the novel, determining the remaining action through
Jangamuttuk’s Dream contact with Mada. In her discussion of this encounter in Master,

Lyn McCredden rightly says that:

It is necessary, of course, to read Jangamuttuk’s journey in the larger terms of
the novel’s concern for aboriginal genocide and survival. But it is surely
worrying, in this episode, and in a number of others in the novel, that the
maternal and female is compressed with the colonial power as the site of
struggle. Mudrooroo’s Mada figure comes close to Kristeva’s abject space, the
maternal identified with death, the struggle for individuation through

suppression of the female. ..

Whereas the latter comment rings true for the whole of the Master series, in which
Mada’s vampiric qualities reach their full development in Amelia Fraser, one should also
point out the ways in which Mudrooroo empowers colonial women in Master of the Ghost
Dreaming. Ludjee is in many senses Mada’s positive counterpart. She is ‘pure’ in not
giving in to Fada’s sexual desire—*“She had never let him get even close to what she kept
between her legs.”®!” But Ludjee’s image also empowers Aboriginality sexually, forcing

the sexually-aroused Fada to profess falsely, “Such restraints were what made the British

615 Mudrooroo 1991: 15.
616 McCredden 1993: 30.
617 Mudrooroo 1991: 49.
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Empire great. Such restraints were derived from the teaching of his religion.”®!® He cannot
avoid depicting her in sketches in which sexual desire masquerades as anthropological
interest.*!” His depiction of her as a Black Venus of Botticelli*® is in stark contrast with

the repulsion he feels for Mada’s body:

He stopped as Ludjee’s head rose above the edge of the headland. This was
followed by her breasts, her waist, her hips ... Fada was entranced. Such a
primal scene ... His sketch did not quite do it justice. Not quite, but he had
captured the finer points of this woman posed on the very edge of the rampant

ocean.%?!

This scene bears, in fact, an uncanny link to Jangamuttuk’s encounter with Mada in the
world of the Ghosts. Immediately after her appearance from the sea, Ludjee offers seafood
to her husband but Fada exclaims, “Shellfish, shellfish, I thought that there was none
available on these rocks.”®*? The sexual innuendo implicit in his remark is highlighted
earlier: when in sexual arousal he proposes going to the beach to do some “shellfish
hunting,” she answered dismissively, “Ain’t no shellfish there, Fada.”®** Voyeurism—the
male gaze—is present in both scenes, but whereas in the first it is linked to sexual
conquest, in the second sexual attraction fails to produce seduction. In the latter, it is
Jangamuttuk who receives the reward (‘prize’) again, whereas Ludjee, in all her luring
black beauty, remains unattainable for the White missionary.

But Ludjee’s power goes beyond the sexual: her ancestral spiritual connection to the
sea, symbolized through her totemic companion Manta Ray, is liberating and necessary to
win the postcolonising battle in the Dreaming. Jangamuttuk’s growing awareness of this

marks the point where, narratively speaking, Maban Reality transforms and empowers

618 Mudrooroo 1991: 49.

619 Significantly, his drawing skills are taken over by the female vampire, Amelia, in later novels.

620 The Fine Arts Dictonary describes this iconic Italian Renaissance painting as follows: “A painting by
Sandro Botticelli. It depicts the birth of the goddess Venus, also known as Aphrodite, from the foam of the
sea. The painting is often referred to humorously as ‘Venus on the half-shell”” (See Works Cited: “The
Birth of Venus”). The fact that Botticelli painted Venus, the Classical goddess of love, naked, breaks with
the medieval Christian tradition of hiding nudity and is an important Humanist innovation. The painting
(from c.1482) is often taken as a metaphor for the rebirth of Western civilisation after the Middle Ages.
Mudrooroo ironically plays on these notions to debunk Robinson’s false missionary and civilising zeal.
Thus, the references to shellfish in the text are by no means gratuitous; they hark back to the contained
eroticism of Venus’s display on a shell in Botticelli’s painting and are, therefore, full of sexual innuendo.
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black femininity, inscribing the text more fully as an instance of Postcolonising Dreaming
Narrative. The following scene is strategically placed after Jangamuttuk’s origin stories on

Male and Female Law, transmitted during the initiation rites of two young Aborigines:

She stood there unconscious of the ghost just a few yards away. She waited.
The old ways began flowing through her ... The female power surged within
her; ancestors were connected in an unbroken line. The grid of the Female
Dreaming flowed with energy. She dived into the water in a quick flowing
motion which took her under. Fada frowned in annoyance, but she was beyond
his control. She was free in her tradition ... she felt herself expanding to
become as wide as the ocean and as terrible as its battering waves. This was
true woman’s country and women alone could make the connection. Men and
ghosts needed boats and ships; but all she needed was the strength of her body
and her connection to her Dreaming. Her arms were fins, her legs a tail; her
lungs gills ... Her Dreaming companion, Manta Ray gently nudged her with
her back. They had missed each other. Now they were together again and she
settled onto the back of her companion ... as Manta Ray raced off. What had
taken her away from this power and this companion? The ghosts had sung her,
made her lose her Dreaming and languish in misery, her femininity
imprisoned in dreary ghost clothing which hindered all movement and action.
Now she was free of it. Free — and the ray broke the surface of the water and

flew into the air.%**

Once again, Mudrooroo presents a reworking of tradition as the way out of
compromising new circumstances, rather than discarding it in favour of an uncritical
assimilation of the coloniser’s ways. Mudrooroo goes to some extent in rewriting the
important but dubious role ascribed to the historical Ludjee—Trugernanna in official

mainstream records on the Tasmanian natives.®” However, he primes the actions of her

624 Mudrooroo 1991: 59-60 (my emphasis).

625 Turcotte 2003: 136-7. Variant spellings of Trugernanna’s name occur in mainstream records and
academic papers, such as Trugernanner, Truganini, Trukanini, Truganinni, Trucanini, and Trucaninny. Her
nickname Lalla Rooke, after an Oriental princess, is also used by George Augustus Robinson in The
Promised Land (Mudrooroo 2000: 113). Regarding the latter ‘aristocratic touch’, The Oxford Companion to
Aboriginal Art and Culture points out that “Trukanini (1812-1876) was the daughter of Mangana, leader of
the Nuenone nations and grew up on Bruny Island, one of the first places in Tasmania invaded by
Europeans ... she is undoubtedly the most famous Tasmanian Aborigine ever to have lived. But there is
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real-life companion Wooreddy—Jangamuttuk in his fiction—and uses a male prerogative
of power to forge a liberating concept of pan-Aboriginality. Besides writing up
Wooreddy/Jangamuttuk’s participation, “who had orchestrated things so that Fada would
need to retreat to the capital,”®*® the character he introduces to achieve the latter is a
powerful African male. Wadawaka becomes the third traveller necessary to complete the
Aboriginal voyage into spiritual and material recovery.®?’

Indeed, Wadawaka, black but not an Aborigine, effectively represents a blurring of
the lines of race. Penal transport in the 19" century did not only include white British
citizens, but also black Africans who had committed offences at different slave stations in
the Empire.®”® And thus, due to his rebellious behaviour, Wadawaka is transported from
Benin to the penal colony. Once there he is adopted by Jangamuttuk’s mob, to form part
of a hybrid collection of lost natives from different tribes. Racial oppression works
through division: missions are “institutionalised places of segregation ... emblematic of
the colonial endeavour to confine and control Aboriginal people and their means of

cultural expression.”?

In this respect, Fada entertains revelatory thoughts on
Wadawaka’s ritual scars after he has used the latter as the scapegoat for his failed pursuit
of Ludjee. Ludjee and Wadawaka’s shared blackness fuel Fada’s fear of rebellion, but this
is immediately undone by a faulty anthropological analysis which paradoxically
underlines how an inclusive definition of Aboriginality as blackness can be constitutive of

political organization:

He sternly examined the ex-slave and tried to find the evil mind of a rebel
bent on destruction and mayhem beneath the pleasant face striving to remain
fixed in an absolute lack of expression ... Then, the anthropologist replaced
the missionary and he stared with amazement at the tribal markings, the
cicatrices of adulthood on the African chest, which were exactly the same as
those of his own native community ... “Sir, if [ may say so, [Those markings
on your chest] bear an uncanny resemblance to the markings our own natives

have on their chests and shoulders. Never in my wildest imagination did I

irony in her fame. During her later years she was celebrated as ‘Queen of her race’ and paraded before
visiting royalty” by the White community (Kleinert and Neale 2000: 722)

626 Mudrooroo 1991: 129.

627 Perhaps tellingly for the author’s conflictive treatment of gender, in subsequent novels Wadawaka
engages in a troubling relationship with the female vampire, Amelia.

628 For an elaborate discussion of the African diaspora in Australia, refer to Cassandra Pybus 2003.
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believe that there existed a connection between this remote colony and Africa.
Impossible, but it must be so, for I find it impossible that a man such as
yourself who has had the benefits of the civilising process should revert to the
darkest savagery of which these poor souls are still in thrall. Sir, I am well

aware that Africa has been the cradle of ancient cultures.”%°

Uncannily, Fada’s “most unlikely” hypothesis bears the seed of a larger truth; the text
claims Aboriginality through a cultural kinship model rather than through the bio-genetic
narrative of the natural sciences. Thus, it locates Indigenous strength and power to adapt
and withstand in a conceptual ‘dark’ space across genetic and geographical borders.
Similarly, “the collage-like quality to [Mudrooroo’s] work, in terms of culturally
Indigenous referents, appears to be a mapping of a textual landscape which, thematically
and geographically, encompasses pan-Aboriginal empowerment.”®*!

Significantly, Wadawaka is a hybrid in many senses: not only is he adopted into
Aboriginal culture, but his birth on the Middle Passage is reflected in his name, meaning
“Born on the Waters.”®*? As an eternal traveller or water-walker (‘Wadawaka’), he is both
the vivid expression of uprootedness and the living result of violent displacement—as a
landless “water man ... all that he had was the ocean moving under him.”®3 Yet, he is
also an uncanny religious double, a black saviour who like Jesus Christ is able ‘to walk on
water’ as the phonetics of his name and sailing skills indicate. Thus, the knowledge he
acquires in cross-cultural contact with the Europeans enables the Natives to bridge the
taboo area between Male and Female Aboriginal Law, which assigns the earth to men and
the sea to women. An expert seaman, it is Wadawaka who teaches the Aborigines to rig
and sail the schooner that will take them to freedom. Thus, an empowering, solidary
vision of Aboriginality is wrought that is able to adapt to new circumstances in
productive, liberating ways.

Thus supplied with knowledge, the three travellers are able to enter the Ghost
Dreaming as a powerfully-united Aboriginal double of the Holy Family. There, they
successfully confront the terrors of a colonialist Hell, represented by a monstrously-

shaped Fada and an utterly dangerous shape-changing Mada. The Aboriginal intervention
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in the terrain of the Dreaming is productive both ways: it achieves Mada’s healing, a

period of conciliation with her husband, and their leave from the island mission:

For the first time in years Mada was happy and even felt comfortable in
Fada’s company. Soon, she would be back in London. She just knew she
would. The very thought made her giggle. No more island, no more colony,
no more down under ... He too felt freed from a burden which had bowed him
down long enough. The stagnation of island life was not for him. He had left

his mark on the island and that was more than enough.®*

Thus, colonial displacement is solved in a retreat to origins. Tellingly, the island is
foregrounded as a male persona in the last chapter and reflects on the fleeting human
presence on “his skin”. The island presses the mission compound into the earth with a
giant boulder propelled from the Aboriginal spiritual high point of the island, thus erasing
the colonialist/Fada’s presence. Thus satisfied, it “settled back to a peace only marred by a
single slumbering boy [Sonny]. The dismal period was over.”%>> Meanwhile the natives
have undertaken their voyage to ‘the promised land,” which aligns with the opportunities
of territorial repossession laid down in the new Native Title legislation, soon to be
implemented after the publication of Master.

Wadawaka acts as the expert seafarer whose hybrid knowledge guides the
dispossessed Aborigines on this journey to freedom. However, he may also remind us of
the author as the skilful navigator through this fiction, who in hindsight has been
interpreted by some critics to have had a markedly personal interest in ‘plotting” a course
of hybrid, pan-Aboriginal empowerment. However, as the first uncertainties about

2636 and have never been

Mudrooroo’s Aboriginal identity presumably arose as late as 199
fully elucidated, it is difficult to maintain that the author consciously created a literary
project that would enable him to ward off foreseeable future problems on the identity
front. Nevertheless, it remains disturbing that an ambiguous, hybrid character such as
Wadawaka, reminiscent of the author’s personal biography—orphaned, African, without
clear tribal links, rebellious, intelligent and domineering—is crucially inscribed in a text

just preceding the conflictive affair. Then again, genetic circumscriptions of
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Aboriginality—or race for that matter—are static, restrictive and ultimately
counterproductive in a world where difference is bound to meet and cross borders.
Mudrooroo’s 1997 analysis of the public debate on his Aboriginality is eloquent on the
matter of biological ancestry: “what has happened to me is to realize the absurdity seeking
a racial identity away from what I believe I am. Whatever my identity is, it rests on my
history of over fifty years and that is that.”®’ This existential approach refers, of course, to
his oeuvre, but also his life as an Aborigine and his commitment to the Aboriginal cause
in general. How would this attitude be given shape in his literary corpus after his identity

had become a ‘scandal’?

4.3. ‘Mistressing’ the (V)empire.

In Mudrooroo’s Vampire trilogy, enabling versions of Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative
are questioned by the trilogy’s gory use of Gothic, and the author presents us with a much
darker fin-de-si¢cle reading of Aboriginality than the hope for the Native cause expressed
in Master would have suggested. As Gerry Turcotte observes, “It begins by announcing
the end, and in this way returns us to the tone of Doctor Wooreddy.”®*® At the end of
Master, the remaining natives, amongst whom Jangamuttuk and Ludjee, manage to escape
from the island in yet another, transgressive adaptation to the new times. With Wadawaka
as their skilled pilot and captain, they man a vessel and put to Native use what in Dr
Wooreddy was the ominous means of White invasion. In sailing off into the fearsome
unknown, they inhabit the uncanny, female element that had confined them to their island-
home. In wordings that rewrite its foil’s title, Dr Wooreddy’s Prescription for the Ending
of the World, Jangamuttuk says, “We ‘bout ready go and find that new world. This one
finished. All finished. We go west into setting sun. End up in our promised land.”%*’
Héleéne Cixous analyses the uncanny as the liminal term in which the male and
female principle fuse, the borderline area between life and death that inspires anxiety of
dissolution but also enables a beginning on new terms.**° And indeed, in another reversal
of symbolism, the Natives’ journey towards the setting sun, an archetype in Western
literature of finality and death, homes the reader in on a new beginning; this is made
possible by Wadawaka’s ‘walking on water’ as the Natives aptly have it, which, to them,

represents a frightening merger of the songlines across the masculine and the feminine
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38 Turcotte 2003: 145.

39 Mudrooroo 1991: 143.

640 Cixous 1976: 542-8. See also chapter 2, pp. 44-9.
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principle. In fiction, according to Cixous, it is the ghost that most aptly embodies the fear
of the unknown as that which cannot be represented.®*! Thus, in the uncanny liminal area
where colonial reality and the Dreaming meet, the Natives are confronted with a ghostly
figure turned flesh, whose sexual ambiguity has turned it into one of the most awe-
inspiring exponents of Victorian Gothic—the vampire.®*? In Mudrooroo’s version, it is the
White female vampire Amelia who as the un-dead mediates between the male and female
principle, life and death, the familiar and the strange, the known and unknown. Not only
blurring the traditional assignment of gender roles, she defies race and class boundaries
from a postcolonising inscription as well. Be it true that the haunting of this female
vampire distresses Natives and settlers alike, by vampirising the Empire it also subverts
the colonial project; that is to say, by inscribing female sexuality in the colonial setting as
both active/aggressive/threatening (to which Amelia’s oft-repeated bloody fellatio scenes
testify) and passive/acquiescent/comforting (as exemplified in her rape by and sexual
submission to Wadawaka), it goes beyond the rigid, binary precepts of Western master
narrative. In short, one could say that the ‘v/empire’ is ‘mistressed’.

This identifies Mudrooroo’s Vampire trilogy as a series of texts that undoes the
traditional binary constructions that Master only attempts to reverse in its search for
Native empowerment: rather than denoting an inversion®*® of roles, the vampire haunts,
terrorizes and destroys all identity, taking it into the realm of deconstruction and non-
representation. This obviously harks back to the haunting and destruction of Mudrooroo’s
own identity in his own fin-de-si¢cle, the advent of the third millennium. Indeed, it would
be difficult to deny the author’s personal involvement and stake in the development of the
vampire plot. But while on a surface level this inscription could be taken as a misogynist

configuration of a postcolonising writing project—and it is emblematic for the

641 Cixous 1976: 543.

642 See Christopher Craft 1984: 107-33. The Britannica Concise Encyclopedia (2006) defines the vampire
as follows: “In popular legend, a bloodsucking creature that rises from its burial place at night, sometimes
in the form of a bat, to drink the blood of humans. By daybreak it must return to its grave or to a coffin
filled with its native earth. Tales of vampires are part of the world’s folklore, most notably in Hungary and
the Balkan Peninsula. The disinterment in Serbia in 1725 and 1732 of several fluid-filled corpses that
villagers claimed were behind a plague of vampirism led to widespread interest and imaginative treatment
of vampirism throughout western Europe. Vampires are supposedly dead humans (originally suicides,
heretics, or criminals) who maintain a kind of life by biting the necks of living humans and sucking their
blood; their victims also become vampires after death. These ‘undead’ creatures cast no shadow and are not
reflected in mirrors. They can be warded off by crucifixes or wreaths of garlic and can be killed by
exposure to the sun or by an oak stake driven through the heart. The most famous vampire is Count Dracula
from Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula (1897)” (See Works Cited: “vampire”).

643 Inversion understood as a reversal of colonial roles, such as exemplified in Master. Interestingly,
inversion was also a term commonly used in 19" fin-de-siécle society to describe homosexuality, which
was understood as a female soul inhabiting a male body, and expressed a deeply rooted Victorian concern
with the “potential fluidity of gender roles” (Craft 1984: 112-5).
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uncanniness surrounding Mudrooroo’s status in Australian society that his fiction should
arouse strong notions of political incorrectness—a more complex reading may reveal the
vampire figure pushing beyond class, race and gender binaries. This, indeed, would allow
taking Mudrooroo’s personal plight—and the authenticity debate, which affects the issue
of Aboriginal identity and Australianness at large®**—out of the reductive terms of
biological determination. Thus, there are sound reasons to believe that Mudrooroo has
made a last, undeniably warped contribution to the identity debate before leaving
Australia. His promiscuous use of genre, plot and characters uncannily haunts and troubles
identitarian binaries at large and pushes towards their dissolution.

No doubt the figure of the female vampire is a contemporary re-inscription of
Count Dracula, who first came to life in Bram Stoker’s famous instance of Victorian
Gothic. Its first publication in 1897 coincided with the decline of Empire and the end of
the Victorian era, and precedes Mudrooroo’s first volume of his vampire trilogy by
exactly a hundred years. Not surprisingly, the sense of Gothic doom that pervades the
vampire set is the product of another disappointing fin-de-si¢cle which saw the reductive
onslaught of conservative politics on Aboriginal affairs and the concomitant personal
attacks on Native-identified public figures whose biological origins were considered
unclear. Thus, it is not surprising that, at exactly a century’s remove, Mudrooroo should
exploit the similarities between 20"-century assimilative multiculturalism and 19™-century
Social Darwinism to configure an uncanny rewrite of the Count. Dracula is, after all, a
character who exemplifies the Victorian concern with the pureness of blood and biological
origins, and the character of Amelia picks up on the infectious notion of colonising the
land and body present in Stoker’s original from an Antipodean mirror perspective.

In a brilliant essay on Stoker’s Dracula, Stephen Arata describes Count Dracula’s
invasion of Britain and its citizens as a Gothic form of ‘reverse colonisation,” by putting
the novel into the historical context of Victorian and Imperial decline at the end of the 19
century. Significantly, Stoker locates the geographical setting of Count Dracula’s home,
Transylvania, in an inaccessible part of Rumania, a country which embodied the meeting
of East and West and materialised as the locus of Imperial strife. Here, Western powers
had long fought out their expansive impulses and Rumania was known, therefore, “as part

of the vexed ‘Eastern question.””® This troubling issue also included the process of

64 See chapter 1.
645 Arata 1990: 627. Note how the Eastern question ties in with Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism—see
chapter 2, 49-50.
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balkanisation, and interestingly, the origins of the vampire can be placed in the Balkan
Peninsula. From Serbia its disturbing tales reached Western Europe in the early 18
century that roused “widespread interest and imaginative treatment of vampirism,”
appealing intensely to the popular imagination.®*® This was the first step in a development
in which the process of balkanisation uncannily spilled over its own borders and lead to
the First World War, which was triggered off by the assassination of the heir to the
Austro-Hungarian kingdom by a Serbian nationalist in Sarajevo in 1914. Here our
postcolonial interest in the uncanny comes full circle because it was the alienating anxiety
this war between the great European powers generated that provoked Freud’s interest in
the concept. Thus, the uncanny and the vampire can be seen to link up through their
territorial dimension. The Imperial-colonial aspect of the vampire is profiled in its origins
in territorial loss and fragmentation, and the anxiety this generates is underlined in its
necessity to rest in “native earth.” The impossible repression of the lasting trauma
territorial loss and fragmentation generate can be understood to be uncannily reflected in
the “undead” creature’s haunting powers.*’

Stoker’s Dracula emulates Western invasive behaviour in the journey of the
solicitor’s clerk Jonathan Harker to Transylvania, but this consumed orientalist is soon at a
loss by his penetration of the unknown. Count Dracula, however, is configured as his dark
mirror image, a skilled ‘occidentalist’” who does successfully invade Britain, and
uncannily evokes the distant brutality of colonial violence in the Metropole. Indeed,
Dracula’s Gothic fantasy of reverse colonisation acts out geopolitical fears about the
Other’s capacity to strike back as well as cultural guilt for the annihilation of Other
civilisations: “In Count Dracula, Victorian readers could recognize their culture’s imperial
ideology mirrored back as a kind of monstrosity ... as a form of bad faith.”®* In
Wooreddy and Master, this bad faith allows Mudrooroo to script the act of Imperial
colonisation itself as monstrous from the perspective of the Natives. This Imperial
haunting is taken to unsuspected Gothic extremes in his vampire set.

Ken Gelder notes that, in Thomas Scott’s first map of Tasmania published in 1830,
the name Transylvania had been used to describe a large blank—an uncharted part of the

island that became the setting of Mudrooroo’s Wooreddy and Master and starting point of

646 See Works Cited: “vampire”.
47 See Works Cited: “vampire”.
648 Arata 1990: 634.
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the mob’s journey into the unknown. As the name testifies®®, this Antipodean
Transylvania denoted an inaccessible forested and mountainous area, reminiscent of what
was later to become the Count’s Rumanian home. Due to its characteristics of
inaccessibility, wildness and uncomfortable closeness to Empire, the Rumanian
Transylvania would become associated with the vampiric imaginary in the Victorian
mind. Not surprisingly, the Tasmanian Transylvania lay beyond the infamous ‘blackline’
which marked the border between white ‘civilisation’ and the as yet unexplored realm of
the remaining Natives who were heavily pursued and almost driven to extermination by
the settlers.®® To the colonial mind the Tasmanian Transylvania “nominate[d] a region
which lies under the shadow of—but is still, for the moment, outside—colonisation.”"!
Thus, it is only logical that Mudrooroo should invert this notion and describe the mob’s
journey to their ‘promised land’, the Australian mainland, as one into the uncanny home
of the v/empire. In Dracula’s boundary-crossing travel narrative “[v]ampires are
generated by racial enervation and the decline of empire, not vice versa [so that] the
appearance of vampires becomes the sign of profound trouble.”®>? Likewise, the trilogy’s
Natives are troubled by a White vampire, who especially haunts Wadawaka (an adopted
African) and George (a half-caste) since their racial boundaries are tenuous. Thus, Stephen
Arata writes that “For Stoker, the Gothic and the travel narrative problematize, separately
and together, the very boundaries on which British Imperial hegemony depended: between
civilised and primitive, colonizer and colonized, victimizer (either imperialist or vampire)
and victim.”®> Similarly, Mudrooroo’s Vampire trilogy depicts the continuation of
Jangamuttuk’s songline as a Gothic journey into the liminal area of the colonial uncanny,
so as to interrogate Imperial notions of race, class and gender.

George is Fada/Sir George Augustus Robinson’s half-caste son by Ludjee and
named after him, which betrays his biological origins despite being adopted by

Jangamuttuk. His hybrid status, youthful inexperience and lack of inscription into

64 Trans (L) = across; silva (L) = forest.

650 The ‘blackline’ was a failed initiative to establish an armed human chain which would sweep from one
side of the island to the other, thus rounding up the Tasmanian Natives. It formed part of the so-called
Tasmanian ‘Black Wars’, which probably lasted from 1803 to the 1830s and denotes the repeated intents of
the White colonizers to decimate the Native presence on the island. It is nowadays commonly agreed that
this unofficial war was an act of pure genocide by the settlers, which only ended when the few remaining
‘authentic’ Tasmanians had been deported to Flinders Island and placed under the care of George Augustus
Robinson. Although the genocidal view has recently been contested by Australian historians such as Keith
Windschuttle (2002), who maintains a benign settlement paradigm, the latter has in turn been criticised as
inaccurate and untrue by other scholars (see for instance Robert Manne e.a. 2003).

651 Gelder 1994: 1.

652 Arata 1990: 629.

653 Arata 1990: 626.

189



Aboriginal manhood make him most susceptible to the transformative potential of
Amelia’s infectious bite—as he says in The Undying, “Worse, far worse, at least for me,
an old granny ghost touched me with her teeth and followed after us. She gave me dreams
that were not my dreams. And that is part of my story.”®>* Thus, the vampiric infection
that will change him physically and spiritually is a simple extension of the Social-
Darwinist notion of stronger and weaker blood that translates the colonial condition of
White domination into genetics. In this view, George is lost for the Native cause because
his biological father’s blood will take over; this is metaphorically represented by vampiric
contamination, which itself stands for colonisation as an infectious disease.®>® Indeed,
Natives literally fell prey to imported European illnesses which often decimated
populations. This, together with the racist notion of weak blood, fed back into the
“doomed race” paradigm®® which dictated that the Aborigines were condemned to
extinction in the face of White civilisation. Nature’s immutable law of ‘survival of the
fittest’ would then justify the policy of the Stolen Generations by which half-caste
children were separated from their Aboriginal kin and fostered out to White parents. This
usually meant the traumatic and at times irreparable loss of their Aboriginal identity, and
from a Native point of view, these children were effectively ‘Othered’ into specimens of
White civilisation.

In order to express how, in such an assimilative policy, cultural deracination is
effected and justified along biological lines, Mudrooroo aptly inverts the vampiric

metaphor:

... if blood is a sign of racial identity, then Dracula effectively deracinates his
victims ... In turn, they receive a new racial identity, one that marks them as
literally ‘Other’ ... Miscegenation leads, not to the mixing of races, but to the

biological and political annihilation of the weaker race by the stronger.%’

Amelia acts similarly in imposing the scathing effects of White colonisation onto the
Natives, and not surprisingly, from a narrative perspective she takes over focalisation time

and again in the trilogy. George’s story starts out as a Native yarn at a campfire,®® but as

654 Mudrooroo 1998: 2.
655 Cf. Pearson 2003: 190.
6% See chapter 2, p. 82.
657 Arata 1990: 630.

658 Mudrooroo: 1998: 1.

190



the vampiric infection progresses, Amelia invades his mind and takes over the telling.
Thus, Maureen Clark aptly observes that “[a]s the trilogy’s other first-person narrator,

Amelia ‘punctures’ George’s account at regular intervals,”®%

and this effectively
deflates/deconstructs the possibilities of the popular genre of Native auto/biography,
practised by authors like Sally Morgan, Ruby Langford Ginibi, Doris Pilkerton and
Glenyse Ward, as a means to recover an ‘authentic’ sense of Aboriginality. This is

underscored by the fact that George is “the undying’®%°

who “exists in the liminal space of
the un-dead” and whose inscription in the genre of ‘/ife-writing’ is therefore ambiguous, if
not out of place.®¢!

As if to underline the inexorability of White domination, throughout the trilogy
George mostly appears in his Dream-animal shape, a dingo who is turned into Amelia’s

obedient, “faithful ... doggy”®®

and under whose psychic control he is unable to change
back to his human shape. As colonial control is often configured through the sexual,
Amelia also uses him as a toy in her sexual exploits: engaged in cunnilingus, he literally

99663

turns into her “lapdog”®®” and symbolises Amelia’s genital area. This also harks back to

the “animal companion with open jaws and snapping teeth” of classical art, which might
accompany a beautiful woman and “represented her deadly genital trap and evil intent.”%*
Lastly, as ‘Dingo’ he is made a faithful pet to the unlikely family unit of Wadawaka and
Amelia, the moma/mummy ghost,°> under the protection of a large womb-like cavern.
The latter is, indeed, an Australian realm of the dead that, with its immense guardian
dog/dingo, underground river and ferryman, resembles the underworld of classical Greek
mythology.

This underground family is yet another instance of Mudrooroo’s ever-shifting,
promiscuous use of characters, plot and genre, in which the Greek myth of the spring
goddess Persephone, a fertility symbol of sorts, is reconfigured so as to enact a warped
story of female empowerment and to comment on the state of Aboriginality. Persephone
was also known as the earth goddess Kore—indeed, the name of the vessel that carried

Amelia to Australia and reminiscent of the earth Amelia needs to rest in—and as such

abducted by Hades, the king of the underworld, to become his bride. The latter harks back

659 Clark 2006: 129

660 Mudrooroo 1998: 1.

661 Pearson 2003: 190.

662 Mudrooroo 1999: 103.

663 Mudrooroo 2000: 32.

664 Creed 1993: 108.

665 In the series, on the Australian mainland the Aboriginal communities speak of moma in reference to the
White ‘ghostly’ settlers. The phonetics suggest a link with mother or ‘momma’/’mummy’.
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to another Lord of Darkness, Count Dracula, who in Mudrooroo’s fiction weds Amelia by
vampirising her. It also connects to Wadawaka, whose dark skin colour is subsumed under

the darkness of her natural habitat and points towards a racial hybridising of sorts:

Again | was with my friend, Wadawaka, and my mistress, in a vast cavern
lit with glowing pools of liquid which reflected off myriad specks of mitre
in the walls and ceiling to make it a magical place, warm and secure, but all
was not well in that refuge. Something was wrong with him. His face was
both blank and strained and stress lines mottled his eye sockets and wrinkled
his brow. As for my mistress, she seemed more at ease. Her face was calm,
free of lines, but like that of a doll fixed in one expression. It was her voice
which was fluid, unrolling in a breathless monotone in my mind. Her
toneless voice droned on, drawing me into her in sympathy. “Here I am
queen of this underground,” she declared without passion. “Here I am far
from the sun and in full command, thus I am a queen and what does a queen
need but a king ... Here I am and so are you, my love, for I have chosen you
as my new dark lord, and all that I ask is that you accept me as I love you—
you, a thing of darkness as I am. But what is wrong with you? You do not
speak and your face is twisted as if you hate me. How can we be enemies,

when we are similar?’’0%

In her unnatural underground madness, Amelia controls Wadawaka with sex and
hallucinogenic mushrooms—perhaps a metaphor for the “numbing”%®” effects of White
civilisation—so as to replace her previous ‘“dark lord”, Dracula, and makes him the
adoptive father to two Aboriginal babies. Belying the reproductive potential Persephone
represents, these “two tiny tykes”%®® have been abducted to complete Amelia’s nuclear
family and feed on her blood. This introduces an anti-natural form of regeneration as they
transform into vampires themselves.

Mudrooroo also emulates and rewrites the role of the upper gods Zeus and
Demeter in the retrieval of their daughter from the underworld by scripting the magic

intervention of the tribal leaders Jangamuttuk and Ludjee in Amelia’s dark affairs. The

666 Mudrooroo 1999: 80.

7 Note that Wooreddy as well as the Master series use the Native term num to describe the ghostly
colonisers, reminiscent of the English word for passivity and insensitivity, numb.

668 Mudrooroo 1999: 104.
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loss of two important members of their clan—one their pilot and the other their only seed
for the future—and the abduction of the two native children propel them to a descent into
the cavern and a confrontation with un/death. Because their shamanic powers and firm
identities make them more resistant to Amelia’s wiles, their adoptive sons are returned to
the realm of the living. Yet, a price is exacted for their Native power play: Ludjee and
Jangamuttuk disappear from the narrative only to reappear for display at the London
World Fair of 1850, and Amelia boils her vampiric offspring to death in retaliation for
Wadawaka’s elopement.

In a last promiscuous twist, Mudrooroo produces Amelia as an anagram of the
mythological earth goddesses Lamiae, who killed and sucked the blood of children and
young men and lived in caves.®® Additionally, he draws on the Greek myth of Lamia, a
dark queen of the Classical Lybia, which was a racially indeterminate area at the northern
limits of the “Dark Continent.”®’® Lamia’s two children were taken away after having an
extramarital affair with Zeus, and in her maddening grief she turned into the child-killing
monster that Amelia re-enacts. Thus, in a masterful stroke, Mudrooroo denounces the
unnatural perfidiousness of the Stolen Generation policy, which—metaphorically
speaking—sucked away the lifeblood of Indigenous Australia and constituted yet another
step in the Social-Darwinist genocidal policy that defined Aboriginality in terms of
biological authenticity.®’!

Whereas Wadawaka is under Amelia’s spell, he is immune to her bite because his

7672 3 quality shared with Ludjee, whose “blood is

“blood is as sea water to a thirsty man,
too strong for [Amelia].”®’® As a vampire, Amelia is connected to the earth and cannot
overcome the freedom the sea represents for both. The kind of power Amelia wields over
him is therefore of a different kind, and links back to the strong sexual undercurrents in

vampire fiction as epitomised in Count Dracula’s tale. Stephen Arata holds that Stoker’s

669 Clark 2006: 124.

670 The Dark Continent was a name often used in the 19th century to denote Sub-Saharian Africa, whose
interior was basically unknown and left dark by mapmakers. In Freudian terms, it is also used to refer to
male perception of female sexuality. Julia Kristeva notes that “In The Question of Lay Analysis ... Freud
wrote, “‘We know less about the sexual life of little girls than of boys. But we need not feel ashamed of this
distinction; after all, the sexual life of adult women is a ‘dark continent’ for psychology” (p. 212). She
further explains that Freud borrowed the term from the colonial exploits in Africa, and that “[h]is metaphor
for the female sex turns it into an unrepresentable enigma, expressing the castration anxiety of the man who
approaches it.” This neatly joins the racial to the sexual, and the colonial to gender. To tease out this
comparison fully, one should also note that the African explorer John Rowlands Stanley coined the term in
description of a “dark forest—virgin, hostile, impenetrable”—which uncannily harks back to
Transylvania/Tasmania, the castrating vampiress’s home (see “Dark Continent” in Works Cited).

671 See chapters 1 and 2.

672 Mudrooroo 2000: 227.

673 Mudrooroo 1998: 121.
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fiction is concerned with imperial anxieties in which heroines represent the dangers that

674 and Mudrooroo cleverly returns this fear postcolonially in the

threaten modern life,
shape of a White female protagonist who threatens the community tissue of ‘primitive’
Australians. In Stoker’s original, once Lady Lucy is infected and transformed by the
Count, she takes a “phallic correction”®”® by receiving a stake through her heart, from
which, not surprisingly, she suffers an orgasmic death.

This seems to suggest that no pleasure is greater than (little) death. In other words,
the greatest pleasure of all is achieved in a coupling of the male and female principle, and
such a dissolution of the subject and deconstruction of identity homes in on Héleéne
Cixous’ gendered account of the uncanny.%’® Subjected to an intense debate on his racial
and gendered identity—is he an Aborigine, is he a misogynist?—Mudrooroo bends
Cixous’ argument across a gendered as well as racial axis in his vampire trilogy. Amelia
also receives a phallic correction, but of a different kind; in what starts out as a violent
rape at the hands of Wadawaka, who is seduced by her attractive White female shape,

Mudrooroo configures a scene of pornografic thrust in which she suffers the proverbial

little death, loses her virginity and claims her new dark/black ‘master’:

He is a perfect example of ... ‘savage manhood;’ though this, although he is
naked and black, does not exactly suit him ... His English is perfect though
his skin is black, and so I appeal to the gentleman which might be within him.
“Sir, release me: I meant you no harm. I am a virgin and have been hiding
here from those who would harm me.” He makes no reply, I struggle, using all
my strength in an effort to throw him off and get at his throat. It is then that he
gives a grunt and I feel him enter me, tearing past whatever defences still
remain and piercing to my very vitals. I give a shriek. I have never known a
man in this way and am afraid. Then I feel my body responding and try to
rake his face with my nails, try to get at him with my fangs, but I am mortified
as he laughs and continues to violate me. He holds my good hand in one of his
and bobs and weaves his face away from my fangs ... “Sir, sir,” I pant along
with him, which changes to “master, master,” as I feel myself being overcome

by an emotion I have not felt since my other dark lord took me for his then

674 Arata 1990: 625.
675 Craft 1984: 124.
676 See chapter 2, pp. 44-9.
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dismissed me out into my world of darkness and loneliness ... I know he is
about to spend himself, but I have never thought that I too might reply as I am
now doing. I shriek as if [ am about to cease ... “Master,” | exclaim half in
earnest, “you have conquered me and in the conquering have made me yours.”

“No,” he replies, “I am no master nor will I have a master over me.”®”’

This last comment causes Amelia to identify Wadawaka as John Summers, the first free
black Englishman, whom her father counselled in the defence of his case; Summers had
rebelled against the British philanthropists who had fraudulently pocketed money

678 for which he was convicted and sent off to

destined to the Sierra Leone colony,
Australia.®”” Wadawaka’s pledge to freedom prefigures the disastrous denouement of
their underground family. However, it also points forward to a scene of subdued
romanticism at the end of The Promised Land, which is juxtaposed to the extramarital,
‘illegitimate’ sex under way between Sir George and the governor’s wife.

The latter are, indeed, “two rogues that deserve each other,” finding each other in
their scheming for maximum colonial gain from the imminent gold rush.%®° Significantly,
their coupling is painted against the backdrop of “the modern world symbolised by the
monstrous ship in the harbour,” possibly Port Albert in Victoria, where the gold rush
started in 1851.%! The phallic “long bulk of the Great Britain, lamps gleaming ... along
her monstrous length” has penetrated the Australian mainland “as great and as oppressive

as the empire that built it.”®®? Thus, the colonial project is explicitly configured as sexual

exploit(ation):

“Great, great,” [Sir George] groaned, his eyes clinging to the long length of
the ship: He imagined the bows slicing through the waters and plunging deep

within the waves. “All iron, all hard as iron and over three hundred and fifty

77 Mudrooroo 1998: 187-9.

78 At the end of the 18" ¢ century, there was a substantial black community of freed slaves in London,
whose lack of means of support and involvement in petty crime raised concern among the authorities. A
plan was conceived to relocate these people to the first free black colony in Sierra Leone on the African
west coast. The colony also housed a convict population and functioned parallel to the Australian penal
colony to empty English prisons (Pybus 2003: 26-8)

67 Mudrooroo 1998: 190.

680 Mudrooroo 2000: 225.

81 Mudrooroo 2000: 200, 222.

682 Mudrooroo 2000: 219.
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feet in length,” he moaned, plunging hard into her. “Deeper, deeper,” Becky

moaned in unison, bent over, and staring at the ship ...

Their fetishist fascination with the ‘Great Britain’ reveals their real obsession: the vessel
is their means of visiting the London World Fair of 1850, where Sir George plans to
display the handful of remaining Tasmanians as well as an enormous gold slab. The latter
should secure funding and protection for the exploitation of the rich gold find at a future
mission compound under his and Rebecca’s joint care.

The luring gold nugget, an apt metaphor for the greed underlying the colonial
project, has been baptised the Golden Fleece due its uncommon aspect resembling a
sheepskin. This reference to Classical myth inscribes the gold find into the issue of
paternal legitimacy, as Jason and the Argonauts embarked on a quest for the Golden
Fleece to place him as the rightful king on the throne of Iolcus in Thessaly, which was in
dispute due to the plotting of one of the former king’s wives. The claimants of the gold
treasure are precisely two fraudulent parvenus who need the colonial enterprise to
overcome class difference and enthrone themselves in the seat of Empire: “Sir George
Augustus was one of those self-made knights who, with the Reform Act of 1832, had
risen from the enfranchised lower classes. Though he had yet to create a suitably noble
genealogy to go with his advancement.” Rebecca Crawley, on the other hand, “using
brazen invention together with her beauty and sharp intelligence, had glossed over her
own origins, which were lower that [sic] those of the knight.”®** Obviously not the
rightful owners of the gold, these tricksters have dispossessed the Natives of their natural
resources. Not surprisingly, Sir George concocts a story to justify and file his exploitation
claim after his police force has perpetrated some local ethnic cleansing: “There has
already been a battle between two savage tribes, one of which held native title to the land,
and they have been so decimated that the area is as bare of inhabitants as it is of

1,7%%5 which is indeed an

vegetation. It is truly a ferra nullius and is under my contro

argument with deep (post)colonial resonances of illegitimacy.
Thus, Sir George and Rebecca jointly embark upon the project of furthering their

advancement by returning to the Metropole and displaying their newfound wealth.

Strategically located as a postscript, finalising the fictional tryptich, an extract from Her

683 Mudrooroo 2000: 229.
84 Mudrooroo 2000: 10-1.
85 Mudrooroo 2000: 197.
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Majesty’s Diary evidences that the Queen is greatly attracted by the Golden Fleece,
“which bodes well for the future of the colony.”® This interest raises doubts over the
Queen’s colonial authority, as the Golden Fleece is a stolen property and the issue of
paternal legitimacy embedded in the myth automatically disenfranchises a lady’s rule.
Furthermore, it conjures up an uncanny connection with Amelia, whom the queen
describes as a “strong wom[a]n of the empire.”®®” By placing these musings at the end of
The Promised Land, Mudrooroo seems to suggest that as Head of the British Empire,
Queen Victoria is the incarnation of Victorious Empire, the Supreme V/Empire or
dominant Dark Lady who sucks the colonies dry from their wealth and propagates White
civilisation. Thus, this textual manoeuvre, which harks back to Harker’s celebratory
afterword, apparently suggests Amelia’s final victory/Victoria over Australia.

The comparison has further uncanny connections which reach out from the past to
the present, as Mudrooroo also scripts Amelia as Eliza Frazer’s sister, “a controversial
figure in Australia’s mythologies of nationhood.”®®® Kay Schaffer’s in-depth study of the
character observes that she is believed to be “the first white female shipwreck victim

facing ‘the natives’ in a remote and uncharted area of Australia,”®%’

and was allegedly
sexually abused by them. However, her biography is fraught with tantalising ambiguities,
and, according to Maureen Clark, “conflicting and contradictory. Some lean towards
representing the Aboriginal people as her rapists and enslavers. Others see her in a much
different light as a temptress and wanton colonial woman.”®® Not surprisingly, Amelia

functions—more than a sister—as Eliza’s empowered uncanny alter ego:

I was Amelia Fraser and I had a sister, Eliza. Now that life is finished with
and I have entered into some, far different state of existence. I am something
else, and perhaps it is better than what I would have become. Before I was
as other girls. Now I am perhaps far worse than females such as my sister

Eliza ...%!

As naming and renaming play such an important role in Mudrooroo’s fiction, the link

between Eliza and another, contemporary Elizabeth should not be missed. Thus, one
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might apply Gerry Turcotte’s words on Eliza Fraser to the present Queen of Britain and
Australia, “go[ing] from mother of empire to symbol of female moral degradation.”%** If
we may read Elizabeth II as the supreme female sign of postcolonial depravity, the
V/Empire is indeed no Master but a Mistress who obviously bodes no well for the
colony’s future.

Throughout the trilogy Amelia is projected as a depraved, shifty, uncanny
character beyond the grasp of the ordinary, which is precisely what makes her frightening
and monstrous. Mudrooroo’s configuration of Amelia not only responds to the subliminal
racial anxiety in Stoker’s original but also the sexual ambiguities projected through the
count, which thrive on trespassing the limits of Victorian gender discourse. In a brilliant
analysis of the homoeroticism subjacent in Dracula, Christopher Craft shows how the
Victorian obsession with the blurring of gender definitions is configured as a monstrous
threat to the heterosexual norm. Craft draws on 19™ c. theories of sexual inversion, which
described the homosexual as a male body with a female soul/desire, to analyse the
specific casting of the vampire threat and the figure of woman as the mediator in male

same-sex desire:

This insistent ideology of heterosexual mediation and its corollary anxiety
about independent female sexuality return us to Dracula ... where a mobile
and hungering woman 1is represented as a monstrous usurper of masculine
function, and where ... all erotic contacts between males, whether directly
libidinal or thoroughly sublimated, are fulfilled through a mediating female ...
Sexual inversion and Stoker’s account of vampirism ... are symmetrical

metaphors sharing a fundamental ambivalence.®”?

Foremost in this monstrous configuration of ambiguous sexuality—male/female,

active/passive—is the:

Vampire Mouth, the central and recurring image of the novel ... As the
primary site of erotic experience in Dracula, this mouth equivocates, giving
the lie to the easy separation of the masculine and feminine. Luring at first

with an inviting orifice, a promise of red softness, but delivering instead a

92 Turcotte 2003: 143.
93 Craft 1984: 115.
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piercing bone, the vampire mouth fuses and confuses ... the gender-based

categories of the penetrating and the receptive.’%*

This soft yet toothed mouth invokes Barbara Creed’s description of “the mythical vagina

99695

dentata which threatens to devour, to castrate via incorporation,”” and not surprisingly,

Count Dracula engages in the “systematic creation of female surrogates who enact his

will and desire”%°

and propagate the vampiric infection.

In configuring Amelia as Dracula’s offspring, Mudrooroo follows the
misogynistic lines laid down in Stoker’s original but also reworks this inscription of
sexual ambivalence as the monstrous feminine with some significant twists; he
configures a bisexual female vampire and empowers her as the fundamental player on the
colonial scene. Drawing on what Maureen Clark calls a “gross, female stereotype
[Mudrooroo] reproduces in all manner of ways how men have authored the role of white
women in the colonies and how well they have responded to the desires and ideals of the
dominant group.”®’ Class difference being the general backdrop to Australian
colonisation, consisting of either deported convicts or impoverished British subjects in

search of colonial gain, Amelia’s lower-class origins reveal a crushing connection

between class and women’s oppression:

In London we were poor, not as poor as poor, but my father was a wretched
law clerk, who mulled over depositions for a pitiful wage in the Law
Serjeant’s Inn. His subservience stopped at day’s end when he came home to
tyrannise us, his two daughters and our mother, a colourless woman who had
had all the spunk driven out of her long ago by his cruelty, though I never saw
him use his fists on her. He believed that he was a gentleman fallen on hard

times and this prevented him, I suppose.®*®

Male domestic violence decodes her depraved behaviour as a form of gendered

retaliation, but her lower-class origins also explain why it is never covered up with the

94 Craft 1984: 109.
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soothing cloak of the count’s aristocratic decorum, whose depravations remain elegantly
implicit and undercoded in Stoker’s original.®®

Whereas in the Victorian original Gothic fear and revulsion are grounded on not
naming the sexual act, the vampire trilogy articulates them through sexual explicitness,
verging on porn and gore; this is “in ways which both mock and ironize the very issues of
unrepresentability that have made Dracula so resonant for Western culture and so
productive of interpretation(s).”’® Amelia’s sexuality is depraved because of its
ambivalence: she makes no distinction between young or old, white or black, rich or
poor, man or woman, and confuses little death all too often with death itself. Her sex is
overpowering and cannibalistic, and uncannily aligns the consumption of blood with
semen, which she glosses as “white blood.”’*! Exemplary of her uncanny confusion of
sex with death is a gory scene which involves Captain Torrens, a cruel colonial soldier
with the capacity to change into a werebear, and his wife. As so often when confronted
with men, she cleverly uses submissive behaviour and vampiric strength to subdue her

victim;

I get to my feet and fling myself at his. “Sir, my saviour, what am I to do
now? What am I to do, alone in this land without kith or kin?”” His hands
grip me and drag me up. I allow myself to be drawn halfway up his body,
then cling to his hips, burying my face into his thigh and then into his hard
groin. “Sir, advise me, help me,” I cry, suppressing a laugh, for I have
regained my confidence. I reach out and imprison his hands in a loose grip
which I can tighten when he reacts. Using one of my fangs delicately, I slit
the front of his trousers and take his strong and virile member in my mouth.
He grunts as I set to work and so heated is he that his white blood spurts
copiously after mere seconds, but such a creature is he that he continuous to
be erect. I tighten my grip on his paws and fully engulf him and bite down.
He gives a great bellow of pain as my teeth meet together. Desperately he
seeks to free himself from my grip only to find my strength is the equal of
his. I manage to hold him as I lap the life blood spurting from him. His body

shifts and strains. The change comes over him but too late. I feel his body

69 Pearson 2003: 195.
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thickening and swelling towards the heavy furry shape of a bear. I let none
of this distract me. His blood is an elixir filled with power. I gulp down the
rich bear essence while I exult in his attempts to get free of me. I suck away
his strength and it is the most wonderful experience I have yet had. I keep at
him until the last drop is within me and I am bloated and replete. Sated, I let

the werebear loose. His empty remains fall at my feet ...”*

In a savage attack masquerading as compassion and female solidarity, the vampiress then

relentlessly turns on Torrens’ long-abused wife:

“There ... the brute is dead and he was delicious ... Let me kiss you, for I
have relieved you of your torment,” I say, taking her face in my hands and
placing my bloody lips full on hers. “There, taste your husband for the last
time,” and I break her neck as if it were snapping a twig. “There,” I say, “I

have relieved you of your other torment that was your life.””%

Amelia shows herself to be a boundary crosser without any restrictions of class,
race or gender to suit her predatory needs. Indeed, not only does she invert stereotypes by
cannibalizing civilised behaviour and bodies to feed and please herself, but also preys on
the Natives, whose eucalyptus-tanged blood and semen she prefers. Many of these,
whether young or old, she ‘sucks dry’ to death, and others she converts, such as George
and Gunatinga or Dungeater. This cripple would-be shaman “is somewhat different from
other men, that is those of England. There is a long slit where there should be none. As I
run my tongue along it, it reminds me of my own, though he is male enough.” The sexual
ambiguity denoted in the ritual scarring blends into a scene of vampiric invasion: through
an orgasmic exchange of blood—in which Amelia slits her own arm to emulate the
vagina and penis simultaneously—he is turned into her servant and renamed Renfiel, in
close reference to Count Dracula’s untrustworthy servant.’® Gunatinga puts into profile
the performative identity of many of the trilogy’s characters: not only does he appear as

Renfiel, but also as Galbol Wednga or Singer of Whales, Moma Kopa or Spirit Master,
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and lastly as the nameless, hideous ferryman in Amelia’s underworld. His constant search
for status among his mob makes him vulnerable to Amelia’s intentions, and suggests a
kind of Indigenous parvenu, on a par with Sir George and Lady Rebecca. Not
surprisingly, his submission to Amelia translates into a merging of the masculine and
feminine, which draws the issue of racial identity into the realm of gender.

If there were still any doubts about the all-consuming polyvalence of Amelia’s
sexuality, her relationship with Lady Lucy, Sir George’s upper-middleclass wife, drives

this fundamental ambivalence fully home:

To emphasize her complete subjection, Mrs Fraser tied the girl’s hands and
feet to the bedposts with scarves ... [Lucy] moaned as the woman’s lips and
then other lips touched her skin. She had forgotten about the dingo. The
imprisoned girl writhed, but not to be free. At the extent of her vision, at her
loins, was the thin tawny animal lapping away with a long tong that,
sweeping in and out of her, made her body squirm. The sensations were of
such strength that she did not first cognise the lips at her throat turning into
hard teeth, two of which were as sharp as needles. This she knew suddenly,
as they bit down. She felt the blood spurting from her into a mouth clamped
about her wound just as her body spasmed and spasmed. She gave a

piercing scream and then went /imp, content only to be fed on.”®

The latter scene (con)fuses penetration, reception and ejaculation completely. Amelia’s
fangs usurp the penile function in piercing Lucy’s neck, but this is responded to by an
ejaculatory spurt of blood into Amelia’s vaginal mouth from Lucy’s body, which is
signified as the penis itself. The vampire kiss makes it impossible to separate male from
female, which, indeed, uncannily circulate through each other and—to follow Héléne

Cixous’ account—come together as a frightening yet liberating (little) death:

[Amelia] lowered her lips to [Lucy’s] neck and seemed to bestow a long
lasting kiss on her throat. This revived the girl passionately. She writhed and a

scream began to emerge from her throat. This was quickly stopped by the

705 Mudrooroo 2000: 8 (my emphasis).
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woman who transferred her lips from throat to mouth and sucked in the

agitation of the girl so that she grew as still as death.”%

For all the depraved undertones in Amelia’s sexual-cannibalistic behaviour, an
image of tenuous hope is offered on the final pages of The Promised Land, which
announce some kind of bonding between Wadawaka and Amelia that would (em)brace
the binary realms of Life and Death, Male and Female, and Black and White. For better
or for worse—as the White presence in Australia cannot be undone—Wadawaka and

Amelia’s hybrid (re)union suggests a possible future for Australia:

She turned around and wrapped her arms about him. She was a pale streak of
loveliness across the dark length of his body, seemingly embedded in it as a
streak of silver ore ... “How could such as I imprison you with these thin
bonds? The softness is in your mind and that is what appeals to me” “The
whip hardens the body, but stripes the mind,” the man said bitterly. “To have
been a slave is to be maimed.” “Well, well, well, I’'m as much a slave to you
as you are to me, for we own each other ... We are both free spirits and refuse
to accept ownership of others.” “Yes we have our liberty, though where we
are going I will be below the white, and in other places my freedom would be
a matter of documents. I have been owned and that is an experience not to be
borne.” “No thoughts of what is past and what you have suffered. We are
above them and their attempts to hurt. In your darkness I find myself and,
and—" “In your whiteness, I tremble, knowing you for what you are,” he
replied. “Do so, for I have not forgiven you,” Amelia rejoined tartly. “Now,
the night is passing and the land flows over us in all its glory. Let us return to
my chamber so that I might make you tremble in another and more satisfying

way.”"

Wadawaka is an uncanny hybrid whose identity has floated “from black slave to
black gentleman to black savage to whaler to highwayman and then back to John

Summers.” This causes Amelia to exclaim, “Who, I wonder, must he think he is?””’% and
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indeed, Wadawaka’s blackness is inscribed in universalising terms. In a promiscuous
literary cross-over to Herman Melville, at the end of Underground Wadawaka embarks
on Captain Ahab’s hunt of Moby Dick, an immense white, phallic sperm whale which

Mudrooroo rewrites as a sexually ambiguous symbol of Empire:

Such a strange vessel; such a strange skipper. A Yankee who lived only to kill
the white whale. They called her Moby Dick, believing that only a male could
wreak such havoc, whereas [ dubbed her The Empire ... [M]y fellows regaled
me with stories that refused to accept the monster as a blind force of nature,
but one filled with all the cunning of the so-called civilised; in short, the
empire which rules our lives as surely as that Moby Dick ruled Ahab, sending

him on a morbid chase across the seven seas.’”

Wadawaka’s chase exemplifies a solidary concept of black resistance reminiscent of
Master’s pan-Aboriginality, as his hunting “fellows” are a native American Indian, an
African and a Polynesian respectively. They are equally intent on “slaying that great

white monster which mocked us with her invulnerability,”’!

which they eventually
achieve at great cost. Thus, the text seems to suggest that limiting, biological definitions
of Blackness and Aboriginality should be forsaken and exchanged for cultural
inscriptions based on shared experience. Wadawaka’s quest lasts until the end of the
trilogy, when, with Moby Dick killed, he is ready to confront the luring enemy at home:
Amelia, “good and mad and just as bad a white beast.””!!

However, Amelia is no clear-cut symbol of Imperial oppression but much more
uncannily shaped. She indicates how a ‘native’ connection to the Antipodean soil, figured
as feminine, has changed/hybridised her as much as Wadawaka: “Within her, I gained the
power to face the burning blast of the day and freedom from the tyranny of the sun. I was

»712 In apparent allusion to the terms of contemporary

reborn in her depths.
Reconciliation, the prospect of Wadawaka and Amelia’s union seems fraught with
difficulties due to Amelia’s overpowering presence. However, the land also becomes the
unifying element between them, as “it flows over us in all its glory” and the bedroom

awaits their love match. “[C]linging together so that they had to manoeuvre their united
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bulk through the narrow doorway,” they pass George, the last survivor of the Tasmanian
mob, who stays guard outside in his Dingo shape.”'* Thus, Amelia and Wadawaka’s
shapeless, “united bulk” enters the narrow matrix of Australia and rewrites the invasive
phallic “long bulk of the Great Britain”'* moored in the harbour.

One might ask if this finale implies some kind of R/reconciliation between the
Indigenous and the foreign element on Australian soil in contemporary terms, although
Wadawaka’s status as Indigenous Australian is as uncertain as Mudrooroo’s is contested.
Likewise, George’s future prospects as only survivor with Aboriginal blood are
befuddled by his inferior status as Amelia’s lapdog.”'> Then again, in the face of the
contaminating, genocidal onslaught of White civilisation over the last two centuries, the
blood question in Indigeneity is riddled with problems, as many ‘Aborigines’ nowadays
can only make tenuous claims to genetic ancestry and have to reformulate their
Indigenous identity through cultural, lived experience. This would obviously apply to
Sally Morgan and Mudrooroo himself. Because Wadawaka’s Native inscription is
troubled—partly because it is ‘only’ cultural, partly due to the uncanny mirroring of the
author in this character—one should also shun reading Amelia as a simple Gothic
metaphor of the pernicious impact of Western civilisation on Native Australia. Amelia’s
fundamental race, gender and class ambivalence constitutes her as a highly complex
character which reads into the issue of (post)colonial (dis)possession in ways at once
uncanny and frightening: it borders on political incorrectness and harks back to the
unsteady, contested status that the author himself has acquired in Australia. Although
Amelia does seem to acquire some acquiescence in her reconciliation with Wadawaka—
perhaps a metaphor for the author’s acceptance of his own, ‘muddled’ identity—her
preying across racial, class and gender difference has been relentless, ruthless, and
sparing no-one. Bearing in mind Héléne Cixous’ gendered interpretation of the uncanny,
is it possible to read Amelia’s predatory obsession with (little) death beyond total
destruction, as a postcolonising attempt at a new beginning for Australia?

Indeed, such an interpretation of Amelia can be achieved through the influential
theories on decolonisation developed by the French-Caribbean psychoanalyst Frantz

Fanon in Black Skin, White Masks’'® and Wretched of the Earth.”'” Mudrooroo was
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familiar with these through his academic career and allegedly used them in shaping his
vampire trilogy.”'® Samira Kawash brilliantly links Fanon’s ideas on postcolonial
violence and identitarian deconstruction by developing the metaphor of vampiric terror.
Kawash’s point of departure is Fanon’s notion that the violence of decolonisation, as
exemplified by terrorism, is always in excess of its means, because it is in part
instrumental (a dialectic means to an end) and in part absolute (beyond means and ends).
Fanon postulates that this excess will give way to a new world in a non-dialectic way,
signalling a rupture rather than a reformation of the past.”'” According to Kawash, the

vampire fits admirably into such a rupture with the old through the figure of terror/ism:

In its postcolonial incarnation ... ‘terrorism’ stands as the violence of
decolonisation gone global. The threat of decolonisation as Fanon describes it
is the threat of the end of this world, a destruction necessary to clear the way
for a new birth ... the terrorist is always more than the terrorist, always in
excess ... In this sense, terrorism is a spectre that haunts social order and
public safety ... This is ... ‘spectral violence,” the measure of a violence that
is never fully materialized, that is always in excess of its apparent material
effects and that is neither containable, specifiable, nor localizable...As a
ubiquitous form of spectral violence, the threat of terrorism is simultaneously
omnipresent and yet never quite materializes. The terrorist is, in this sense,
structurally similar to the ghosts and vampires of the Victorian imagination,
exemplary figures of the Freudian uncanny ... The Lacanian translation of
uncanny as extimité emphasizes the workings of the uncanny as a disturbance
to the bordering functions that separate inside and outside ... terrorism in its
uncanny, excessive incarnation exposes security to its constitutive failure, for
the outside that terrorizes is always already at the heart of the inside that

demands to be secured.”?®

Fanon’s absolute violence of decolonization is “outside representation” and therefore
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located in a “zone of non-being. This non-symbolised part of reality returns as what
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Slavoj Zizek calls spectral apparitions,’?> which mark the uncanny limits of the symbolic
order. Similarly, Kawash “consider[s] the zone of nonbeing as the space of a real that
cannot appear in representation but that can only be marked by the persistence of a
spectral haunting that is neither present nor absent.” In Fanon’s writings this takes the
shape of a vampire dreamed up by one of his colonial patients: “The terror of the vampire
marks the violence of ‘deposing,” a violence that cannot be represented within the normal
modes of representation but which nonetheless signals a dangerous gap in reality, that is
to say, a gap dangerous to the continuing existence of colonial reality.”’??

Thus, the vampire literalizes the contradiction of the colonised’s existence as non-
existent, imposed by the colonial relationship.”>* In the patient’s nightmares the vampire
turns into a woman, whom he initially takes for his own mother, violently killed by a
French soldier, but is later revealed to be a female settler killed by that very patient in
retaliatory compensation. This leads to a circulation of blood as the currency exacted in
the colonial-racial economy: “This promiscuous flow of blood stages a collapse of proper
corporeal boundaries, threatening the solidity of the body that will not stay in place.”’*
Whereas Fanon does not elaborate on the intersection of gender and race in this
circulation of bodies, Kawash highlights their interconnection. The colonial circulation of
blood implies racial contamination and interpenetration; the sexualizing of the extraction
of colonial value, native virility being drained by the colonizer as the castrating woman;
the fluidity of the subject; and bodies becoming non-beings suspended between life and

death. The vampire’s all-invading deconstructive potential brings Kawash to the

argument that:

. it would be a mistake to conclude that the vampire simply stands as a
metaphor for the colonizer ... the threat of the vampire is equivocal, identified
more properly with the entire scene of colonial non-existence. The vampire is
simultaneously the force that threatens to drain the life from the colonized,
and the condition of the colonized as the living dead. Thus, the vampire is
both in-between and outside the Manichean opposition of native and settler.
Where the colonial system claims to be ‘all,” the persistence of the vampire

exposes this ‘all’ to something else, a being neither living (as the colonizer)
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nor dead (as the landscape or the colonized bodies filling that landscape). The

vampire marks the ‘not-all’ of colonial reality.”*

Thus, Kawash concludes that since “the vampire terrorizes reality,” logically “the

vampire is a terrorist.”’?’ He suggests that:

... the spectral violence of terrorism is a threat to reality itself. ‘Terrorism’ is
therefore figured discursively as the site of a radical alterity—’pure evil’—
that must be absolutely excluded in order to guarantee the security of social
order ... it is the violence of decolonization that wrests open a space from
which will emerge the ‘new human’ to supplant the exclusions of European
humanism. But Fanon’s gesture toward the ‘new human’ that emerges out of
the space of decolonization is neither a correction of a bad old humanism nor
a prescription for a new and better humanism. Rather, this ‘new human’ is
something that cannot be known or predicted, that cannot be foretold or

produced, but that simply comes.”?

Obviously, Mudrooroo’s vampiress is inserted at the violent centre of postcolonial
deconstruction, and as the all-devouring monstrous feminine she participates in
contaminating, sexualising, emasculating, dissolving and suspending the racial economy.
She actively participates in the colonial search for the Golden Fleece through sexual and
cannibalistic pursuit in which she kills and emasculates natives and settlers alike, renders
identity fluid by crossing established cultural and genetic borders, and infects her
‘whiteness’ to the natives creating un-dead non-beings such as George, Renfiel and
Wadawaka. Amelia, then, is the elusive postcolonising terrorist whose omnipresent
action impacts across race, gender and class divisions; whose indistinct, bloody
vengeance on humankind knows nor respects cultural or biological barriers; and whose
inescapable non-presence heralds the coming of a new identity, reminiscent of all but
without a definite shape, and therefore uncannily terrifying and monstrous. This leads
Gerry Turcotte to the claim that Mudrooroo, rather than returning to Wooreddy’s

nihilistic discourse, promiscuously lays bare a series of European M/master-narratives ‘to
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expose their hidden agendas: once again, the author is tantalisingly elusive, playing on
“the codes of representation which so frequently frame female sexuality as predatory,
available and compromised. Similarly, the fetishized black male body is brought to life in
this tale, with every cliché and stereotype imaginable,”’?° but this rather blurs than fixes
its corporeal and cultural borders.

Wendy Pearson, a female critic, reaches similar conclusions by analysing
Mudrooroo’s scripting of Amelia through Homi Bhabha’s ideas on colonial mimicry and
Judith Butler’s conceptualisation of gender performance. Amelia is an instance of
repetitive behaviour that necessarily deviates from the original it tries to copy.”*? This
performative ‘imperfection’ allows Pearson to disentangle the race and gender issues
underlying Mudrooroo’s troubling inscription of the colonial vampiress. She holds that
“[i]n Amelia Fraser ... [readers] encounter a dramatic historical re-vision of the story of
Eliza Fraser ... [T]his particular figure of the European woman becomes not the victim of
Aboriginal atrocity but the perpetrator of closely detailed acts of degradation and
savagery.” According to Pearson, Amelia’s sexual/racial depravations are so over-coded
in the vampire trilogy that they question the implicit race, gender and class discourses
projected through Stoker’s original.”*! This would turn the vampiress into an intentionally
imperfect postcolonising rewriting of Dracula. While the Count’s “deconstructive
potential hinges ... on the indeterminacy of its existence between life and death,”
significantly glossed by Pearson as the realm of sexual indefinition and bisexuality,”*?
Amelia takes this to further postmodernising and postcolonising extremes. Pearson
speaks of the Count as “a figure of the horror of indeterminacy, which ... destabilizes all
of our fundamental cultural dichotomies: if the basic distinction between life and death is
not operative, then neither are the binarisms of white and black, master and servant,
civilized and savage, male and female, heterosexual and homosexual, present and past,
history and fiction.””*?

While Amelia participates in such a destabilizing definition of vampirism,
Mudrooroo’s vampiress is, rather than a reversal of Dracula inscribed in the European

tradition, “more optimistically hybrid.””** This is implied by George’s transformation and
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survival, captain Torrens/the werebear’s defeat and Amelia’s tentative submission to

Wadawaka. Therefore Gerry Turcotte holds that Mudrooroo’s vampiress:

... demonstrate[s] that the very idea of an isolated and pure whiteness has always
been an impossibility. If Kawash is correct in maintaining that, for Fanon, “on the
other side” of the irruption of absolute violence is the “possibility of a ‘new

29

humanity’”, then it is possible to read Mudrooroo’s strangely (and initially) upbeat,

and undeniably ‘contaminated’ figure, in a similarly ‘positive’ sense, as suggesting a

new world order and another way forward.”*

The inverted commas around ‘positive’ in this quote indicate how such a new inscription
of humanity is already uncannily troubled by political incorrectness, resulting from an
absolute, postcolonising violence that reaches beyond controlled instrumentality towards
an unforeseeable and therefore fearsome outcome. This is obviously an estranging
cultural space where Mudrooroo, the renegade Aboriginal author, would be able to find

an uncanny home.

4.4. Black Man Unburdened?

Mudrooroo’s Tasmanian quintet follows a development in characterisation and plot that
closely aligns with developments in Australian multiculturalism and the location of
Indigeneity within Australianness as of the early 1980s. In Dr Wooreddy’s Prescription
for the Ending of the World and Master of the Ghost Dreaming, Mudrooroo mobilizes
Gothic and Magic Realist elements to fashion and coin Maban Reality, a literary genre
which I take as his version of Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative. Maban Reality’s
agenda allows him to move from a defeatist to a more celebratory projection of
Aboriginal survival under White civilization. Significantly, its development is on a par
with the changing climate from assimilationist policies towards the recognition of Native
Title and Aborigine-inclusive multiculturalism under successive progressive Australian
governments up until the mid 1990s. The vampire trilogy, however, moves beyond the
dialectic reversal of power structures tentatively given shape in Wooreddy and more
decidedly in Master so as to announce the end of all civilisation through a full-fledged,

gory inscription into the vampire Gothic. Thus, it reflects the heavy impact of a decade-

735 Turcotte 2005: 110.
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long conservative backlash on Indigenous rights captained by three successive Howard
governments, responsible for fuelling a heated debate on the place of Aboriginality
within Australia and Australianness. At the core of his controversy was the issue of
authenticity and Mudrooroo’s identity plight in particular. As a former exponent of
Aboriginal studies, well-known ‘Indigenous’ writer and ‘authentic’ victim of this debate,
in the trilogy Mudrooroo offers tantalizing readings of both the public and private state of
Indigeneity, developing the series’ de(con)structive potential to its fullest, nihilist thrust.
Not surprisingly, Mudrooroo’s vampiress exists in a non-signifying space,
representing colonizer and colonized alike and refusing the more Manichean reversals of
race, gender and class notions proposed in Wooreddy and Master. What is more, Amelia
imbues the concept of hybridity with a new meaning in which Mudrooroo’s own
uncanny, elusive status may exist. Indeed, while participating in the Australian race
debate through the character of Wadawaka, the black author also conflates with the White
vampires, and vampirises her in turn to suit his own needs—in a way, this is enacted by
Wadawaka and Amelia’s merging at the end of the vampire set. Thus, Wendy Pearson
understands the Master series—and one may add: Wooreddy—as a reflection of
Mudrooroo’s changing identities: a continuous series of reinventions that refuse a reading
as a “totalizing whole.””*¢ Similarly, regarding the vampire trilogy Gerry Turcotte
reaches the conclusion that “whatever judgment is eventually brought to bear on the
‘validity’ and ‘authenticity’ of his works, there can be no question that this reinvention is
a masterful stroke, a work of amazing sang froid, and surely still a work in progress.””*’
Now, almost a decade after the last of the trilogy came to light, Turcotte’s
prediction may sound too optimistic. Mudrooroo, once a prolific author, has published
little since his ‘voluntary’ exile from Australia; besides working on his autobiography,
significantly entitled Not My Place?, his own webpage only mentions the novel The
Survivalists (Imprint 2003), to which only summary references are to be found. He
appeared to have exchanged one promised land (Australia) for another (Nepal) but
forever an unfixed “nomad,””*® he has allegedly re-surfaced ‘in retirement’ in Northern
Queensland. Nevertheless, his public silence also feels intentional and may ironically
play on his proverbial elusiveness. In a way, the immortality of the elusive, haunting

vampire is projected onto his literary corpus, which may speak for the writer when he has

736 Pearson 2003: 198-9.
37 Turcotte 2005: 115.
738 Mudrooroo 2003.
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largely vanished from the Australian landscape.”?® His physical body expelled to the
geographical margins of Australia, Mudrooroo’s spectre uncannily continues to exist
within the liminality of Australian race discourse. Contradictory as this may seem, it is in
refusing to engage in the public uproar about his and other authenticity cases that the
author is most absent and yet present—the artist-critic cum political activist has become
an immortal non-being who haunts and unsettles the limits of the identity debate.

By gothicising Postcolonising Dreaming Narrative through the White vampiress
and letting her speak for her/himself, Mudrooroo makes a strong case against
‘authenticity’ and cuts across the race, class and gender boundaries through which master
narratives are inscribed and validated. Adam Shoemaker warns against the dangers of
bio-genetic binaries as a means of mainstream control over minorities. He quotes Victor
Hart, who maintains that the label of (Aboriginal) authenticity “defin[es] art in such a
way that its delivery of cultural sustenance becomes commodified,” concluding not to
believe that “authenticity exists as Aboriginality; if anything, it exists as a process.”’*°
The latter would indeed do justice to Mudrooroo’s floating identity as a person and
author “whose ‘mongrel’ signatures exude ambiguity ... as they show the scars of the

multiple identifications which have made them so productively impure.”*!”

Leaving the
stifling reductiveness of the paternal question aside, it his through his fiction that one
may intend to understand Mudrooroo and liberate the author from his burden of
representation. Un/mastering Mudrooroo can be achieved through his fiction alone,
which can be seen to operate in a terrain of productive promiscuity that, despite the
author’s troubled relationship with race and gender, necessarily reconfigures these as it
un/masters colonial discourse.

The Mudrooroo Affair shows how a strict policing of identity politics—both at his
own and others’ hands—ultimately delivers adverse results. Mudrooroo’s earlier fictional
oeuvre expresses how and why race binaries should be avoided but still comes short of
productively blurring gender categories, which has backfired on the goodwill he could
have enjoyed in his own identity plight. In his theoretical work, he repeats this

shortcoming: caught in the midst of his identity ‘scandal’, he held that the existential

conditions of Aboriginal identity “needed to be addressed and perhaps from a class

739 Cf. Pearson 2003: 200.

740 Quoted in Shoemaker 2003: 18. The Label of Authenticity is a government initiative to guarantee that
products commercialised are ‘authentically Aboriginal’ so that falsification and cheap copies of Aboriginal
art and craft may be curtailed. The system, implemented as of 2000, is, according to Shoemaker,
counterproductive and “doomed” due to its excessive bureaucracy (2003: 15-7).

741 Oboe 2003: xvii (my emphasis).
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»742 3 concern which one can find reflected in his fiction. But even a

perspective,
supportive critic like Gerry Turcotte lays bare the misogyny that informs Mudrooroo’s
relegation of Trucaninni in favour of her husband in Wooreddy and—to a lesser extent—

in Master:

Where Mudrooroo ‘fails’ to account for the power of Aboriginal women, or
to overturn traditional patriarchal accounts of women (something which he
struggles to overcome in Master of the Ghost Dreaming), he nevertheless
effectively and aggressively rewrites the white historical account of

Aborigines as failed or inefficient warriors.”*

It should perhaps come as no surprise that in a recent article bearing the significant
title ‘Unmasking Mudrooroo’, the female Australian scholar Maureen Clark first defines
the misogyny in Mudrooroo’s work as the impediment to a more tolerant and constructive
view of identity, and then wields a full-fledged attack on the author by highlighting the
surprisingly uncanny connections between George Augustus Robinson’s and the author’s
life, postulating that “[t]he question we need to ask here, is whether or not, like Robinson,
Mudrooroo is similarly guilty of an imposture, however well-meant it may have been.”
Her answer is symptomatic of the loss of credit suffered by the author in progressive

circles of Australian readership:

Is Mudrooroo’s self-identification as an Aboriginal the fabrication of a shape-
shifter, a trickster who has come to believe in the myth of his own trick? Is it
conceivable that he has lived inauthentically, the false creator of Aboriginal
cultural values who learned the tricks of his trade from George Augustus
Robinson, that great master of betrayal himself? It is now clear that the
author’s claim to Aboriginal genealogy is unfounded. His assertion of tribal
belonging has been refuted. By his own admission, he engaged in a politics of
the body that gave him entry into the Aboriginal cultural world and,
paradoxically, a way out of the socially and economically disadvantaged
world of the majority of the Aboriginal people. The evidence strongly

suggests that, in the final analysis, the nature and extent of Mudrooroo’s

742 Mudrooroo 1997b: 267 (my emphasis).
743 Turcotte 2003: 138.
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feelings of social exile and abandonment were such that, as a young man, he
consciously appropriated an Aboriginal identity as a means of practicing his

art and of finding a place to belong.”**

The crux of this analysis obviously lies in the words “consciously appropriated,” which
suggest an self-interested intentionality that uncannily aligns with conservative
mainstream criticism of Mudrooroo, but which other befriended male critics such as the

Aboriginal writer, actor and activist Gary Foley’#

and non-Indigenous scholar Adam
Shoemaker have found hard to validate. More objective female scholarship seems to
agree with these male peers. In a review of Maureen Clark’s article, the Australian

specialist in Women’s Studies Denise Cuthbert concludes that:

Overall, the essay is well-researched and refreshingly honest about this
undeniably shady and once judgemental writer’s identity constructions. It is
thus unfortunate that Clark comes across as a little extreme towards the end of
the piece. Moreover, persuasive as parts of her essay may be, one wonders
what is achieved in terms of insights into Aboriginality—and for that matter

non-Aboriginality—through this exposé.’*

Neither the total absence of a politics of the body is effective in producing
dynamic, postcolonising readings of identity within a cultural context of subjacent race,
gender and class binaries, nor is essentialist criticism, whether of race, gender or class
content. With the vampire trilogy, Mudrooroo has attempted to articulate an answer to
this apparent deadlock; through the creation of a powerful, sexually, racially and socially
ambiguous figure, his own ‘corpo/reality’ may be re-articulated in the Australian land
and text-scape. As Gerry Turcotte argues, “However Mudrooroo’s fraught identity is
read, the vampire trilogy offers a remarkable opportunity for Mudroorooo to script yet

another potential space for himself to inhabit, via the figure of the vampire hybrid, the

744 Clarke 2001: 59 (my emphasis).

745 Gary Foley was involved in setting up the Aboriginal Tent embassy in front of Australian Parliament in
1972, and has held important political and university posts and leadership positions in the Aboriginal
community; Adam Shoemaker has held important university posts in Australia and published extensively
on Mudrooroo’s work over the last two decades.

746 Cuthbert 2003: 228. In: Cuthbert, Denise, Cheryl Earnshaw. Susan Lowish, Stephen Pritchard,
Ceridwen Spark. “Aboriginal Identity, Culture and Art.” The Year’s Work in Critical & Cultural Theory
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model of undecidability and disruption.”’*’ Indeed, Mudrooroo’s position on the
Australian firmament uncannily matches that of Amelia’s un-dead haunting. In his long
absence—he lived in the Indian subcontinent for eight years before his recent return—he
has been ominously present in the identity debate. In his silence—The Promised Land
was his last important work of fiction—he has been strangely eloquent on his perception
of the state of Aboriginality in the new millennium.

On the last pages of his vampire trilogy, the key to Indigenous survival, the hybrid
vampire George is subordinated to the complex but potentially (re)productive relationship
of the African slave cum freedom fighter Wadawaka and the English lady cum vampiress
Amelia. The particulars of this triangle could be taken as Mudrooroo’s reckoning with his
Abori