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Prologue	
	

On	belonging	

	

From	my	early	years	I	had	a	strong	sense	of	continually	stumbling	over	evidence	that	the	

places	I	loved	to	play	and	where	my	family	loved	to	have	barbeques	and	go	camping	were	

often	places	that	were	significant	to	Aboriginal	people	also.	Like	many	children	growing	

up	in	the	“on-going	colonial	encounter	called	Australia”1,	I	played	on	beaches	splashing	in	

the	 shallows	 and	 running	 through	 sand	 dunes.	 Roaming	 the	 dunes	 of	 Wathuwurrung	

country	 on	 the	 west	 coast	 of	 Victoria	 I	 was	 fascinated	 by	 the	 hillocks	 of	 shells	 I	 came	

across.	My	parents	 later	explained	them	to	me	as	middens	where	Aboriginal	people	had	

come	 to	have	picnics	 for	 thousands	 of	 years.	 I	 asked	where	 they	were	now.	 	Once	 as	 a	

child	 I	 found	 a	 cutting	 tool,	 a	 sharp-edged	 triangular	 shaped	 rock	 that	 felt	 good	 in	my	

fingers.	 	 This	 rock	was	 different	 to	 the	 others	 along	 the	 coast,	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 rock,	

hard	 and	 smooth	not	 grainy	 and	 crumbly	 and	 it	 stood	out	 among	 the	 shells.	 	My	keen	

child’s	eye	didn’t	know	what	the	tool	was	but	I	knew	it	was	special.			

	

Near	to	my	Grandmother’s	farm	my	brother	and	I	climbed	in	the	caves	of	Gariwerd2	that	I	

knew	then	as	The	Grampians.	There	 I	 saw	rock	paintings3	that	might	have	been	human	

figures	and	the	shapes	of	ancient	hands	and	I	also	saw	my	great-uncle’s	(fig.1)	name	carved	

into	the	rock	face.		There	were	traces,	traces	of	these	people	but	where	were	they?		Why	

didn’t	 they	 live	on	Nanna’s	 farm	or	the	next	 farm?	 	Why	didn’t	 they	have	picnics	 in	the	

caves	and	sit	on	the	smooth	stones	and	dig	their	toes	in	the	sandy	bottom	of	the	cave	floor	

looking	out	over	the	plains	with	eyes	squinting	hard	to	see	an	emu?	I	heard	the	wind	rush	

in	my	ears	and	I	knew	it	was	full	of	stories	I	couldn’t	hear	properly	so	I	sat	very	still	and		

																																																								
1	Tim	Rowse,	After	Mabo:	Interpreting	Indigenous	Traditions	(Carlton:	Melbourne	University	Press,	1993),	
129.	
2	In	the	languages	of	the	Djab	Wurrung	and	Jardwardjali	people,	Geriwerd	is	the	name	of	the	mountains	
named	The	Grampians	by	Major	Thomas	Mitchell	in	1836. 
3	See	Brambuk	National	Park	and	Cultural	Centre.	“Grampians	National	Park	Rock	Art	Shelters,”	accessed	10	
January	2018	http://www.brambuk.com.au/assets/pdf/grampiansnationalparkrockartshelters.pdf.	Other	
useful	references	are	Ian	D.	Clark,	“Naming	sites:	Names	as	management	tools	in	indigenous	tourism	sites	–	
An	Australian	case	study,”	Tourism	Management	30	(2009):	109–111	and	R.C.	Gunn,	“Dry-Pigment	Rock	Art	in	
Gariwerd,	Australia,”	Rock	Art	Research	25	(2008):	183–200.	
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Figure	1.	Lubeck	Easter	picnic	1913.	My	great	uncle	is	standing	at	the	rear	of	the	picture	on	the	left.	He	is	

wearing	a	black	suit	and	has	his	arm	outstretched	leaning	on	a	tree.	
Black	and	white	photograph.	Image	courtesy	of	Rachel	Joy.	

	

	
	

Figure	2.	The	young	ladies	of	the	district	pictured	at	the	Lubeck	Easter	picnic	1913.	My	great	aunts	Bessie	and	

Lily	are	at	far	right	standing	and	seated.	Black	and	white	photograph.	Image	courtesy	of	Rachel	Joy.	
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listened	carefully	but	my	ears	were	unable	to	comprehend;	these	stories	were	not	for	me.		

I	continue	to	listen	attentively	to	this	Country4	and	its	Indigenous	peoples,	who	have	

never	ceded	their	lands,	so	I	might	be	open	to	learning	what	is	offered	to	me	by	their	

Elders,	present	and	emerging.		

	

When	I	first	read	about	the	German	artist	Anselm	Kiefer	and	his	childhood	spent	playing	

in	 the	 rubble	 of	 a	 bombed	 out	 city,	making	 stories	 in	 the	 smashed	 stones,	 I	 felt	 that	 I	

could	relate	to	his	attempts	to	make	sense	of	his	world	through	manipulating	materials	as	

a	process	of	 thinking	 through	problems,	of	 thinking	directly	 into	one’s	world.	 I	was	not	

growing	up	in	a	war	zone	I	perceived	as	active	but	was	inadvertently	playing	in	the	ruins	

of	 a	 battleground.	 I	 was	 uncovering	 layers	 of	 shared	 history	 by	 noticing	 things	 others	

missed	or	didn’t	care	to	see,	but	I	didn’t	know	their	stories,	nor	how	they	related	to	me	

and	how	 I	 came	 to	be	 in	 that	place.	 	 I	was	 trying	 to	 learn	about	my	 relationship	 to	 the	

middens,	rock	art,	stone	tools,	and	Aboriginal5	place	names	I	came	across.		In	those	early	

years	the	living	presence	of	Aboriginal	people	themselves	was	an	absence	in	the	landscape	

I	inhabited.	

	

This	sense	of	Aboriginal	absence	changed	when	I	was	about	twelve	and	my	family	visited	

Lake	Condah	near	Hamilton	in	the	western	district	of	Victoria.		We	went	on	a	guided	tour	

of	the	area	with	a	ranger	from	the	local	Aboriginal	community	co-op.	This	Gundidjmara	

																																																								
4	The	word	‘country’	has	different	meanings	to	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	people.	In	this	text	I	will	
capitalise	‘Country’	as	a	proper	noun	when	speaking	of	the	Aboriginal	or	decolonised	sense	of	the	word	and	
the	small	‘c’	‘country	will	be	used	to	indicate	settler	constructions	of	land.	Aboriginal	epistemologies	of	
‘Country’	and	their	challenge	to	European	concepts	of	land	are	detailed	in	Jennifer	Rutherford,	
“Introduction:	Kairos	for	a	Wounded	Country”,	in	J.	Rutherford	and	B.	Holloway	(eds),	The	Poetics	of	
Australian	Spaces,	Crawley:	UWA	Publishing,	2010,	4.	
5	Being	able	to	name	oneself	gives	an	individual	or	a	people	agency.	In	this	thesis	I	have	striven	to	support	
Aboriginal	agency	by	respectfully	using	the	terminology	used	by	Aboriginal	peoples	themselves.	I	have	
attempted	to	consult	widely	in	an	effort	to	acknowledge	that	there	are	many	different	Aboriginal	viewpoints	
on	the	issue	of	naming	but	I	acknowledge	any	errors	are	my	own.	When	speaking	of	particular	individuals	I	
have	honoured	the	specificity	of	the	Aboriginal	nations	to	which	they	belong	by	including	their	language	
group	eg.	Wiradjuri,	or	if	this	is	not	applicable,	a	locating	name,	eg.	Koorie,	as	an	identifier.	When	speaking	
in	general	terms,	I	respectfully	use	the	words	Aboriginal	or	Indigenous	as	adjectives,	interchangeably,	as	is	
advised	by	the	Aboriginal	Advisory	Group	of	Community	Legal	Centres	NSW	because	they	deem	this	
language	to	be	positive	and	empowering.	For	more	information	see	www.CreativeSpirits.info,	Aboriginal	
culture	-	People	-	How	to	name	Aboriginal	people?	Accessed	June	6,	2017.	
https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/people/how-to-name-aboriginal-people#ixzz5Hc714UzO	
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man	explained	how	his	 family	had	 lived	with	 the	 lake	and	he	 showed	us	 systems	of	 eel	

traps	made	of	stones	and	bird	hides	where	a	person	could	wait	concealed	until	a	magpie	

goose	 or	 swan	 came	 past	 then	 hit	 it	 with	 a	 specially	 designed	 boomerang	 or	 a	 kind	 of	

sling-shot.		He	also	showed	us	large	circles	of	stones	that	were	the	foundations	of	houses,	

the	 roofs	 and	upper	walls	having	been	made	of	mud,	 sticks	 and	grass,	had	deteriorated	

and	were	 now	 gone.	 Years	 later	 I	 learned	 that	 entire	 villages	 of	 these	 houses	 had	 been	

destroyed	by	settlers	and	the	stones	repurposed	for	walls	to	fence	sheep.	The	family	of	our	

guide	had	walked	all	over	 these	plains,	 through	the	stony	rises	and	 into	 the	valleys	and	

hills	visiting	their	favourite	camping	spots	with	the	seasons.		I	remember	thinking	he	must	

know	the	voice	of	 the	wind	and	maybe	he	could	understand	what	 the	 river	 in	 the	gully	

below	my	house	said.	 	I	wanted	to	ask	him	but	I	didn’t	dare	because	I	didn’t	want	to	be	

disrespectful.	 	My	parents	told	me	white	people	made	his	 family	move	to	 ‘the	missions’.		

Later	as	an	adult	 I	went	to	visit	 the	ruins	of	Ebenezer	Mission	near	Lake	Hindmarsh	on	

the	land	of	the	Wotjobaluk	people	in	the	north	west	of	Victoria.		

	

	

On	looking	but	not	seeing	

	

As	an	adult	working	in	The	Ngaanyatjarra	Lands,6	I	was	awed	by	the	beauty	of	the	

Country,	but	once	more	felt	a	very	strong	sense	of	my	inability	to	communicate	with	it.		

This	was	made	crystal	clear	to	me	one	day	while	on	a	hunting	trip	with	local	ladies7	who	

were	telling	me	about	two	brothers	who	‘chased	a	big	snake	through	the	country	and	that	

snake	dragged	its	belly	and	made	the	riverbed	we	just	crossed…and	over	there	in	the	

distance…	see	those	two	little	hills,	that’s	where	that	snake	curled	up	and	went	to	sleep	for	

a	while	before	he	went	off	up	that	way’8…		Were	these	women	performing	their	

sovereignty	by	making	their	relationship	to	country	(just	as	their	ancestors	had	done	for	

millennia)	as	we	moved	through	it:	the	ancestors	in	the	stories	and	the	stories	in	the	

																																																								
6	The	Ngaanyatjarra	Lands	are	located	in	the	far	west	of	central	Australia.		
7	In	the	English	speech	of	many	Aboriginal	desert	communities	women	are	often	referred	to	as	ladies,	
perhaps	a	hangover	from	the	language	of	the	missionaries.	
8	This	is	an	excerpt	of	a	conversation	between	myself	and	some	of	my	Ngaanyatjarra	hosts,	who	were	
explaining	their	Country	to	me	as	we	passed	through	it.		As	an	uninitiated	outsider	I	was	not	privy	to	sacred	
or	sensitive	law	or	lore.		I	was	only	directed	about	where	I	was	and	was	not	permitted	to	walk	on	Country.			
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ancestors	and	thus	in	those	women?	Dr.	Irene	Watson,	an	Indigenous	woman	of	

Tanganekald	and	Meintangk	peoples	of	the	Coorong	region,	expresses	her	relationship	to	

land	as	an	intimate	one,	embodied	in	the	expression	of	law	through	the	performance	of	

ceremony,	story	and	song.9	Speaking	of	how	Aboriginal	identity	is	manifest	in	Country,	

she	describes	the	land	as	an	embodied	being,	“We	have	to	look	closely	into	the	face	of	the	

land	to	see	who	we	are.”10	As	a	white	woman	I	understand	that	through	their	double	

relation	to	place	and	from	place	the	storytellers	may	have	been	in	effect	making	

themselves,	making	meaning.	Their	stories	might	be	considered	a	process	of	mattering:	of	

giving	meaning	to	‘Country’	but	also	of	embodiment	of	meaning,	of	becoming	matter	

through	story.11	Waanyi12	writer	Alexis	Wright	further	illustrates	this	relationship	of	

meaning	to	matter	and	vice	versa	when	she	says	‘Stories	are	told	to	and	by	this	ancestral	

land.’13		Stories	told	to	country	are	at	once	about	performing	country	and	mattering	

oneself	as	a	part	of	country,	further	to	this,	stories	told	by	country	to	people	also	make	

those	people	in	and	through	relationship	to	that	country.	Country	itself	can	thus	be	

understood	in	whitefellah14	terms	to	have	agency.	 

	

Meanwhile	up	in	the	cab	of	the	troopie15	the	old	ladies16	were	scanning	the	ground	in	what	

appeared	to	be	about	a	200m	radius	looking	for	signs	of	the	lizards	that	we	were	intending	

to	dig	from	their	burrows.		The	old	 ladies	were	reading	their	Country.	lt	wasn’t	a	passive	

reading	but	an	interactive	one,	the	Country	spoke	to	them	about	where	to	find	lizards.	For	

those	 old	 ladies	 the	 land	 was	 not	 “dumb	 and	 mute,	 the	 country	 might	 instead	 be	

substantiating	of	human	embodiment,	and	perhaps	also	 substantialised	by	 it.”17	My	eyes	

would	never	see	the	Country	in	this	way.	As	Alison	Ravenscroft	puts	it	“there	are	things	in	
																																																								
9	Irene	Watson,	Aboriginal	Peoples,	Colonialism	and	International	Law:	Raw	Law,	(New	York:	Routledge,	
2015),	69-70.	
10	Watson,	Aboriginal	Peoples,	69.	
11	Alison	Ravenscroft,	“Coming	to	Matter:	The	Grounds	of	Our	Embodied	Difference,”	Postcolonial	Studies	
10,	no.	3,	(2007):	1.	
12	The	Waanyi	are	an	Aboriginal	nation	from	the	Gulf	of	Carpentaria.	
13	As	quoted	in	Ravenscroft,	“Coming	to	Matter,”	1.	
14	Aboriginal	English	term	for	non-Aboriginal	people	of	either	gender.	
15	Aboriginal	English	shortening	of	Troop	Carrier,	a	kind	of	large	four	wheel	drive	vehicle	commonly	used	by	
government	agencies	and	individual	whitefellahs	in	central	Australia.	
16	Indicating	a	person’s	elder	status	is	a	sign	of	respect	as	most	old	people	are	initiated	and	therefor	have	
special	knowledge	of	their	country.	
17	Ravenscroft,	“Coming	to	Matter,”	1.	
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Indigenous-signed	textuality	that	we	do	not	see,	even	when	we	are	told	they	are	there	to	

be	seen.”18	The	development	of	new	ways	of	thinking	are	central	to	this	project	and	inform	

my	desire	to	replace	the	imperative	to	‘know	the	other’19	and	instead	open	and	de-centre	

my	thinking	so	that,	as	Sami20	scholar	Rauna	Kuokannen	states,	I	might	learn	“to	‘see’	the	

experience	of	epistemes	that	have	long	been	rendered	invisible.”21	Fostering	new	ways	of	

seeing	 and	 the	 relationship	 of	 seeing	 to	 being	 and	 to	 ones	 capacity	 for	 imagining	

differently	has	become	part	of	my	journey.		

	

I	was	 assigned	 to	 dig	 lizards	 for	 a	 senior	 artist,	who	 instructed	me	where	 to	 begin	 and	

eventually	 took	 the	 shovel	 from	me	 in	barely	 concealed	 frustration	when	my	weak	 ‘city	

girl’	 arms	became	useless.	 	This	woman	must	have	been	at	 least	 in	her	mid	60’s.	 	 I	was	

good-naturedly	humoured	along	with	the	children	because	I	really	wasn’t	good	for	much.		

I	couldn’t	see	what	I	was	looking	at,	I	didn’t	know	where	I	was	or	how	to	get	home	and	I	

couldn’t	find	food	–	I	could	barely	make	a	fire	to	cook	it	in	when	it	was	brought	to	me.		A	

month	earlier	 I	had	 flown	 in	 to	 the	 township	over	 incredible	 saltpans,	 scrub,	 riverbeds,	

mountain	 ranges,	 such	 beautiful	 colours,	 shapes,	 textures,	 my	 artists	 eyes	 desperately	

trying	to	read	this	place	and	being	awestruck	and	overwhelmed	but	feeling	my	failure	to	

make	sense	of	any	of	it.		Lying	by	the	fires	of	my	desert	trips	or	my	childhood	campsites	I	

would	 gaze	 into	 the	 night	 skies	 with	 equal	 wonder	 and	 feel	 some	 small	 sense	 of	

satisfaction	when	 I	 could	 find	 the	 Southern	Cross	 constellation	 but	 I	 longed	 to	 see	 the	

Seven	Sisters	and	the	Big	Emu22	and	hear	their	stories.			

	

White	South	African	artist	William	Kentridge	talks	about	having	to	“become	aware	of	the	

cultural,	 social	 constructions	 of	 European	 man	 before	 I	 could	 draw	 the	 South	 African	
																																																								
18	Alison	Ravenscroft,	The	Postcolonial	Eye:	White	Australian	Desire	and	the	Visual	Field	of	Race,	(Surry:	
Ashgate	Publishing,	2002),	22.	
19	Levinas’s	ethics	of	relationality	will	be	explored	and	the	concept	of	‘knowing	the	other’	explained	in	more	
detail	in	coming	paragraphs.	
20	The	Sami	are	the	Indigenous	peoples	of	Scandinavia.	
21	Rauna	Kuokannen,	Reshaping	the	University:	Responsibility,	Indigenous	Epistemes,	and	the	Logic	of	the	Gift	
(Vancouver	and	Toronto:	UBC	Press,	2007),	120.	
22	The	Seven	Sisters	and	the	Big	Emu	are	constellations	in	Indigenous	astrology.	For	more	on	this	subject	
see;	Duane	Hamacher,	“Stories	from	the	sky:	astronomy	in	Indigenous	knowledge,”	Australian	Humanist	no.	
117	(2015);	Michelle	Gantevoort,	Duane	W.	Hamacher	and	Savannah	Lischick,	“Reconstructing	the	Star	
Knowledge	of	Aboriginal	Tasmanians,”	Journal	of	Astronomical	History	and	Heritage	19,	no.3	(2016)	and	Carl	
Williams,	“Aboriginal	Astronomy	and	the	Natural	World,”	Australasian	Scientist	36,	no.	8	(2015).	
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landscape.” 23 	When	 he	 describes	 Volschenk	 and	 Pierneef	 landscape	 paintings	 as		

“documents	 of	 disremembering”24	he	 expresses	 sentiments	 I	 could	 equally	 utter	 upon	

viewing	works	by	John	Glover,	Joseph	Lycett	or	Eugene	Von	Guerrard.25	These	are	static,	

inert	 landscapes	where	the	elements	(sky,	 lake,	tree)	are	isolated	and	expressed	as	“pure	

nature,	majestic	 primal	 forces	 of	 rock	 and	 sky”26	and	on	 the	 few	occasions	when	native	

peoples	inhabit	the	picture	plane	it	 is	entirely	as	an	embodiment	of	this	 ‘pure	nature’	of	

Western	Enlightenment	construction.		The	Australian	landscape	is	still	largely	a	product	

of	disremembering	in	the	cultural	imaginings	of	much	of	contemporary	settler	Australia,27	

not	so	remarkable	in	a	country	whose	population	resides	so	largely	in	the	urban	centres	of	

the	eastern	states,28	that	TV	images	of	New	York	are	likely	more	familiar	to	us	than	those	

of	Cape	York.29	As	Lacanian	theorist	Joan	Copjec	reminds	us		

“Semiotics,	and	not	optics,	is	the	science	that	enlightens	for	us		

the	structure	of	the	visual	domain…	And	because	signifiers	are		

material,	that	is,	because	they	are	opaque	rather	than	translucent,		

(and)	refer	to	other	signifiers	rather	than	directly	to	a	signified,		

the	field	of	vision	is	neither	clear	nor	easily	traversable.	It	is		

instead	ambiguous	and	treacherous,	full	of	traps.”30			

In	other	words,	reading	a	landscape	is	an	activity	mediated	through	the	viewer’s	cultural	

lens.		So	for	example	where	my	whitefellah	eyes	might	observe	a	large	red	rock	surrounded	

by	scrub,	an	Arrernte31	person	might	perceive	a	dingo,	a	hero	figure	at	rest	in	a	significant	

																																																								
23	Carolyn	Christov-Bakargiev	and	William	Kentridge,	“Carolyn	Christov-Bakargiev	in	Conversation	with	
William	Kentridge	(1999),”	in	October	Files	21:	William	Kentridge,	ed.	Rosalind	Krauss	(Cambridge:	The	MIT	
Press,	2017),	13.	
24	William	Kentridge,	“Landscape	in	a	Site	of	Siege	(1988),”	in	October	Files	21:	William	Kentridge,	ed.	
Rosalind	Krauss	(Cambridge:	The	MIT	Press,	2017):	109.	
25	Glover,	Lycett	and	Von	Guerrard	painted	images	documenting	aspects	of	the	newly	settled	colonies	of	
what	is	now	Australia.	
26	Kentridge,	“Landscape,”	109.	
27	David	Carter,	Dispossession,	Dreams	and	Diversity:	Issues	in	Australian	Studies.	(Frenchs	Forest,	NSW:	
Pearson	Longman,	2006),	viii.	
28	Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics,	Regional	Population	Growth,	Australia,	2016-17,	Estimated	Resident	
Population	Density	Grid	June	2017	(ABS	website	2018).	 
29	Cape	York	is	the	northern	most	point	of	continental	Australia,	very	remote	from	urban	centres,	it	is	
largely	inhabited	by	Aboriginal	communities.	
30	Joan	Copjec,	Read	My	Desire:	Lacan	against	the	Historicists	(Cambridge:	October	Books,	1994),	34.	
31	The	Arrernte	people	live	in	central	Australia,	their	traditional	lands	include	Alice	Springs	and	the	East	
MacDonnell	Ranges.	
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site	known	as	Akngwelye	Thirrewe	that	is	part	of	a	 larger	story.32	To	read	the	Australian	

landscape	as	merely	different	configurations	of	rocks	is	to	be	unaware	of	the	many	other	

signifiers	at	work	in	this	place.	Where	Copjec	views	the	ambiguity	of	multiple	viewpoints	

as	treacherous,	however,	I	propose	it	can	offer	an	enriching	understanding	of	place.	I	try	

to	work	with	this	ambiguity	as	something	of	a	safeguard	against	believing	with	too	much	

certainty	in	the	authority	of	my	own	agendas.	Learning	to	un-see	through	the	colonial	eye	

and	look	attentively	anew	from	my	own	subjectivity	is	an	on-going	process	to	which	I	am	

committed	and	to	which	I	re-recommit	each	time	I	set	materials	into	play.		

	

	

Growing	myself	up	

	

In	the	Aboriginal	English	of	the	Ngaanyatjarra	community	I	worked	in,	to	‘grow	a	person	

up’	is	to	educate	them,	this	term	doesn’t	only	apply	to	children	but	to	anyone	who	lacks	

the	knowledge	to	live	in	place	and	understand	their	world.		I’ve	been	attempting	dialogue	

with	this	land	and	its	first	people	since	I	was	a	child,	in	part	to	make	sense	of	my	own	self	

and	my	place	here	and	also	to	understand	the	history	of	 this	country	and	my	ancestors’	

role	in	shaping	its	contemporary	form.		Who	am	I	and	how	do	I	fit	here?	I	love	this	place	

but	I	don’t	really	know	it,	I	can’t	speak	to	it	and	I	can’t	understand	its	languages	though	I	

sometimes	hear	whispers	 that	make	me	prick	up	my	ears.	What	does	 it	mean	 to	know,	

and	specifically	to	know	a	place?	Why	do	Whitefellahs	have	such	a	strong	need	to	‘know’	

everything,	even	things	that	might	not	be	theirs	to	know?	The	production	of	knowledge	

determines	 how	 one	 comes	 to	 understand	 the	 world.	 Settler	 epistemes	 are	 a	 form	 of	

violence	because	they	disallow	for	not	knowing,	or	for	encounter.33	I’ve	been	to	university	

and	studied	my	own	language	and	culture	to	such	a	degree	that	I’m	now	privileged	to	be	a	

teacher	 of	 that	 knowledge.	 I’ve	 also	 studied	 the	 history	 of	 European	 invasion	 and	 the	

continuing	 colonial	 relations	 in	 this	 country.	 	 I’ve	 worked	 alongside	 Indigenous	

Australians	 in	 both	 urban	 and	 rural	 settings	 and	 I’m	 still	 trying	 to	make	 sense	 of	what	

happened	here,	what	is	still	happening	here,	to	find	a	way	to	adequately	acknowledge	and	
																																																								
32	The	rock	formation	Akngwelye	Thirrewe	is	situated	within	the	township	of	Alice	Springs	and	is	part	of	
Ayeye	Akngwelye	Mpartnwe-arenye	–	the	Wild	Dog	Story	of	Alice	Springs.		
33	The	violence	of	‘knowing’	is	examined	with	reference	to	Levinasian	ethics	later	in	the	introduction.	
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account	for	the	legacy	of	occupation	so	we	might	then	find	a	way	to	live	ethically	together.			

	

For	many	 Indigenous	peoples	deep	knowledge	of	Country	 involves	 a	 lengthy	process	 of	

initiation	 and	 the	 continuous	 exercise	 of	 that	 knowledge	 through	 ritual	 practices	 that	

bind	people	 to	place	and	are	understood	as	 “caring	 for	Country.”34	As	Dr.	 Irene	Watson	

explains,	 “Many	of	 our	First	Nations	 legal	 systems	 are	 embodied	 and	 stories	 and	 songs.	

Our	ancient	laws	were	not	written	down:	knowledge	of	law	comes	through	living,	singing	

and	storytelling.	Law	is	lived,	sung,	danced,	painted,	eaten	and	in	the	walking	of	ruwe.”35	

This	 kind	 of	 learning	 requires	 an	 intimate	 relationship	 to	 a	 place	 characterised	 by	 a	

continuity	 of	 being	 in	 relation	 with	 that	 place.	 I	 am	 not	 an	 Indigenous	 person	 and	

Indigenous	law	is	not	intended	for	me.	As	a	settler,	if	one	desires	an	intimate	relationship	

with	 this	 Country	 it	 must	 necessarily	 involve	 what	 I	 am	 calling	 the	 self-awareness	 of	

decolonising	our	settler	being.	I	will	argue	in	later	chapters	that	an	occupier	being	is	not	

contiguous	with	being	in,	of	and	for	place.	Intimacy	takes	time	and	it	 is	 in	a	quest	for	a	

more	complex	relationship	with	place	that	on	my	site	visits36	I	take	time	to	be	in	place,	to	

have	a	sensory	awareness	of	where	I	am.	It	is	this	sensory	awareness	of	place	that	I	then	

express	 through	materials	 to	 form	works	of	 art.	This	process,	which	 I	 conceive	of	 as	 an	

apparatus	of	topopoesis	is	explained	in	detail	in	chapter	four.	My	artistic	process	is	a	way	

of	 being	 that	 requires	 openness	 and	 intimacy	 with	 the	 subject;	 that	 takes	 time	 and	

commitment	 and	 re-commitment	 through	 a	 practice	 of	 ever	 engaging	with	 the	 sensate	

world	around	me	and	within	me.	When	I	want	to	try	to	understand	something,	to	think	

about	it	deeply,	I	make	art	about	it.		

	 	

																																																								
34	Stephen	Muecke,	“Indigenous-Green	Knowledge	Collaborations	and	the	James	Price	Point	Dispute,”	in	
Unstable	Relations:	Indigenous	People	and	Environmentalism	in	Contemporary	Australia,	eds.	Eve	Vincent	
and	Timothy	Neale	(Perth:	UWAP	Scholarly,	2016),	252.	
35	Watson,	Aboriginal	Peoples,	12.	Note	that	ruwe	is	a	term	Watson	uses	to	speak	of	Country.	
36	As	part	of	my	artistic	process	I	make	visits	to	massacre	sites	or	other	sites	of	significance.	The	relevance	of	
these	site	visits	is	discussed	in	chapter	4.	
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Introduction	

	

i.	 The	art	of	the	matter	

	

Art	matters	when	considering	society	because	artworks	are	cultural	productions,37	which	

in	turn	spring	from	the	political.	I	am	an	artist	and	my	research	is	conducted	through	my	

art	practice.	This	practice	led	research	also	intersects	with	philosophy,	history,	politics	

and	jurisprudence	where	these	fields	aid	my	project.	Being	Occupier	moves	back	and	forth	

between	these	discourses	but	its	methodology	is	art	and	for	this	reason	the	first	and	final	

chapters	concern	the	workings	of	art.	The	claim	of	this	thesis	is	that	visual	art	can	be	a	

sensory	provocation	towards	destabilising	occupier	subjectivity	in	Australia	on	one	of	

many	pathways	toward	settler	decolonisation.	A	small	number	of	contemporary	non-

Indigenous	Australian	artists	such	as	Tom	Nicholson,	Joan	Ross,	Juan	Davila	and	Thea	

Costantino	have	employed	various	mediums	to	engage	with	the	colonial	past	and	its	

implications	for	Australian	society	today.	While	my	work	sits	alongside	theirs	it	differs	in	

its	treatment	of	considerations	of	sovereignty,	occupation	and	responsibility.		In	particular	

my	thinking	actively	proposes	an	engagement	with	and	decolonisation	of	occupier	

subjectivity	through	the	medium	of	art	in	the	context	of	Australia	as	a	contemporary	

colonial	nation.	By	engaging	with	politics	of	subjectivity	and	histories	of	violent	

dispossession	my	art	practice	engages	viewers	in	a	process	of	emotionally	informed	

thinking	driven	by	their	own	sensory	experiences.	They	might	reflect	on	their	family	

history,	their	own	subjectivity	in	relation	to	others	and	thus	through	this	very	act	-	

change;	becoming	other	than	they	were.	The	act	of	engaging	with	art	does	not	resolve	the	

problem	of	decolonising	Australia	but	it	can	begin	a	process	of	reflection,	listening	and	

learning	that	enables	change.	

	

Chapter	one	of	Being	Occupier	discusses	the	work	of	art	and	how	it	operates.	It	argues	that	

art	functions	differently	from	philosophy	and	the	sciences	but	that	nevertheless	it	offers	a	

																																																								
37	P.	Bourdieu,	The	Field	of	Cultural	Production	(Cambridge:	Polity	Press,	1993),	b.	hooks,	Art	on	my	mind(	
New	York:	The	New	Press,	1995),	and	E.W.	Said,	Culture	and	Imperialism	(London:	Chatto	&	Windus,	1993).	
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mode	of	thinking	through	its	employment	of	affective	means.38		The	creative	methods	that	

my	 art	 employs	 are	 charted,	 including	 the	 use	 of	 techniques	 and	materials	 to	 generate	

sensations	that	comprise	my	artworks.		The	relational	nature	of	art	is	discussed	in	terms	

of	the	interactions	between	artwork,	artist,	viewer	and	world.	 	I	then	proceed	to	explore	

the	 problematic	 of	 rendering	 visible	 concepts	 of	 space-time.	 The	 chapter	 ends	 with	 an	

exploration	of	the	transformative	properties	specific	to	art	that	Alain	Badiou	characterises	

as	a	‘truth	procedure’.		It	is	my	contention	that	through	its	affective	nature	art	itself	can	be	

a	place	of	ethical	encounter	to	enable	change.	

	

	

ii.	 Thinking	about	thinking	

	

This	thesis	is	a	project	about	thinking	and	how	via	a	particular	kind	of	mind	work	–	the	

processes	of	making	art	 -	one	might	create	a	space	of	ethical	encounter.	Having	spoken	

above	 about	 knowledge	 and	 learning	 I	 should	 now	 make	 clear	 some	 important	

distinctions	 between	 knowledge	 and	 thinking	 that	 go	 to	 the	 heart	 of	 this	 project.	 In	

distinguishing	between	knowing	and	thinking	my	argument	draws	on	Kant’s	discernment,	

in	 his	 Critique	 of	 Pure	 Reason,	 between	 vernunft	 and	 verstandt,39	which	 are	 generally	

translated	 from	 the	 German	 as	 ‘reason’	 and	 ‘understanding’	 and	 might	 be	 further	

interpolated	 as	 ‘making	meaning’	 and	 ‘having	 cognition’.	 Kant’s	 differentiation	 between	

these	kinds	of	mind-work	 led	Hannah	Arendt	 in	her	 final	work	The	 Life	 of	 the	Mind,	 to	

distinguish	similarly	between	thinking	and	knowing.	For	Arendt,	 “The	need	of	 reason	 is	

not	inspired	by	the	quest	for	truth	but	by	the	quest	for	meaning.	And	truth	and	meaning	

are	not	the	same.”40	Truth	is	the	primary	concern	of	knowing,	whereas	thinking	engages	

with	meaning.	 The	 purpose	 of	 knowing	 is	 to	 generate	 a	 reliable	 result,	 knowledge.	 But	

thinking	does	not	produce	such	an	outcome,	and	its	value	lies	in	its	generative	power	to	

																																																								
38	Gilles	Deleuze	and	Felix	Guattari,	What	is	Philosophy?	trans.	Hugh	Tomlinson	and	Graham	Burchell	(New	
York:	Columbia	University	Press,	1994),	176.	
39	Immanuel	Kant,	The	Critique	of	Pure	Reason,	trans.	Norman	Kemp	Smith	(London:	MacMillan,	1929),	301.	
40	Hannah	Arendt,	The	Life	of	the	Mind	(San	Diego:	Harcourt,	1977),	15.	
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alter	 what	 it	 thinks	 and	 to	 think	 anew.41	It	 is	 the	 creative	 power	 of	 thinking	 that	 is	 so	

important	to	this	project.	

	

What	is	the	work	of	thinking?	What	are	we	doing	when	we	think?	Thinking	is	a	process	

that	by	its	nature	is	unstable,	never	complete	and	to	which	one	continuously	returns.	In	

The	Life	of	the	Mind	Arendt	positions	thinking	as	an	active	pursuit,	one	that	might	lead	to	

provoking	 ‘good	conscience’	 in	people.42		Furthermore,	thinking	is	an	activity	she	claims	

for	 all	 people	 and	 not	 just	 ‘professional	 thinkers’,	 like	 Kant	 she	 sees	 this	 democracy	 of	

thought	 as	 having	 important	 moral	 implications.	 For	 Arendt	 everyone	 is	 capable	 of	

thought	 and	 an	 inability	 to	 think	 is	 not	 an	 indication	 of	 stupidity	 but	 rather,	 Arendt	

claims,	 is	 found	 in	a	great	many	highly	 intelligent	people.43	Thinking,	 she	argues,	 is	 too	

important	 to	 be	 left	 only	 to	 a	 few.	 For	 Arendt,	 the	 inability	 to	 think	 is	 a	 failure	 of	

attention.	 Belgian	 philosopher	 Isabelle	 Stengers	 agrees,	 decrying	 the	 inattention	 of	 so	

many	of	the	powerful	not	because	they	are	unintelligent	but	because	they	refuse	to	think	

deeply	 and	 creatively	 for	 the	 future	 of	 the	 planet.44	This	 unwillingness	 to	 think	 is	 not	

merely	recalcitrant	but	actively	“destroys	the	capacity	for	thinking	and	imagining	of	those	

who	envisage	ways	of	doing	things	differently.”45	

	

While	deep	and	critical	thinking	can	guard	against	inattention	it	also	allows	one	to	relate	

ethically	to	the	‘other’	or	as	Emmanuel	Levinas	states,	to	‘think	for	the	other’	by	which	he	

means	not	that	one	should	do	another’s	 thinking	 for	 them	but	that	one	must	engage	 in	

the	act	of	thinking	with	the	‘other’	as	one’s	highest	priority.	Thinking	for	the	‘other’	makes	

us	attentive	to	our	ethical	obligations	and	in	the	context	of	occupied	Australia,	can	“open	

settler	 subjects	 to	 the	 possibilities	 of	 relations	 of	 mutuality	 rather	 than	 domination.”46	

Levinas’s	 theory	of	obligatory	ethics	 is	a	 ‘first	 theory’	 in	 that	 it	 concerns	 the	ontological	

																																																								
41	Dana	Villa,	ed.,	Cambridge	Companion	to	Hannah	Arendt	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2000),	
283.	
42	Arendt,	The	Life	of	the	Mind,	12.	
43	Arendt,	13.	
44	Isabelle	Stengers,	In	Catastrophic	Times:	Resisting	the	Coming	Barbarism,	trans.	Andrew	Goffey	(London:	
Open	Humanities	Press,	2015),	118.	
45	Stengers,	In	Catastrophic	Times,	119.	
46	Avril	Bell,	Relating	Settler	Indigenous	Identities:	Beyond	Domination	(Basingstoke:	Palgrave	MacMillan,	
2014),	174.	
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nature	 of	 human	 being	 or	 how	 one	 comes	 to	 be	 in	 the	 world.	 “Ethics	 comes	 before	

identity,	which	itself	embodies	intentions,	political	projects,	relations	and	struggle.”47	For	

Levinas,	human	being	is	relational;	we	come	into	being	because	of	others.	For	him	ethical	

relation	 is	 itself	 the	 foundation	 of	 subjectivity;	 the	 subject	 “is	 not	 a	 subject	 but	 a	

relation.”48	The	‘I’	of	subjectivity	does	not	exist	prior	to	this	social	relation	but	comes	into	

being	through	it.	The	 ‘I’	 is	established	in	response	to	and	in	responsibility	for	the	call	of	

the	other.49	Without	the	other	there	is	no	‘I’.	

	

Levinas’s	relational	being	is	a	particular	kind	of	relationality	that	involves	an	inescapable	

obligation	to	 the	other	and	also	substantiates	 the	singularity	of	 the	subject.	He	explains	

that,	

“To	 be	 an	 I	means	 not	 to	 be	 able	 to	 escape	 responsibility,	 as	 though	 the	

whole	edifice	of	creation	rested	on	my	shoulders.	But	the	responsibility	that	

empties	the	I	of	its	imperialism	and	its	egoism…confirms	the	uniqueness	of	

the	I.	The	uniqueness	of	the	I	is	in	fact	that	no	one	can	answer	for	me.”50		

	

The	 great	 value	 of	 Levinas’s	 ethics	 to	 the	 decolonisation	 of	 settler	 subjects	 is	 that	 the	

‘other’	disrupts	the	centrality	and	certainty	of	the	subject	and	initiates	reflection	and	the	

possibility	 of	 transformation:	 “The	 relationship	 with	 the	 other	 puts	 me	 into	 question,	

empties	me	 of	myself	 and	 empties	me	without	 end,	 showing	me	 ever	 new	 resources.”51	

Levinasian	ethics	also	entail	a	consciousness	of	the	violence	integral	to	relations	based	on	

knowledge.52	To	 ‘know	 the	other’	 is	 a	 form	of	 capture,	 it	 is	 a	violence	 that	 relegates	 the	

other	 to	 existing	 settler-colonial	 concepts.	 Instead,	 Levinas	 asserts	 the	 centrality	 and	

singularity	of	the	‘other’,	writing,		

“Our	 relation	with	 the	other	 certainly	 consists	 in	wanting	 to	 comprehend	

him,	 but	 this	 relation	 overflows	 comprehension.	 Not	 only	 because	

knowledge	of	the	other	requires,	outside	of	all	curiosity,	also	sympathy	and	

																																																								
47	Bell,	Relating	Settler	Indigenous	Identities,	178.	
48	Emmanuel	Levinas,	Basic	Philosophical	Writings	(Bloomington:	Indiana	University	Press,	1996),	20.	
49	Levinas,	106.	
50	Levinas,	55.	
51	Levinas,	52.	
52	Levinas,	11–12.	
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love,	ways	of	being	distinct	from	impassible	contemplation,	but	because	in	

our	relation	with	the	other,	he	does	not	affect	us	in	terms	of	a	concept.	He	

is	a	being	and	counts	as	such.”53		

This	respect	and	care	for	alterity,	or	the	unknowable	difference	of	the	‘other’	is	the	basis	of	

Levinasian	ethics.	A	response	to	the	‘other’	that	shows	attentiveness	to	their	alterity	is	one	

of	 openness	 and	 hospitality.	 To	 welcome	 the	 ‘other’	 is	 to	 engage	 without	 self-interest	

rather	than	with	a	sense	of	judgement	or	as	a	strategy	to	receive	something	in	exchange.	

The	relation	to	the	‘other’	is	thus	not	reciprocal	but	one	of	“radical	generosity.”54	

	

While	 it	may	be	possible	 to	argue	 that	Levinasian	ethics	are	 impossibly	conjectural	and	

thus	too	apolitical	to	be	useful	as	an	‘ethics	in	the	world’55	I	argue	that	it	is	precisely	from	

this	gap	between	ethics	and	politics	that	the	possibility	for	change	arises.	Derrida	sees	this	

distance	 between	 ethics	 and	 politics	 positively	 as	 both	 a	 rupture	 and	 a	 necessary	

connection,56	providing	an	incitement	to	deduce	a	politics	from	ethics.57	While	refusing	to	

be	prescriptive,	an	engagement	between	politics	and	ethics	can	be	a	provocation	to	more	

self-reflexive	forms	of	political	engagement.	In	the	search	for	a	place	of	ethical	encounter	

between	settlers	and	Indigenous	peoples	Levinas’s	insistence	on	the	primacy	of	ethics	over	

politics	makes	us	attentive	to	the	fact	that	the	abandonment	of	self-interest,	and	the	care	

for	the	other’s	difference,	are	the	foundation	of	ethical	thinking.	

	

Time	 is	 another	 consideration	 required	 for	 ethical	 thinking.	Hannah	Arendt	makes	 the	

case	 that	deep	 thinking	 requires	 time	 to	 stop	and	 think	 for	 long	periods,	 a	practice	 she	

claims	 is	 lost	 to	 us	 in	 the	 business	 of	 our	 daily	 lives.58		 The	 importance	 of	 stopping	 to	

think	 is	 an	 integral	 element	 to	my	 art	making	where	 I	 employ	particular	 techniques	 to	

effectively	force	the	viewer	to	slow	down	and	engage	with	the	work.		It	is	in	such	slowing	

down	 that	 the	viewer	 transported	 from	 their	busy	daily	 life,	 is	 able	 to	 interact	with	 the	

																																																								
53	Levinas,	56.	
54	Levinas,	56.	
55	Scott	Lash,	“Postmodern	Ethics:	the	Missing	Ground.”	In	Theory,	Culture	and	Society	13,	no.	2	(1996):	100.	
56	Jacques	Derrida,	Adieu	to	Emmanuel	Levinas,	trans.	P.A.	Brault	and	M.	Naas	(Stanford:	Stanford	
University	Press,	1997),	113-117.	
57	Derrida,	Adieu	to	Emmanuel	Levinas,	115.	
58	Arendt,	The	Life	of	the	Mind,	4.	
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work	and	make	the	space	for	reflection	and	deep	thinking.	Indeed	the	very	time	of	ethics	

can	be	understood	as	the	time	of	eternality	whereby	one	stands	outside	of	time,	as	it	were,	

in	 order	 to	 experience	 ethical	 encounters.	 In	 the	 essay	Reality	 and	 Its	 Shadow	 Levinas	

writes	 “every	 artwork	 is	 in	 the	 end...a	 statue	 -	 a	 stoppage	 of	 time,”59	but	 art	 does	 not	

reproduce	 time	 rather	 “it	has	 its	 own	 time,”60	the	 “eternal	duration	of	 the	 interval	 -	 the	

meanwhile;”61	a	space	of	possibility.	

	

Both	 art	 and	 philosophy	 offer	 spaces	 of	 possibility,	 spaces	where	 new	ways	 of	 thinking	

might	come	into	being.	Philosophy	is	prominent	in	this	thesis	in	part	because	it	shares	a	

kind	of	kinship	with	art.		Although	they	are	different	in	their	specificities	there	is	a	lot	to	

be	gained	from	viewing	them	side	by	side,	whereby	each	might	affect	the	other	or	respond	

to	 the	 other.	 	 As	 Deleuze	 reminds	 us	 in	What	 is	 Philosophy?	 “Art	 thinks	 no	 less	 than	

philosophy,	 but	 it	 thinks	 through	 affects	 and	 percepts.” 62 	My	 art	 making	 generates	

sensations,	 affects	 and	 percepts	 directly	 through	 materials	 into	 the	 work.	 Philosophy	

attempts	to	create	new	concepts63	whereas	art	is	about	creating	new	sensory	experiences64	

however	both	philosophy	and	art	are	expressions	of	thinking.		

	

To	 illustrate	 further,	Hannah	Arendt	 in	The	 Life	 of	 the	Mind	 invokes	Heidegger	and	his	

claim	that	‘philosophy	and	poetry	were	indeed	closely	related;	they	were	not	identical	but	

sprang	from	the	same	source	–	which	is	thinking.’65	She	also	calls	on	Aristotle	whom	she	

claims	was	of	the	same	opinion,	that	poetry	and	philosophy	somehow	belong	together.	My	

contention	is	that	visual	art	and	philosophy	share	the	same	root	of	thinking	and	that	 in	

fact	 visual	 art	 is	 a	mode	 of	 poetics	 and	 of	 thinking.	 Arendt	 clearly	 links	 the	 process	 of	

thinking	with	that	of	art	when	she	says		

“It	is	more	than	likely	that	men,	if	they	were	ever	to	lose	the	appetite	for	

meaning	we	call	thinking	and	cease	to	ask	unanswerable	questions,	would	
																																																								
59	Emannual	Levinas,	“Reality	and	Its	Shadow”,	in	The	Levinas	Reader,	ed.	Sean	Hand	(Oxford:	Basil	
Blackwell,	1989),	137.	
60	Levinas,		139.	
61	Levinas,	141.	
62	These	terms	are	complex	and	will	be	explained	in	detail	in	the	first	chapter.	
63	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	What	is	Philosophy?,		8.	
64	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	164.	
65	Arendt,	The	Life	of	the	Mind,	7.	
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lose	 not	 only	 the	 ability	 to	 produce	 those	 thought-things	 that	 we	 call	

works	of	art	but	also	the	capacity	to	ask	all	the	answerable	questions	upon	

which	every	civilization	is	founded.”66	

Whereas	philosophers	express	their	thinking	in	the	spoken	or	written	word,	visual	artists	

express	their	thinking	immediately	by	developing	sensations	that	are	transmitted	as	affect	

through	materials.	67	I	 have	 found	 that	 placing	 art	 and	 philosophy	 in	 proximity	 to	 one	

another	creates	new	sensations,	and	 in	 turn,	new	percepts	or	affects,	new	 ‘varieties’68	as	

Deleuze	would	put	it,	and	thus	new	ways	of	thinking.		

	

Philosophy	 offers	 a	 range	 of	 concepts	 for	 thinking	 about	 change	 as	 process.	

Conceptualizing	 change	 as	 a	 continual	 process	 is	 expressed	 by	 Gilles	 Deleuze	 as	

becoming69,	 by	 Friedrich	 Neitzsche	 as	 the	 untimely70	and	 by	 Michel	 Foucault	 as	 the	

actuel. 71 		 	 Becoming	 provides	 a	 way	 of	 thinking	 about	 our	 relation	 to	 the	 peoples,	

ecosystems	and	places	of	 this	 land	 that	 is	 relational	 and	 transformative.	 	 It	 is	 a	process	

that	 requires	 occupiers	 to	 remake	 themselves	 continually	 and	 attentively	 in	 relation	 to	

others.	Specifically	in	an	Australian	context,	anthropologist	Deborah	Bird	Rose	argues	for	

a	dialogue	she	calls	 “situated	availability”72	whereby	 it	 is	acknowledged	 that	 settlers	and	

Indigenous	 peoples	 each	 arrive	 at	 the	 process	 of	 ‘becoming’	 with	 “our	 histories,	 our	

cultures	and	our	commitments”	but	“for	dialogue	to	 fulfil	 its	promise	of	 transformation,	

we	acknowledge	our	past,	and	we	turn	towards	others	with	a	willingness	to	be	changed.”73	

Many	 Indigenous	 activists	 insist	 that	 a	 politics	 that	 values	 difference	 is	 critical	 for	

successful	dialogue.	As	Patrick	Dodson74	elucidates,		

																																																								
66	Arendt,	The	Life	of	the	Mind,	62.	
67	David	Sylvester,	The	Brutality	of	Fact:	Interviews	with	Francis	Bacon	1962-1979,	3rd	edn.	(New	York:	
Thames	&	Hudson,	1987),	65.	
68	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	What	is	Philosophy?,	175.	
69	Although	the	concept	of	becoming	is	developed	throughout	Deleuze’s	writing	he	gives	an	account	of	its	
relation	to	Nietzsche’s	untimely	and	Foucault’s	actuel	on	p111-112	of	What	is	Philosophy?	(1991).	
70		The	concept	of	the	untimely	gives	its	name	to	Nietzsche’s	series	of	four	long	essays	written	and	
published	between	1873	and	1876,	Untimely	Meditations,	however,	the	concept	recurs	throughout	his	works.	
71	See	especially	Michel	Foucault’s,	The	Archaeology	of	Knowledge	(Paris:	Editions	Gallimard,	1969).	
72	Deborah	Bird	Rose,	”Anthropocene	Noir,”	Arena	Journal	41/42	(2013):	208.	
73	Rose,	208.	
74	Patrick	Dodson	is	a	Yawuru	man	from	Broome	in	Western	Australia.	He	has	worked	as	Director	of	the	
Central	and	Kimberley	Land	Councils	and	as	a	Commissioner	in	the	Royal	Commission	into	Aboriginal	



	 22	

“The	 river	 is	 the	 river	 and	 the	 sea	 is	 the	 sea.	 Salt	 water	 and	 fresh,	 two	

separate	 domains.	 Each	 has	 its	 own	 complex	 patterns,	 origins,	 stories.	

Even	though	they	come	together	they	will	always	exist	in	their	own	right.	

Our	hope	for	Reconciliation	is	like	that.”75		

As	 a	 movement	 formed	 by	 the	 state,	 ‘Reconciliation	 Australia’ 76 	has	 insisted	 on	 a	

nationalist	agenda	of	unity	where	Aboriginal	 subjectivities	and	their	priorities	disappear	

when	they	are	 ‘recognised’	by	 the	state	on	terms	 it	dictates.	This	assimilative	process	of	

recognition	 has	 been	 described	 by	 Elizabeth	 Povinelli	 as	 “the	 cunning	 of	 recognition”77	

and	 by	 other	 critics	 of	 colonialism	 as	 “deep	 colonising.”78	For	 Povinelli,	 the	 assimilative	

process	of	recognising	Aboriginality	is	a	product	of	the	harmful	settler	ideologies	of	liberal	

multiculturalism.79	In	an	Australian	context,	Indigenous	subjects	are	only	granted	access	

to	the	benefits	of	the	nation	when	they	accede	to	liberalism’s	domination	and	perform	an	

acceptable,	 if	 impossible,	 form	 of	 Aboriginality,	 as	 determined	 by	 the	 institutions	 of	

liberalism	 itself.80	Aboriginal	 activists	 like	Dodson	 call	 for	 recognition	of	 difference	 as	 a	

pathway	forward.	Inclusive	of	difference	and	open	to	perplexities,81	becoming	offers	non-

Indigenous	Australians	a	way	to	reformulate	themselves	as	a	people-to–come,82	something	

otherwise	than	occupier.		

	

Important	 elements	of	becoming	 are	 that	 it	 is	 a	 continuing	process,	 that	 it	 requires	 the	

																																																																																																																																																																																				
Deaths	in	Custody.	He	also	served	as	inaugural	Chair	of	the	Council	for	Aboriginal	Reconciliation	and	as	Co-
Chair	of	the	Expert	Panel	for	Constitutional	Recognition	of	Indigenous	Australians.	
75	Patrick	Dodson,	“RAP	Blessed	with	Water,”	Reconciliation	News,	December	2009,	26.	
76	Reconciliation	Australia	is	a	government	body	that	was	established	in	2001.	It	describes	itself	as	“the	
national	expert	body	on	reconciliation	in	Australia,”	explaining	that,	“Our	organisation	was	established	
following	the	disbandment	of	the	Council	for	Aboriginal	Reconciliation	(CAR)	in	2000.	The	CAR	was	
established	in	1991	under	the	Council	for	Aboriginal	Reconciliation	Act	1991.”	Reconciliation	Australia	
website,	accessed	July	17,	2017.	www.reconciliation.org.au/about-us/	
77	Elizabeth	Povinelli,	The	Cunning	of	Recognition:	Indigenous	Alterities	and	the	Making	of	Australian	
Multiculturalism	(Durham:	Duke	University	Press,	2002).	
78	See	especially	chapter	six	“Deep	Colonizing:	The	Politics	of	Recognition”	in	Avril	Bell,	Relating	Settler	
Indigenous	Identities:	Beyond	Domination	(Basingstoke:	Palgrave	MacMillan,	2014),	139	and	Lorenzo	
Veracini,	“Isopolitics,	deep	colonizing,	settler	colonialism,”	Interventions	13,	no.	2	(2011):	171-189.	
79	Povinelli,	The	Cunning	of	Recognition,	17.	
80	Povinelli,	39.	
81	‘Perplexities’	is	a	term	often	used	by	Hannah	Arendt	to	indicate	a	dimension	of	meaning	that	is,	at	once,	
demonstrable	and	undisclosed.	See	especially	the	prologue	to	The	Human	Condition	(Chicago:	University	of	
Chicago	Press,	1998),	4.	
82	Gilles	Deleuze,	Cinema	2:	The	Time-Image,	trans.	Hugh	Tomlinson	and	Robert	Galeta	(Minneapolis:	
University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1989),	223.	
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acknowledgement	 of	 our	 past,	 it	 is	 situated	 in	 place,	 and	 that	 those	 involved	 share	 an	

openness	 to	being	 changed.	Becoming,	 like	 colonialism,	does	not	occur	 as	 a	 closed	and	

finite	historical	event.83	In	an	Australian	context	it	involves	a	sophisticated	understanding	

of	what	 it	means	to	be	 in	place	 ‘on	Country’	and	an	acknowledgment	of	 the	meaning	of	

Country	 and	 sovereignty	 to	 Indigenous	 Australians	 not	 an	 insistence	 on	 using	 the	

colonisers	laws	to	dictate	terms	of	ownership.	It	requires	that	settlers	want	to	experience	

change	and	 to	decolonise	 themselves	 rather	 than	problematizing	 Indigenous	peoples.	 It	

means	sharing	the	past	and	how	it	shapes	the	present	not	occluding	or	dis-remembering	

history.	Becoming	necessitates	being	attentive	 to	 this	process	 repeatedly	 in	an	on-going	

way.	

	

Settler	 decolonisation	 and	 the	 process	 of	 becoming	 requires	 engagement	 with	 settler	

subjectivity.	 Philosophy	 can	 pose	 questions	 of	 identity	 as	 questions	 of	 being,	 using	 a	

‘philosophy	of	origins’.	For	a	coloniser	country	such	as	Australia,	posing	the	question	of	

origins	cannot	be	avoided	if	settlers	are	to	own	up	to	their	history	and	explain	how	they	

come	 by	 their	 sovereignty.	 A	 ‘philosophy	 of	 origins’	 is	 the	 philosophical	 ground	 from	

which	this	thesis	examines	settler	being	in	chapter	three.	A	‘philosophy	of	origins’	locates	

a	person	in	place	and	consequently	also	contributes	to	one’s	subjectivity.	It	is	a	manner	of	

resolving	the	eternal	question,	‘who	am	I?’	which	is	in	turn	contiguous	with	the	question	

‘where	am	I?’	 thus	a	 ‘philosophy	of	origins’	provides	a	philosophical	basis	to	understand	

Indigenous	 and	 non-Indigenous	 claims	 to	 sovereignty	 in	 this	 place.	 A	 ‘philosophy	 of	

origins’	uses	a	Western	philosophical	concept84	to	explain	how	it	is	that	settler	claims	to	

legitimate	sovereignty	are	in	fact	misguided.	Philosophy	can	ask	the	questions,	‘where	are	

you	from?’	and	‘how	do	you	come	to	be	here?’	In	answering	such	questions	the	history	of	

settler	being	in	this	country	is	revealed.	Questions	are	important	because	through	asking	

better	 questions	 of	 settler	 identity	 one	 comes	 closer	 to	 exposing	 the	 current	 occupier	

subjectivity	of	the	majority	of	Australians.	

	

																																																								
83	Patrick	Wolfe,	“Nation	and	miscegeNation,”	in	Settler	Colonialism	and	the	Transformation	of	
Anthropology:	The	Politics	and	Poetics	of	an	Ethnographic	Event	(London:	Cassell	1999),	96.	
84	In	a	settler	colonial	context	where	so	much	Indigenous	knowledge	has	been	stolen	or	misused	I	believe	it	
is	politically	important	not	to	appropriate	such	knowledge	in	the	cause	of	decolonising	settlers	themselves.	
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iii.	 The	past	is	the	past	is	the	past	or	is	it?	

	

When	 then	 Prime	 Minister	 John	 Howard	 opened	 the	 1997	 Australian	 Reconciliation	

Convention	in	Melbourne	he	berated	the	1800	assembled	participants	saying,	

“In	facing	the	realities	of	the	past,	[...]	we	must	not	join	those	who	would	

portray	 Australia's	 history	 since	 1788	 as	 little	 more	 than	 a	 disgraceful	

record	 of	 imperialism	 [...]	 such	 an	 approach	 will	 be	 repudiated	 by	 the	

overwhelming	majority	of	Australians	who	are	proud	of	what	this	country	

has	achieved	although	inevitably	acknowledging	the	blemishes	in	its	past	

history.”85	

The	response	of	the	Indigenous	members	of	the	audience	and	many	others	present	was	to	

turn	their	backs	on	him.	It	seems	an	appropriate	response	after	so	many	years	of	having	

successive	governments	turn	their	backs	on	Indigenous	Australia,	the	Howard	years	alone	

had	seen	a	litany	of	offences	against	Indigenous	communities.86	There	has	long	been	a	

social	and	political	divide	between	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	Australians	fuelled	by	

a	refusal	to	acknowledge	the	nation’s	history	of	political	violence	towards	its	Indigenous	

population.	Howard’s	description	of	Australian	colonialism	as	a	‘blemish’	can	be	argued	to	

belittle	the	dispossession	and	violence	suffered	by	Indigenous	Australians	as	a	result	of	

the	occupation	of	their	lands	by	settlers.	His	speech	refused	to	acknowledge	past	wrongs,	

and	employing	the	rhetoric	of	nationalism,	implied	that	proud	Australians	would	also	

reject	the	opportunity	to	address	colonial	violence.	Howard’s	conflation	of	proud	

Australian	nationalism	with	the	refusal	to	acknowledge	historical	wrongdoing	sets	a	

dangerous	precedent	for	Australian	identity.	Speaking	again	in	1997,	in	the	context	of	the	

impact	of	the	removal	of	Indigenous	children	from	their	families	John	Howard	insisted	

that,	“So	far	as	the	public	is	concerned,	they	don't	believe	in	intergenerational	guilt	and	

																																																								
85	Transcript	of	Prime	Minister	The	Hon	John	Howard	MP,	“Opening	Address	to	the	Australian	
Reconciliation	Convention-Melbourne,”	Department	of	the	Prime	Minister	and	Cabinet,	accessed	January	12,	
2018.	https://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/original/00010361.	
86	“7	legacies	of	John	Howard's	government,”	The	Point,	SBS	television	website,	Aired	3	March	2016,	
https://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/the-point-with-stan-grant/article/2016/03/03/7-legacies-john-howards-
government.	
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they	do	believe	that	this	country	has	a	proud	history...”87	Once	again	one	finds	Howard	

exhorting	a	generalizing	narrative	that	advocates	a	refusal	to	interrogate	the	violence	of	

the	past	and	at	the	same	time	insists	on	a	proud	national	story.	In	expressing	disbelief	in	

intergenerational	guilt,	and	therefor	by	extension	disbelief	in	intergenerational	trauma	on	

the	part	of	Aboriginal	people,	Howard	wants	non-Aboriginal	Australians	to	block	their	

ears	to	Aboriginal	viewpoints	that	might	challenge	his	national	narrative	of	‘Aussie	Pride.’	

If	one	takes	Aboriginal	activists	at	their	word,	that	a	politics	that	values	difference	is	

critical	for	successful	dialogue,88	then	a	politics	that	refuses	to	hear	different	viewpoints,	

such	as	those	provided	by	the	various	Aboriginal	voices	of	this	country,	is	not	able	to	

engender	ethical	relations	between	the	peoples	of	this	country.	John	Howard’s	

construction	of	‘proud	Australian	identity’	is	exclusory	and	racialised	in	that	it	disallows	

Indigenous	voices	unless,	presumably,	they	subscribe	to	the	whitewashing	of	history.	

Howard	makes	it	clear	that	being	proudly	Australian	and	living	with	a	consciousness	of	

the	violent	history	of	the	country	are	mutually	exclusive	positions.		Certainly	it	may	be	

difficult	to	reconcile	these	positions	but	as	I	will	argue	later	in	the	thesis	this	is	the	

inheritance	of	settler	Australians.		

	

In	responding	to	calls	for	reconciliation	between	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	

Australians,	Aboriginal	activists	such	as	Bundjalung	man	Sol	Bellear	contend	that	a	first	

step	towards	ethical	relations	is	the	acknowledgment	of	the	existence	of	the	historical	

systemic	and	overt	violence	of	settler-colonialism	in	Australia.	Bellear,	chairman	of	the	

Aboriginal	Medical	Service,	Redfern	explains,	“Put	simply,	reconciliation	hasn’t	worked	in	

Australia	because	as	a	nation,	we	continue	to	refuse	to	face	up	to	our	real	past.”89	Crucial	

considerations	for	dealing	with	historical	injustice	involve	being	attentive	to	the	way	that	

historical	events	are	remembered,	misremembered,	hidden	or	silenced	and	how	and	

whether	the	settler	community	can	make	reparation.	As	Hannah	Arendt	reminds	us	

																																																								
87	John	Howard	quoted	in	Larissa	Behrendt,	“Morpeth	Lecture:	Mind,	Body	and	Spirit:	Pathways	Forward	
for	Reconciliation,”	Newcastle	Law	Review	5,	no.	1	(2001):	42-3. 	
88	See	especially	“Uluru	Statement	From	the	Heart,”	in	A	Rightful	Place:	A	Roadmap	to	Recognition	(Carlton:	
Black	Inc.,	2017),	2.	
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Adam	Goodes,”	nacchocommunique.com,	March	3,	2014,	
https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/people/what-you-need-to-know-about-
reconciliation#ixzz516kZTvA4.	
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“Insofar	as	the	past	has	been	transmitted	as	tradition,	it	possesses	authority;	insofar	as	

authority	presents	itself	historically,	it	becomes	tradition.”90	Rethinking	the	historical	

project	of	the	settler	nation	in	order	to	face	up	to	the	past	means	challenging	national	

traditions	by	opening	up	conversations	about	their	assumed	legitimacy.		Such	a	fraught	

project	will	not	be	easily	achieved	but	requires	a	commitment	to	processes	of	change.	

Change	processes	in	turn	necessitate	openness	to	new	ways	of	thinking	for	settler	

Australians.	

	

	

iv.	 The	problem	of	being	occupier	

	

This	thesis	argues	that	the	current	settler-colonial	nation	of	Australia	has	a	political	and	

ethical	problem	concerning	its	origins.	It	is	asserted	that	the	Australian	nation-state	was	

established	 through	 invasion	 and	 is	 maintained	 though	 occupation.91 	It	 takes	 as	 its	

political	 starting	 point	 the	 acknowledgement	 that	 Aboriginal	 sovereignty	 has	 not	 been	

ceded	in	this	country92	and	that	non-Aboriginal	Australians	thus	constitute	a	population	

of	 occupation.	 Indeed,	 the	 intrinsic	 quality	 of	 non-Indigenous	 Australian	 being	 in	 its	

current	 form	 is	 the	 being	 of	 the	 occupier.	 Why	 the	 term	 occupier?	 Non-Indigenous	

Australians	cannot	be	considered	conquerors	because	up	until	very	recently	the	dominant	

settler	narrative	has	largely	denied	that	there	were	any	battles	over	territory.93	Keeping	in	

mind	that	history	is	not	what	happened	but	that	which	is	narrated,	as	anthropologist		

Allen	Feldman	explains,		

“The	production	of	biographical	narrative,	life	history,	oral	history,	and	

testimony	in	the	aftermath	of	ethnocidal,	genocidal,	colonial,	and	

																																																								
90	Hannah	Arendt,	Walter	Benjamin,	Illuminations:	Essays	and	Reflections	(New	York:	Schocken	Books,	
1968)	38.	
91	See	especially	Aileen	Moreton-Robinson,	“I	Still	Call	Australia	Home:	Indigenous	Belonging	and	Place	in	a	
Postcolonizing	Society,”	in	The	White	Possessive:	Property,	Power	and	Indigenous	Sovereignty,	ed.	Aileen	
Moreton-Robinson	(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	2015),	4;	Irene	Watson,	“Aboriginal(ising)	
International	Law	and	Other	Centres	of	Power,”	Griffith	Law	Review	20,	no.	3	(2011);	and	Patrick	Wolfe,	
“Settler	Colonialism	and	the	Elimination	of	the	Native,”	Journal	of	Genocide	Research	8,	no.	4	(December	
2006):	402.	
92	“Uluru	Statement	From	the	Heart,”	in	A	Rightful	Place:	A	Roadmap	to	Recognition	(Carlton:	Black	Inc.,	
2017),	2.	
93	See	especially	Henry	Reynolds,	The	Forgotten	War	(Sydney:	New	South	Publishing	2013).	
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postcolonial	violence	occurs	within	specific	structural	conditions,	

cognitive	constraints,	and	institutional	norms.”94		

As	such	settler	history	can	be	considered	a	construction	emerging	from	a	settler-colonial	

mind-set	 intended	 to	 support	 its	 norms.	 When	 battles	 or	 massacres	 were	 too	 well	

documented	to	occlude,	they	were	not	figured	within	the	framework	of	war	but	described	

with	euphemisms	 such	as	 ‘dispersal’95,	 and	as	 such	were	not	 subject	 to	 the	 laws	of	war.		

Non-Indigenous	 Australians	 are	 unable	 to	 identify	 a	 credible	 national	 treaty96	nor	 any	

other	document	or	event	ceding	sovereignty	or	settling	terms,	and	fiduciary	compensation	

has	not	been	paid.			
	

	

The	term	‘bystander’	cannot	be	appropriately	applied	to	an	Australian	context	because	the	

bystander,	as	framed	in	post	holocaust	political	analysis	by	thinkers	such	as	Hannah	

Arendt	in,	The	Origins	of	Totalitarianism	(1958)	and	Theodore	Adorno,	in	The	

Authoritarian	Personality	(1950),	embodies	passivity	in	the	face	of	great	evil	that	occurs	

under	the	pressure	of	a	totalitarian	state,	a	situation	which	Australia	cannot	be	said	to	

embody.97	The	innocence	of	the	bystander	is	unfitting	to	describe	historical	frontier	

violence	by	settlers	where	acts	varied	from	murder	and	child	stealing,	to	cultural	

destruction	and	dispossession	of	tribal	lands.98	Its	application	to	contemporary	Australia	

is	equally	inappropriate	where	the	agents	of	the	settler	Australian	body	politic	such	as	

police	and	social	workers	employ	government	policy99	to	the	massive	social	disadvantage	

																																																								
94	Allen	Feldman,	“Memory	Theatres,	Virtual	Witnessing	and	the	Trauma-Aesthetic,”	Biography	27,	no.1	
(Winter	2004):	163.	
95	Henry	Reynolds,	Forgotten	War,	132.	
96	Some	may	point	to	Batman’s	contentious	‘treaty’	with	the	Kulin	Nation	for	the	land	that	now	constitutes	
Melbourne,	however	its	credibility	founders	on	many	levels	but	especially	on	the	fact	that	the	document	
could	not	be	legally	binding	because	the	signatories	could	not	understand	the	meaning	of	what	they	were	
signing	as	they	didn’t	speak	the	language	in	which	the	treaty	was	written.	
97	Totalitarianism	is	defined	by	the	Oxford	English	Dictionary	as	a	system	of	government	that	is	centralized	
and	dictatorial	and	requires	complete	subservience	to	the	state,	Nazi	Germany	and	Stalinist	Russia	being	
examples.	Australian	settlers	who	refused	to	be	complicit	with	frontier	violence	may	have	faced	social	
ostracism	but	would	not	have	been	imprisoned	or	killed	by	the	state.	
98	Human	Rights	and	Equal	Opportunity	Commission.	Bringing	Them	Home:	A	Guide	to	the	
Findintgs	and	Recomrmenidations	of	the	National	Inquiry	into	the	Separation	of	Aboriginal	and	
Torres	Strait	Islander	Children	from	their	Families	(Canberra:	Australian	Government	Publishing	
Service,	1997).	
99	Rebecca	Stringer,	“A	Nightmare	of	the	Neocolonial	Kind:	Politics	of	Suffering	in	Howard	Northern	
Territory	Intervention”	Borderlands	eJournal	6,	no.	2	(2007),	http://www.borderlandsejournal.adelaide.	
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of	Aboriginal	peoples.100	Even	where	bystanders	on	the	frontier	may	have	been	passive	

witnesses	to	subjective	violence	they	often	stood	to	benefit	in	other	ways.	Many	

Australian	households	profited	from	the	unpaid	labour	of	domestic	servants	and	

stockmen	kidnapped	as	children.101 As	the	Bringing	them	Home	report	states,	“Kidnapping	

Indigenous	women	and	children	for	economic	and	sexual	exploitation	was	common.”102	

Other	individuals	may	have	achieved	a	sense	of	personal	wellbeing	or	enhanced	social	

status	from	the	“positive	media	coverage	given	to	adoptive	families”103	when	taking	charge	

of	Aboriginal	children	under	the	guise	of	“philanthropic	motives,”104	such	as	‘saving’	them	

from	neglect105	or	recruiting	them	to	a	religious	order.106	 

	

In	 his	 work	Perpetrators,	 Victims,	 Bystanders:	 The	 Jewish	 Catastrophe,	 1933–1945	 (1992)	

Raul	Hilberg	describes	 a	particular	 category	of	bystander,	 ‘the	beneficiary’	who	gains	or	

maintains	wealth,	employment	or	social	status	as	a	result	of	their	passivity	in	the	face	of	

evil.107		Australian	settlers	are	in	this	sense	beneficiaries	of	the	crimes	of	colonialism	past	

and	present	because	the	nation’s	wealth	and	the	private	wealth	of	individuals	are	built	of	

and	 on	 the	 stolen	 resources	 of	 Aboriginal	 peoples.108	The	 health,	 education,	 political	

freedom	 and	 personal	 safety	 that	 a	majority	 of	 settler	 Australians	 currently	 enjoy	 is	 in	

direct	contrast	to,	yet	is	contiguous	with,	the	corresponding	disenfranchisement	of	a	great	

many	Aboriginal	Australians	who	do	not	enjoy	such	conditions.109	Yet	to	be	termed	merely	

																																																								
100	SCRGSP	(Steering	Committee	for	the	Review	of	Government	Service	Provision),	Overcoming	Indigenous	
Disadvantage:	Key	Indicators	2014,	Productivity	Commission,	Canberra,	(2014).	
101	Steve	Kinnane,	Judy	Harrison	and	Isabelle	Reinecke,	“Finger	money:	The	black	and	white	of	stolen	
wages,”	Griffith	Review	47	(2015):	52.		
102	Human	Rights	and	Equal	Opportunity	Commission.	Bringing	Them	Home,	62.	
103	Shurlee	Swain,	“Homes	Are	Sought	for	These	Children”	Locating	Adoption	within	the	Australian	Stolen	
Generations	Narrative	American	Indian	Quarterly	37,	nos.	1–2	(2013):	211.	
104	Shurlee	Swain,	“Homes	Are	Sought	for	These	Children,”	207. 	
105	Anna	Haebich,	“Forgetting	Indigenous	Histories:	Cases	from	the	History	of	Australia’s	Stolen	
Generations,”	Journal	of	Social	History	Summer	(2011):	1034.		
106	Shurlee	Swain,	“Homes	Are	Sought	for	These	Children,”	211.	
107	Raul	Hilberg,	Perpetrators,	Victims,	Bystanders:	The	Jewish	Catastrophe	1933-1945	(New	York:	Aaron	
Asher	Books,	1993),	214.	
108	Tom	Clark,	Ravi	de	Costa	and	Sarah	Maddison	“Non-Indigenous	Australians	and	the	‘Responsibility	to	
Engage’?”	Journal	of	Intercultural	Studies	38,	no.	4	(2017):	385.		
109	A	clear	indicator	is	the	rate	of	imprisonment	of	Aboriginal	Australians	as	noted	in	the	report	of	the	
governments	own	committee	on	Indigenous	disadvantage:	“The	adult	imprisonment	rate	increased	57	per	
cent	between	2000	and	2013.	Juvenile	detention	rates	increased	sharply	between	2000-01	and	2007-08,	and	
fluctuated	since	at	around	24	times	the	rate	for	non-Indigenous	youth.”	SCRGSP,	Overcoming	Indigenous	



	 29	

a	 ‘beneficiary’	 of	 the	 resources	 of	 this	 land	 occludes	 the	 point	 that	 settlers	 did	 not	

originally	 come	 by	 this	 land	 by	 accident	 but	 took	 it	 by	 force.	 	 Furthermore,	 it	 is	 by	

occupation	 of	 this	 stolen	 land	 that	 settlers	 maintain	 control	 of	 the	 country	 today.	 	 If	

Aboriginal	 sovereignty	 hasn’t	 been	 ceded 110 	or	 vanquished	 then	 the	 territories	 now	

acknowledged	by	the	settler-colonial	 legal	system	to	have	been	populated	at	the	time	of	

settlement	 must	 currently	 be	 “occupied	 territories.”111		 Although	 the	 issue	 of	 juridical	

sovereignty	 is	 a	 matter	 of	 legal	 debate	 outside	 the	 scope	 of	 this	 thesis,	 political	 and	

philosophical	notions	of	sovereignty	do	inform	the	notions	of	‘Aboriginality’,	‘settler	being’	

and	 ‘Australian-ness’	 as	 forms	 of	 identity.	 The	 argument	 for	 settler	 identity	 as	 occupier	

identity	will	be	made	in	detail	in	chapter	three.			

	

	

v.	Being	in	place.	

	

Chapter	two	considers	the	nature	of	place	in	Australia	and	how	it	is	constituted.	It	argues	

that	 any	 discussion	 of	 identity	 and	 belonging	 needs	 to	 occur	 within	 the	 context	 of	

thinking	about	place	because	human	identity	 is	strongly	bound	to	place.	Considerations	

of	place	are,	I	argue,	strongly	connected	to	both	space	and	time.	People	are	from	a	place;	

we	are	located	geographically	and	temporally.	We	speak,	act	and	think	from	the	context	

of	 a	 place	 and	 a	 time.	 Geographer	 David	 Harvey	 provides	 a	 useful	 two-dimensional	

framework	 for	 understanding	 time	 and	 space.	 	On	 the	 first	 dimension	 there	 are	 “three	

distinctive	ways	of	understanding	space	and	time:	absolute,	relative,	and	relational.	Across	

the	second	dimension,	we	encounter	another	three	definitions	(most	notably	argued	for	

by	Lefebvre);	space	as	materially	sensed,	conceptualized,	and	lived.”112	Harvey	goes	on	to	

argue	that	space	is	constituted	by	the	integration	of	all	these	definitions.	The	problem	of	

identity,	of	being	in	space	and	time	is	not	one	that	exists	in	isolation,	but	rather,	as	Donna	

																																																																																																																																																																																				
Disadvantage:	Key	Indicators	2014,	2.	
110	“Uluru	Statement,”	A	Rightful	Place,	2.	
111	In	international	law,	a	territory	is	considered	“occupied”	when	it	is	actually	placed	under	the	authority	of	
a	hostile	army.	See	“The	Practical	Guide	to	Humanitarian	Law”	on	the	Medecines	Sans	Frontieres	webpage,	
https://guide-humanitarian-law.org/content/article/3/occupied-territory/ 
112	David	Harvey,	“Spacetime	and	the	World	(2005),”	in	The	People,	Place	and	Space	Reader,	eds.	Jen	Jack	
Gieseking,	William	Mangold,	Cindi	Katz,	Setha	Low,	and	Susan	Saegert	(New	York:	Routledge,	2014),	12.	
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Haraway	argues,	in	relation	to	place	and	to	other	humans	and	not	least	other	species.113			

	

The	 first	 section	 of	 the	 chapter	 Scaffolding	 Possession,	 begins	 by	 examining	 private	

property	in	the	context	of	settler-colonialism	as	it	pertains	to	Australia	and	asks	how	the	

Country	of	Australia’s	 Indigenous	peoples	was	seized	by	 the	British	and	 turned	 into	 the	

legal	entity	known	today	as	Australia.	Settler	Australians,	like	all	settlers,	face	the	problem	

of	being	 in	place	on	 someone	else’s	Country,	 a	place	 that	 colonizers	now	claim	as	 their	

own.	There	are	certain	specificities	of	such	a	situation	that	need	to	be	understood	so	as	to	

explain	the	complexities	of	the	problem	as	it	relates	to	Australia.	In	Australia	the	colonizer	

has	created	a	new	and	fantastical	place	from	which	to	emerge	into	the	world.		This	place	

was	created	through	the	myth	of	Terra	Nullius,	 the	legal	doctrine,	now	disproved,114	that	

this	continent	was	unoccupied	when	the	British	arrived.	Also	important	to	this	discussion	

are	the	Mabo	and	Wik	land	rights	cases	and	the	parliamentary	acts	and	amendments	that	

characterise	the	particular	mode	of	dispossession	of	Aboriginal	Australians	and	their	land	

rights	 in	 Australia	 today.115	These	 legal	 and	 political	 endeavours,	 explored	 in	 detail	 in	

chapter	 three,	have	created	a	 fantastical	 land	at	 the	bottom	of	 the	world	as	 fabulous	as	

those	drawn	on	ancient	maps.		

	

The	second	section	of	chapter	three,	Dwelling,	argues	that	when	thinking	of	what	it	means	

to	 be-in-place,	 it	 is	 useful	 to	 turn	 to	 the	 question	 of	 what	 it	 is	 not	 merely	 to	 live	

somewhere	but	to	‘dwell’	in	a	particular	place.	Dwelling	examines	whether	it	is	possible	to	

build	 anything	 ethical	 if	 one	 does	 not	 first	 have	 the	 capacity	 to	 dwell.	 In	 Heidegger’s	

lecture	 ‘Building	 Dwelling	 Thinking’	 he	 establishes	 that	 in	 order	 to	 dwell	 three	 criteria	

																																																								
113	Donna	Haraway,	Staying	with	the	Trouble:	Making	Kin	in	the	Chthulucene	(Durham:	Duke	University	
Press,	2015),	1.	
114	See	Shaunnagh	Dorset	and	Shaun	McVeigh,	“Just	So:	The	Law	which	Governs	Australia	is	Australian	
Law,”	Law	and	Critique	13	(2002):	289–309.;	Peter	Rush,	“Surviving	Common	Law:	Silence	and	the	Violence	
Internal	to	the	Legal	Sign,”	Cardozo	Law	Review	27,	no.	2	(2005):	753–766;	Peter	Rush,	“An	Altered	
Jurisdiction:	Corporeal	Traces	of	Law,”	Griffith	Law	Review	6	(1997):	144–168;	and	Paul	Muldoon,	“Thinking	
Responsibility	Differently:	Reconciliation	and	the	Tragedy	of	Colonisation,”	Journal	of	Intercultural	Studies	
26,	no.	3	(2005):	237–254.	
115	See	Galarrwuy	Yunupingu,	ed.,	Our	Land	is	Our	Life:	Land	Rights	–	Past,	Present,	Future	(St.	Lucia:	
University	of	Queensland	Press,	1997);	Richard	H.	Bartlett,	Native	Title	in	Australia	(2nd	ed)	(Chatswood:	
LexisNexis	Butterworths,	2004);	Ian	Hunter,	“Native	Title:	Acts	of	State	and	the	Rule	of	Law,”	The	Australian	
Quarterly	65,	no.	4,	The	Politics	of	Mabo	(Summer	1993):97-109;		and	Paul	Patton,	“Sovereignty,	Law,	and	
Difference	in	Australia:	After	the	Mabo	Case,”	Alternatives	21	(1996):	149-170.	
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must	 be	 met:	 firstly,	 to	 dwell	 is	 “to	 cherish	 and	 protect	 the	 land”116,	 secondly	 it	 is	 “to	

remain	 in	 place	 in	 peace”117	and	 finally,	 to	 dwell	 is	 “to	 set	 something	 free	 into	 its	 own	

presencing,”118	to	emerge	in	its	own	nature.	My	contention	is	that	the	occupier	meets	none	

of	these	criteria.	

	

The	final	section	of	chapter	three,	What	is	Lost,	will	address	the	relationality	expressed	in	

Heidegger’s	three	concepts	of	being-with-others,	being-with-things	and	finally	of	dwelling	

in	 constant	 attentiveness.	 It	 is	 the	 capacity	 for	 relational	 ethics	 detailed	 in	 these	 three	

concepts	that	is	lost	by	clinging	to	occupier	subjectivity.	The	gift	of	generosity	is	one	such	

ethical	 capacity	 that	 settlers	 lose	 the	 aptitude	 for	 when	 they	 are	 unable	 to	 dwell	

relationally.	My	 assertion	 is	 that	 settler	 decolonisation	 and	 the	 embracing	 of	 relational	

ethics	 can	be	 realised	 through	 the	expression	of	 shame,	grief	 and	 loss	 facilitated	by	 the	

processes	of	mourning.	

	

	

vi.	Imagining	settler	Australians.	

	

Chapter	three	is	concerned	with	the	violence	of	the	visible,	the	cost	to	the	invisible,	the	

nature	 of	 responsibility	 and	 the	 transformative	 role	 of	 art	 in	 making	 visible	 power	

relations	 that	 are	 invisible.	 The	 chapter	 will	 consider	 the	 politics	 of	 the	 visible.	 It	 will	

begin	by	 identifying	 the	 violence	 enacted	upon	 those	who	are	 invisible	 and	 the	 relative	

power	of	the	visible.	It	argues	that	the	violence	of	mainstream	media	image	creation	and	

reportage	is	way	of	silencing	and	in	fact	of	‘disappearing’	others.	We	experience	our	world	

through	 images	and	 in	 coming	 to	 comprehend	 those	 images	we	use	our	 imagination	 to	

help	 us	 put	 these	 ideas	 into	 words	 that	 can	 be	 communicated	 through	 the	 power	 of	

speech.119	Identity	 is	 highly	 complex	 and	 changeable,	 it	 responds	 to	 context	 and	 resists	

fixedness.	The	mass	media	images	of	what	settler	identity	in	Australia	is	and	what	it	can	

																																																								
116	Martin	Heidegger,	”Building	Dwelling	Thinking,”	In	Poetry	Language	Thought,	trans.	Albert	Hofstadter	
(New	York:	Harper	Collins,	2001),	145.	
117	Heidegger,	147.	
118	Heidegger,	148.	
119	Marie-Jose	Mondzain,	“What	Does	Seeing	an	Image	Mean?”	Journal	of	Visual	Culture	9	no.3	(2010):	308.	
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be,	constitute,	I	argue	in	the	first	section	of	chapter	three,	The	Violence	of	the	Visible.		The	

production	 of	 such	 images	 is	 tied	 up	with	 narratives	 of	whiteness,	 property	 ownership,	

masculinity,	 and	 ‘othering’	 those	who	 are	 deemed	 not	 to	 belong.	 	 Indeed	 a	 substantial	

argument	 is	 made	 by	 Australian	 philosophers	 George	 Vasilacopoulos	 &	 Toula	

Nicolacopoulos	 that	 white	 Australian	 identity	 is	 created,	 at	 least	 in	 part,	 by	 negating	

‘others’.120		 The	 third	 chapter	 also	 interrogates	 the	 strategic	 imperative	 of	 the	 occupier	

state	 and	 its	 cultural	 apparatus	 to	 perpetuate	 ‘race-blindness’	 in	 the	 pursuit	 of	 white	

political	and	property	interests.		The	importance	of	the	migrant	‘other’	to	shaping	settler	

belonging	 is	 scrutinised	 through	 an	 examination	 of	 settler	 belonging	 as	 an	 identity	

confirmed	through	the	denial	and	 ‘blackening’	of	 ‘others’.	The	instance	of	the	2005	 ‘race	

riots’	 at	 Cronulla	 Beach 121 	provides	 a	 milieu	 to	 reveal	 the	 violence	 of	 mass	 media	

constructions	 of	 settler	 identity	 and	 whiteness	 vis-à-vis	 both	 Indigenous	 and	 migrant	

subjectivity.		

	

What	 then	 makes	 an	 occupier	 and	 what	 does	 it	 mean	 to	 be	 a	 settler	 Australian?	 The	

concept	 of	 identity	 is	 intricate	 and	 unstable,	 and	 notoriously	 difficult	 to	 speak	 of	 with	

clarity.	In	my	search	for	ethical	ways	to	engage	I	argue	it	is	necessary	to	think	from	a	place	

of	compassion	and	openness	to	change	that	recognises	subjectivity	as	fluid	and	responsive	

rather	than	fixed.	One	such	approach	to	thinking	subjectivity	is	Jacques	Derrida’s	strategy	

of	 ‘differance.’ 122	The	 appeal	 of	 applying	 differance	 to	 Australian	 subjectivities	 is	 that	

differance	has	many	facets	 that	change	 in	relation	to	context	 thus	throwing	 light	on	the	

way	relations	of	power	are	formed.	For	Derrida	nothing	has	meaning	in	 itself,	rather	we	

make	meaning	 from	 the	 unconscious	 traces123	of	 information	 we	 have	 received	 about	 a	

particular	thing	in	the	past.		Traces	of	this	information	carry	into	the	present	to	colour	our	

perceptions	 about	 the	 thing	 in	 question,	 thus	 our	 understanding	 of	 a	 thing	 always	

necessarily	contains	traces	of	previous	information.	In	the	Derridean	world	all	things	are	

																																																								
120	George	Vasilacopoulos	and	Toula	Nicolacopoulos.	Indigenous	Sovereignty	and	the	Being	of	the	Occupier:	
Manifesto	for	a	White	Australian	Philosophy	of	Origins.	(Prahran:	Re.press,	2014),	14.	
121	The	‘Cronulla	Riots’	as	they	have	become	known	were	a	series	of	race	riots	that	took	place	over	three	days	
in	December	2005	in	response	to	an	initial	violent	incident	between	two	surf	live-savers	and	a	small	group	of	
men	of	Lebanese	descent.	For	more	detail	see	Greg	Noble,	ed.,	Lines	in	the	Sand:	the	Cronulla	Riots,	
Multiculturalism	and	National	Belonging,	(Sydney:	Institute	of	Criminology	Press,	2009).	
122	Jacques	Derrida,	Margins	of	Philosophy,	trans.	Alan	Bass	(Sussex:	The	Harvester	Press,	1982).	
123	Jacques	Derrida,	Margins	of	Philosophy,	21.	
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unstable	so	“the	trace	is	not	a	presence	but	the	simulacrum	of	a	presence	that	dislocates	

itself,	 displaces	 itself…	 erasure	 belongs	 to	 its	 structure”124	as	 such	 differance	 is	 also	 an	

unstable	 location.	 Derrida	 begins	 his	 treatise	 on	 differance	 by	 stating	 that	 it	 is	 not	 a	

concept,125	he	 defines	 concepts	 as	 those	 things	 that	 remain	 unchanged	 whatever	 their	

circumstances.		For	Derrida,	error	arrives	when	unstable	entities	like	identity	are	treated	

as	 fixed	 concepts.	 For	 the	 sake	of	 ease	writers	often	 turn	 to	 labels	 to	 identify	 groups	of	

people,	for	example	‘white	people’,	where	they	hope	to	indicate	a	relative	sameness	across	

the	 group.	 When	 these	 labels	 are	 assumed	 to	 be	 stable	 concepts	 an	 impression	 of	

homogeneity	 is	 falsely	 projected,	 and	 this,	 for	 Derrida,	 is	 the	 problematic	 of	 writing.	

Identity	 labels	are	necessary	but	imperfect	because	as	Derrida	points	out	they	can	never	

be	 fully	 realised.	 The	 reason	 they	 cannot	 be	 unified	 and	 whole	 lies	 in	 Derrida’s	

conceptualising	of	 ‘differing’	and	 ‘deferring’	which	relate	 to	 space	and	 time	respectively.	

Differance	 is	 always	 ‘differing’,	 characterised	 by	 alterity	 and	 the	 space	 between	 things:	

differance	only	has	meaning	in	relation	to	other	things	and	how	they	are	different.	Thus,	

in	order	to	assume	a	knowledge	of	X	one	has	to	first	have	knowledge	of	Y,	so	X	can	only	be	

understood	in	relation	to	what	is	already	known	about	Y.	For	example,	in	order	to	develop	

knowledge	 about	Aboriginality	 one	 first	 has	 to	 have	 an	 understanding	 of	whiteness,	 so	

Aboriginality	 can	 only	 be	 understood	 in	 relation	 to	 what	 is	 already	 known	 about	

whiteness.	If	we	now	turn	to	how	 differance	 is	 ‘deferred’	or	delayed	we	find	that	making	

meaning	 is	postponed	and	can	never	be	 fully	realised	by	virtue	of	 the	 fact	that	traces	of	

the	unconscious	past	always	produce	what	can	be	known	in	the	present.126		Thus	nothing	

can	have	meaning	of	itself	in	the	present	because	meaning	is	always	delayed,	still	arriving	

from	the	past.		

	

Because	differance	 is	unstable	ground	and	can	never	be	 reduced	 to	any	one	meaning	at	

any	one	time	it	counteracts	the	oppositional	binaries	produced	by	the	desire	for	sameness.	

Derrida’s	 differance	 also	 reveals	 the	 shifting	 and	 relational	 nature	 of	 identity	 whereby	

sameness	 is	never	realised	but	always	deferred.127.	Differance	 is	never	stable	so	when	we	

																																																								
124	Derrida,	24.	
125	Derrida,	3.	
126	Derrida,	21.	
127	Derrida,	14.	
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try	to	make	identity	 into	a	 fixed	concept	 it	 jars	and	always	feels	an	awkward	fit	because	

according	to	Derrida’s	differance	 it	can	only	be	understood	in	relation	to	others	or	 from	

the	 traces	of	 the	past.	 	Because	 the	past	 is	 always	 informing	what	 can	be	known	 in	 the	

present,	subjectivity	can	never	be	understood	independently	in	and	of	itself.	There	is	no	

way	to	make	meaning	of,	for	example	‘whiteness’	in	itself,	rather	it	must	be	understood	in	

relation	to	blackness,128	to	Aboriginality	to	migrancy	and	other	subjectivities,	and	also	in	

relation	to	 the	unconscious	 traces	 informing	our	knowledge	of	whiteness	 from	the	past.	

Meaning	disappears	 and	 is	 present	 simultaneously	 as	Derrida	 illustrates	when	he	 states	

“graphic	difference	itself	vanishes	 into	the	night,	can	never	be	sensed	as	a	full	term,	but	

rather	extends	an	invisible	relationship,	the	mark	of	an	inapparent	relationship	between	

two	spectacles.”129	Each	of	these	identity	concepts	is	equally	flawed	and	never	fully	arrives,	

being	 deferred	 and	 characterised	 by	 alterity	 and	 instability.	 While,	 as	 Ghassan	 Hage	

points	out,	there	may	be	points	of	social	capital	that	build	white	identity,	it	exists	across	a	

‘field	 of	 whiteness’130	not	 as	 a	 unified	 entity,	 but	 as	 an	 unstable	 Derridean	 differance.	

Differance	 also	 allows	 for	becoming,	 for	 an	 acknowledgement	 that	 our	 identity	 is	 never	

fully	 realised	but	always	 in	process	and	yet	 it	 is	also	always	 informed	by	what	has	gone	

before.131	The	 first	 section	of	 chapter	 two	argues	 that	 alterity	 is	 the	 reality	of	 identity	 in	

Australia.	Although	identifying	terms	are	necessary	to	be	able	to	talk	about	the	political	

reality	 of	 contemporary	Australia,	 so	 that	 one	may	 speak	of	 different	players	 in	 a	 given	

context,	these	terms	are	imperfect	and	they	do	not	tell	the	whole	story.			

	

The	second	section	of	chapter	three,	A	Failure	of	the	Imagination,	posits	that	settler	being	

is	characterised	by	a	failure	to	imagine,	an	incapacity	to	think	with	the	interests	of	others	

in	ones	heart.	This	 failure	of	 the	 imagination	 is	also	 indicative	of	an	 inability	to	see	and	

furthermore,	to	speak	of	what	one	sees.	This	part	argues	that	settler	Australians	have	been	

																																																								
128	See	Franz	Fanon,	The	Wretched	of	the	Earth	(Harmondsworth:	Penguin,	1967),	36;	Kalpana	Seshadri-
Crooks,	Desiring	Whiteness:	A	Lacanian	Analysis	of	Race	(London	and	New	York:	Routledge,	2000),	20-21	
and	Derek	Hook,	“Paradoxes	of	the	Other:	(Post)colonial	Racism,	Racial	Difference,	Stereotype-as-Fetish,”	
Psychology	In	Society	31	(2005):	11. 	
129	Derrida,	Margins	of	Philosophy,	5.	
130	Ghassan	Hage.	White	Nation:	Fantasies	of	White	Supremacy	in	a	Multicultural	Society	(Sydney:	Pluto	
Press,	1998),	191.	
			
131	Derrida,	Margins	of	Philosophy,	13.	
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largely	 unable	 or	 unwilling	 to	 see	 themselves	 as	 occupiers.	 It	 addresses	 the	 resultant	

problem	created	by	a	settler	inability	to	acknowledge	their	occupier	origins:	an	inability	to	

live	ethically	with	Indigenous	Australia.	I	contend	that	 in	order	to	establish	such	ethical	

relations	 an	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	 character	 of	 settler-colonialism	 is	 needed.	 Judith	

Butler’s	 theory	 of	 subjectivity	 as	 expounded	 in	Giving	 an	 Account	 of	 Oneself	 is	 used	 to	

assert	that	ethical	relations	with	Indigenous	Australians	can	be	achieved	by	settlers	giving	

an	account	of	themselves	and	acknowledging	historical	wrongs.	It	is	argued	that	it	is	the	

relational	nature	of	 the	human	condition	which	dictates	 that	settlers	give	an	account	of	

where	 they	 come	 from	 and	 how	 they	 come	 to	 be	 in	 Australia	 making	 claims	 to	

sovereignty.	 In	 giving	 an	 account	 of	 oneself	 the	 ‘I’	 must	 by	 necessity	 explain	 “the	

conditions	 of	 its	 own	 emergence”	 because	 it	 is	 a	 product	 of	 the	 social	 and	 political	

conditions	 out	 of	 which	 it	 has	 developed. 132 	Attention	 to	 these	 social	 and	 political	

conditions	 also	 demands	 an	 awareness	 of	 competing	 claims	 of	 sovereignty	 in	 Australia	

and	 in	 this	 section	 the	 case	 is	 made	 in	 philosophical	 terms	 for	 Aboriginal	 ontological	

sovereignty	providing	a	rationale	for	a	legitimate	Indigenous	sovereignty	in	Australia	and	

an	illegitimate	settler	sovereignty.	

	

The	next	part	of	chapter	three,	Taking	Responsibility:	‘I	am	myself,	the	horse	is	mine’	aims	

to	determine	the	need	for	Settlers	to	acknowledge	responsibility	for	the	past	and	present	

corollaries	 of	 colonialism	 and	 establish	 the	 ethical	 possibilities	 that	 responsibility	

facilitates.	The	section	begins	by	discussing	the	Australian	context	of	responsibility	and	the	

ethical	 requirement	 that	 settler-colonial	 societies	 ‘come	 to	 terms’	or	 ‘deal	with’	 the	past.		

This	argument	is	further	developed	to	assert	that	the	current	Settler	generation	must	take	

responsibility	 and	 why	 this	 is	 the	 case.	 Discerning	 the	 workings	 of	 responsibility	

necessitates	 the	distinction	of	guilt	 from	responsibility	and	an	analysis	of	 the	conditions	

required	 for	 collective	 responsibility.	 The	 matter	 of	 how	 to	 begin	 the	 articulation	 and	

enactment	 of	 reparations	 for	 past	 wrongs,	 whether	 in	 the	 form	 of	 restitution	 or	

compensation	is	also	addressed.		

	

Responsibility	is	understood	in	this	thesis	as	that	condition	which	is	necessary	for	creating	

																																																								
132	Judith	Butler,	Giving	an	Account	of	Oneself	(New	York:	Fordham	University	Press,	2005),	8.	
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the	circumstances	for	ethical	behaviour.		Further,	being	responsible	is,	in	a	sense,	being	

response-able,	but	it	requires	a	dual	response	in	“both	an	answering	for	oneself	and	an	

answering	to	the	other.”133	For	Judith	Butler,	responsibility	requires	a	certain	amount	of	

self-knowledge	in	order	that	one	might	act	responsibly	in	relation	to	others.		With	this	in	

mind,	we	are	reminded	that	being	responsible	also	requires	action	and	that	one	cannot	act	

responsibly	in	isolation	but	rather	responsible	action,	is	here,	relational.134	Indigenous,	

Settler	and	more	recent	migrant	populations	all	remain	in	Australia	and	carry	with	them	

their	competing	claims	to	sovereignty.	Yet	liberal	multiculturalism	with	all	its	claims	of	

pluralism	fails	to	accommodate	different	ways	of	being.135	So	the	question	all	Australians	

are	faced	with,	is	whether	we	can	we	build	a	place	which	conceives	of	and	accommodates	

difference,	where	dialogue	based	upon	a	recognition	of	difference	is	extant	and	where	all	

futures	have	the	same	chance	to	come	into	being?	

	

For	something	to	come	into	being	it	first	has	to	be	able	to	be	imagined.	The	final	part	of	

chapter	three	employs	the	thinking	of	philosopher	Marie-Jose	Mondzain	to	argue	that	art	

produces	 images	 in	 a	way	 that	 is	 entirely	 different	 to	 the	methods	 used	 by	 the	media.	

Where	 the	mass	media	manufactures	 images	 that	 do	 violence	 to	 those	 relegated	 to	 the	

world	of	the	invisible,	art	enables	us	to	see	 ‘the	disappeared,’	to	hear	the	voices	of	those	

denied	 their	 subjectivity	 by	 the	 powerful.	 Through	 an	 exploration	 of	 the	 practice	 of	

Colombian	sculptor	Doris	Salcedo,	 this	 section	contends	 that	artworks	are	places	where	

violent	 historical	 events,	 the	 memories	 of	 which	 are	 elided	 by	 the	 media,	 can	 be	

rememorised.	 By	 utilising	 particular	 objects	 or	 materials	 and	 by	 refashioning	 our	

experience	of	time	and	space	artists	draw	the	attention	of	those	experiencing	their	works	

to	 sensory	 understandings	 of	 trauma,	 loss	 and	 mourning.	 	 Art	 can	 perform	 a	 kind	 of	

psychic	 archaeology	 in	 unearthing	 hidden	 truths	 and	 enabling	 the	 imagination	 of	

different	ways	of	being.	

	

	

																																																								
133	David	Wills,	“Responsibility,”	in	The	Edinburgh	Dictionary	of	Continental	Philosophy,	ed.	John	Protevi	
(Edinburgh:	Edinburgh	University	Press,	2005),	497.	
134	Butler,	Giving	an	Account	of	Oneself,	84.	
135	Sanjay	Seth,	“Liberalism	and	the	politics	of	(multi)culture:	or,	plurality	is	not	difference,”	Postcolonial	
Studies	4,	no.1	(2001):	75-6. 	
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vii.	 Loss	and	mourning	and	topopoiesis	

	

Settler	 societies	 are	 characterised	 by	 the	 violence	 of	 settlement	 and	 the	 on-going	

structural	 violence	 of	 occupation,	 consequently	 both	 our	 historical	 narratives	 and	 our	

contemporary	reality	warrant	grief	and	mourning.	The	mourning	process	 is	not	only	 for	

deeds	 done	 and	 chances	 lost	 but	 also	 for	 relational	 opportunities	 squandered.	 What	

mourning	enables	is	an	opportunity	to	be	changed,	an	opportunity	for	becoming.	Chapter	

four,	 The	 Topopoiesis	 of	 Mourning,	 acknowledges	 that	 in	 changing	 our	 identity	 and	

becoming	something	other	than	occupier,	non-Indigenous	Australians	may	feel	a	sense	of	

great	loss.	This	loss	of	occupier	identity	should	not	be	viewed	as	loss	in	a	negative	sense	

but	as	Derrida	suggests,	as	 relationality,	as	 the	work	of	 life.	 If	we	pay	attention	 to	what	

remains	 when	 settlers	 lose	 their	 occupier	 subjectivity	 and	 reconfigure	 Freud’s	

Melancholia136	as	a	creative	force,	a	positive	relation	to	 lost	histories	can	be	formed.	The	

creative	 force	 of	 art	 returns	 to	 explain	 how	 my	 art	 practice	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 an	

‘apparatus	 of	 topopoiesis’	 and	 how	 this	 can	 usefully	 be	 set	 in	 relation	 with	 a	 creative	

melancholia	 to	 produce	 spaces	 of	 possibility.	 The	 chapter	 then	 interpolates	 Derrida’s	

thinking	 in	The	Work	 of	Mourning	 to	 argue	 that	 although	 art	 and	melancholia	may	be	

flawed	processes	 they	 remain	valuable	 for	what	 they	can	reveal,	Freud	himself	observed	

that	those	who	suffer	from	melancholia	have	a	“keener	eye	for	the	truth	than	other	people	

who	are	not	melancholic.”137	Returning	to	the	possibilities	offered	by	an	art	that	engages	

with	melancholia,	the	chapter	addresses	the	difficulties	of	making	art	about	grief,	loss	and	

trauma	 and	 concludes	 with	 an	 analysis	 of	 a	 small	 selection	 of	 my	 own	 topopoietic	

artworks.	

	

	

	 	

																																																								
136	Sigmund	Freud,	“Mourning	and	Melancholia,”	In	The	Standard	Edition	of	the	Complete	Psychological	
Works	of	Sigmund	Freud,	Volume	XIV	(1914-1916):	On	the	History	of	the	Psycho-Analytic	Movement,	Papers	
on	Metapsychology	and	Other	Works,	trans.	and	ed.	James	Strachey	(London:	Hogarth	Press,	1957).	
137	Sigmund	Freud,	“Mourning	and	Melancholia,”	246.	
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Chapter	One	

The	Work	of	Art	

	

	

Guiding	this	project	are	Gilles	Deleuze’s	and	Felix	Guattari’s	concepts	about	the	work	of	

art138	and	 it	 is	 these	 ideas	 that	 have	 provided	 a	 framework	 for	 understanding	 my	 own	

artistic	practice.	One	of	the	reasons	I	have	applied	Deleuze	and	Guattari’s	theories	of	art	

to	my	practice	is	that	they	define	art	as	being	related	to	the	sensory	world,	a	world	where	

what	we	feel	and	how	we	perceive	things	is	how	we	make	meaning.		My	project	is	about	

searching	 to	 find	 new	 ways	 to	 make	 meaning	 of	 problems	 of	 political	 violence	 and	

specifically	 of	 settler-colonialism	 in	 Australia.	 Thus	 far	 much	 of	 the	 work	 on	 settler-

colonialism	in	an	Australian	context	has	emanated	from	the	disciplines	of	history,	politics	

or	 jurisprudence.	Art	understood	 in	Deleuzean	 terms	offers	 something	new	 in	engaging	

with	settler-colonialism	because	it	operates	very	differently	to	the	worlds	of	history	or	the	

sciences.	Although	art	 functions	differently	 from	other	disciplines	 it	nevertheless	offers,	

through	affective	means139,	a	valuable	mode	of	thinking.	

	

In	 this	 chapter	 I	 discuss	 the	work	 of	 art	 and	 how	 art	 operates.	 Deleuze	 and	 Guattari’s	

concept	 of	 sensory	 experience	 is	 deployed	 to	 explore	 the	possibilities	 that	 art	 offers	 for	

new	 thinking.	 This	 argument	 examines	 the	 role	 of	 ‘framing’	 and	 materials	 in	 the	

production	of	 the	sensations	that	comprise	a	work	of	art	 then	moves	to	considering	the	

importance	of	ambiguity	 in	the	attempt	by	non-representational	art	to	avoid	illustrating	

violent	spectacle.		The	problematic	of	rendering	visible	the	concept	of	space-time	is	then	

discussed	followed	by	a	deliberation	of	Deleuze	and	Guattari’s	formulation	of	singularity	

and	multiplicity	in	relation	to	the	way	that	art	works.	The	chapter	ends	by	elucidating	the	

becoming	 specific	 to	 art,	 expressed	 by	 Alain	 Badiou	 as	 a	 ‘truth	 procedure,’140	through	

																																																								
138	The	ideas	I	will	work	with	come	largely	from	the	two	texts,	Gilles	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon:	The	Logic	of	
Sensation.	(London:	Continuum,	2003)	and	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?	Trans.	Hugh	
Tomlinson	and	Graham	Burchell.	(New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	1994).	
139	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	176.	
140	Alain	Badiou	Handbook	of	Inaesthetics,	Trans.	Alberto	Toscano,	(Stanford	CA.:	Stanford	U.	P.	2005).	
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which	the	creative	work	required	for	transformation	might	take	place.	It	is	in	its	capacity	

as	a	‘truth	procedure’	art	itself	can	be	a	place	of	ethical	encounter	to	enable	change.	

	

As	 I	 explore	 Deleuze	 and	 Guattari’s	 ideas	 about	 art	 I	 will	 draw	 on	 the	 work	 of	 British	

painter	 Francis	 Bacon	 and	 German	multidisciplinary	 artist	 Anselm	 Kiefer	 to	 illuminate	

their	concepts.	These	artists	are	employed	for	different	reasons.		Bacon	is	considered	as	an	

exemplar	of	Deleuze’s	notions	of	art	and	Kiefer	is	employed	because	his	work	shares	some	

qualities	with	my	own.	Francis	Bacon	was	a	larger	than	life	personality,	his	interviews	with	

David	 Sylvester,	 published	 as	 The	 Brutality	 of	 Fact141	document	 his	 deeply	 insightful	

thinking	about	the	work	of	art	and	form	the	basis	of	Gilles	Deleuze’s	study	of	Bacon	and	

his	work,	Francis	Bacon:	The	Logic	of	Sensation.142	A	self-taught	painter,	Bacon	is	known	

for	his	idiosyncratic	figuration	of	his	sitters	executed	with	strongly	gestural	brushstrokes	

and	 surface	 treatments	 that	 are	 often	 scrubbed	 back	 or	 blurred.	 Deleuze	 is	 reputed	 to	

have	 owned	 several	 of	 Bacon’s	 paintings143	and	 saw	 his	 artwork	 as	 sharing	 a	 sensibility	

with	his	own	ideas	about	art.	

	

Characteristics	shared	by	Anselm	Kiefer’s	work	and	my	own	include	a	focus	on	materials	

and	 processes,	 a	 fascination	 with	 surface	 treatments	 and	 concerns	 with	 identity	 and	

mourning.	Born	on	March	8	1945	Kiefer	grew	up	in	a	post-war	environment	characterised	

in	Germany	by	a	 ‘climate	of	forgetting’144the	trauma	of	the	Second	World	War.	His	early	

work	in	particular	dealt	with	the	question	of	how	to	be	a	German	artist	after	the	horror	of	

the	Holocaust.	 I	 feel	 a	 similar	 compulsion	 to	deal	with	matters	 of	 identity	 in	Australia,	

recognising	 it	 as	 a	 nation	 built	 on	 invasion	 and	 dispossession	 and	maintained	 through	

political	 violence.	 My	 inquiries	 are	 similar	 to	 Kiefer’s	 but	 where	 he	 asks	 how	 to	 be	 a	

German	 artist	 after	 the	 Holocaust	 I	 ask	 how	 to	 be	 an	 Australian	 artist	 in	 occupied	

Australia?	Engaging	with	questions	of	identity	has	meant	for	Kiefer	coming	to	reflect	on	

“the	 social	 construction	 of	 memory,	 history	 and	 responsibility.”145	I	 find	 myself	 equally	

																																																								
141	Sylvester,	The	Brutality	of	Fact.	
142	Gilles	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon:	The	Logic	of	Sensation.	(London:	Continuum,	2003).	
143	James	Elkins,	What	is	Interesting	Writing	in	Art	History?	(Morrisville:	Lulu.com,	2017),	147	and	Andrew	
Feldmar,	“Deleuze’s	Catch	After	His	Surrender	to	Bacon,”	Janus	Head	8,	no.	1	(2005):	340.	
144	Matthew	Biro,	Anselm	Kiefer	(New	York:	Phaidon,	2013),	7.	
145	Biro,	7.	
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challenged	 by	 such	 considerations	 in	 an	 Australian	 context,	 recognising	 that	 although	

settler-colonialism	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 Australia,	 it	 is	 in	 my	 homeland	 that	 I	 focus	 my	

attention	in	this	project.	

	

	

The	work	of	art	

	

In	writing	about	the	work	of	art	I	do	not	mean	to	discuss	artworks	as	objects	but	rather	to	

tease	out	the	work	that	art	does,	how	it	operates	in	the	world.	For	Deleuze	the	work	of	art	

is	not	to	render	that	which	is	already	visible,	but	to	make	visible	that	which	is	unable	to	be	

seen:	 the	 invisible	 world	 of	 sensations.	146		 This	 is	 the	 experiential	 world	 of	 anguish,	

ambivalence,	desire,	 joy	 and	wonder.	The	 work	 of	 art	 is	not	 to	 reproduce	nor	 to	 invent	

forms	but	to	capture	forces.147	And	what	are	these	forces?	They	are	sensations.	For	Gilles	

Deleuze	force	and	sensation	are	closely	related,	he	states	that	“for	a	sensation	to	exist,	a	

force	 must	 be	 exerted	 on	 a	 body…	 but	 if	 force	 is	 the	 condition	 of	 sensation,	 it	 is	

nonetheless	not	the	force	that	is	sensed,	since	the	sensation	"gives"	something	completely	

different	 from	 the	 forces	 that	 condition	 it.”148	Although	 a	 force	 is	 necessary	 to	 cause	 a	

sensation	 it	 is	 only	 the	 sensation	 of	 which	 we	 become	 aware,	 thus	 although	 they	 are	

linked	it	is	only	the	sensation	that	we	experience.	It	is	this	experiential	world	of	sensations	

that	artists	are	primarily	concerned	with	when	we	grapple	with	problems	such	as	how	to	

make	sound	visible	with	paint	or	how	to	sculpt	time,	speed	or	weight	so	that	they	become	

sensible.	Francis	Bacon	speaks	about	trying	to	paint	“the	action	of	invisible	forces	on	the	

body”149	when	 his	 figures	 appear	 distorted	 as	 in	Tryptich	 (May-June	 1973)	 (fig.3).	 In	 his	

portraits,	 examples	 of	 which	 include	 Three	 Studies	 for	 Portrait	 of	 Lucian	 Freud	 (1965)	

(fig.4)	and	Three	 Figures	 in	 a	 Room	 (1964)	 (fig.5)	Deleuze	claims	Bacon	 is	painting	 “the	

forces	of	pressure,	dilation,	contraction,	flattening,	and	elongation	that	are	exerted	on	the	

immobile	head.”150	

																																																								
146	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	56.	
147	Deleuze,	56.	
148	Deleuze,	56.	
149	Deleuze,	41.	
150	Deleuze,	58.	
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Figure	3.	Francis	Bacon,	Triptych	(May-June	1973),	1973.	Oil	on	canvas.	

	

	

	
Figure	4.	Francis	Bacon,	Three	Studies	for	Portrait	of	Lucian	Freud,	1965.	Oil	on	canvas.	

	

	

	
Figure	5.	Francis	Bacon,	Three	Figures	in	a	Room,	1964.	Oil	on	canvas.	 	
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A	work	of	art	is	not,	for	Deleuze,	a	representation	of	the	actual,	it	does	not	attempt	to	

reproduce	something	‘real’	rather	it	gives	expression	to	blocs	of	sensations.	“Whether	

through	words,	colors,	sounds,	or	stone,	art	is	the	language	of	sensations.	Art	does	not	

have	opinions.”151	This	might	seem	an	odd	quote	to	extol	from	an	artist	whose	work	is	so	

clearly	concerned	with	the	political.		However	it	is	important	to	distinguish	between	the	

artist	and	her	artwork.	I	most	certainly	have	opinions	but	my	art	does	not.	My	art	may	

provoke	opinions	in	you	but	it	holds	none	itself	rather	its	being	consists	in	the	world	of	

sensations.	Put	another	way,	I	argue,	as	does	Anselm	Kiefer	that	“…art	has	to	take	

responsibility,	but	it	should	not	give	up	being	art.”152	Content	or	ideas	will	always	be	

present,	informing	my	work,	and	this	content	may	be	political	but	its	expression	as	art	will	

take	place	through	the	capture	of	sensory	forces	in	materials.	

	

In	their	work,	What	 is	Philosophy?	Deleuze	and	Guattari	describe	the	thing	or	the	work	of	

art	as	“a	bloc	of	sensations,	that	is	to	say,	a	compound	of	percepts	and	affects.”153	They	claim,	

“Art	thinks	no	less	than	philosophy,	but	 it	thinks	through	affects	and	percepts.”154	They	go	

on	to	explain	that	

“Percepts	are	no	longer	perceptions;	they	are	independent	of	a	state	of	those	

who	 experience	 them.	 Affects	 are	 no	 longer	 feelings	 or	 affections;	 they	 go	

beyond	the	strength	of	 those	who	undergo	 them.	Sensations,	percepts,	and	

affects	 are	 beings	 whose	 validity	 lies	 in	 themselves…	 The	 work	 of	 art	 is	 a	

being	of	sensation	and	nothing	else:	it	exists	in	itself.”155		

Percepts	 relate	 to	 the	 materials	 of	 perception,	 the	 relationships	 between	 subjects	 and	

things,	 whereas	 affects	 embody	 expressions	 of	 affection,	 joy,	 sorrow	 and	 anguish.156	

Percepts	 and	 affects	 are	 zones	 of	 indetermination 157 	whereby	 one	 can	 no	 longer	

distinguish	between	a	person	and	a	 landscape	nor	between	human	and	emotion.	When	

																																																								
151	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	176.	
152	Anselm	Kiefer,	“A	Dialogue	with	Donald	Kuspit	at	Documenta	in	1987,”	in	Dialectical	Conversations:	Donald	
Kuspit’s	Art	Criticism,	David	Craven	and	Brian	Winkenwender,	eds.	(Liverpool:	Liverpool	University	Press,	
2011),	70.	
153	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	164.	
154	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	66.	
155	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	164.	
156	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	164.	
157	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	174.	
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we	 are	 drawn	 into	 the	 compound	of	 sensations,	we	 are	 being	 transformed	 through	 our	

experience	of	 sensations.158	Or	as	Deleuze	 says,	 “is	 this	not	 the	definition	of	 the	percept	

itself-to	make	perceptible	the	imperceptible	forces	that	populate	the	world,	affect	us,	and	

make	us	become?”159	

	

These	 sensations	are	 things	 in	 themselves,	not	 representations	of	 real	 things,	but	are	 in	

themselves	 real.	 For	 Deleuze,	 art	 objects	 are	 not	 signs	 conveying	 fixed	 meanings,	 not	

thought	 represented	 by	 images	 but	 rather	 art	 “produces	 images	 that	 give	 rise	 to	

thought.”160	So	any	meanings	made	by	a	viewer	cannot	be	pre-empted	nor	are	they	fixed.	

Deleuze	and	Guattari	explain	that,	“We	paint	or	sculpt	with	sensations.”161	What	artists	are	

trying	to	achieve	is	to	“extract	a	bloc	of	sensations,	a	pure	being	of	sensations”162	from	the	

real,	 for	 example	 to	 extract	 the	 sensation	 of	 a	 scream,	 or	 the	 sensation	 of	 a	 sunflower.	

These	sensations	are	transmitted	not	through	the	brain	using	signs	or	representations	but	

directly	to	the	nervous	system	of	a	viewer.	In	making	the	distinction	between	the	figural	

and	the	figurative	Francis	Bacon	explains	that	the	figurative	in	art	is	a	representation	that	

requires	 a	 translation	or	 story	 “in	 a	 long	diatribe	 through	 the	brain”163	which	because	 it	

does	 not	 attain	 the	 sensation	 cannot	 implement	 transformation.164	Conversely,	 because	

the	 figural	 is	not	 illustrative	and	deals	 in	the	sensory	through	forces	and	resonance,165	it	

has	an	immediate	impact	on	the	nervous	system	bypassing	the	brain.	This	is	the	essence	

of	 Deleuze’s	 critique	 against	 both	 figurative	 painting	 and	 abstract	 painting:	 “they	 pass	

through	the	brain,	they	do	not	act	directly	upon	the	nervous	system,”166	and	thus	lack	the	

transformative	capability	of	becoming.	

	

When	two	or	more	sensations	are	held	together	in	resonance	by	a	‘frame’	it	produces	

																																																								
158	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	175.	
159	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	182.	
160	Anne	Sauvagnargues,	Deleuze	and	Art,	trans.	Samantha	Bankston	(London:	Bloomsbury,	2013),	20.	
161	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	166.	
162	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	167.	
163	Sylvester,	The	Brutality	of	Fact,	18.	
164	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	36.	
165	Resonance	is	described	by	Deleuze	on	page	65	of	Francis	Bacon:	The	Logic	of	Sensation	as	‘the	coupling	of	
sensations.’	
166	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	36.	
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becoming	so	the	becoming	of	art	is	always	a	compound	or	bloc	of	sensations.167	For	

Deleuze	and	Guattari	it	is	the	‘frame’	that	produces	art.	Yet	this		‘frame’	should	not	be	

conceived	as	the	traditional	frame	that	surrounds	a	work.	Rather	it	can	be	thought	of	as	a	

compositional	tool	that	brings	together	two	unrelated	elements	and	in	a	sense	‘houses’168	

them	on	the	plane	of	composition.	Speaking	of	the	importance	of	composition	Deleuze	

states,	“composition	is	the	sole	definition	of	art.	Composition	is	aesthetic,	and	what	is	not	

composed	is	not	a	work	of	art.”169	The	work	of	framing	is	to	compose	the	chaos	of	the	

various	components	so	as	to	produce	a	vision	that	forms	“a	chaosmos,	a	composed	chaos--

neither	foreseen	nor	preconceived.	Art	transforms	chaotic	variability	into	chaoid	

variety.”170	Speaking	of	the	work	of	painter	Francis	Bacon,	Gilles	Deleuze	claims	it	is	as	

though	“a	catastrophe	overcame	the	canvas…something…	irrational,	involuntary,	

accidental,	free,	random…(occurs	to)…	break	up	the	sovereign	optical	organization…and	

introduce	‘possibilities	of	fact.’”171	Bacon	is	working	to	interrupt	the	spectator’s	normative	

ways	of	seeing	to	create	from	chaos	a	new	rhythm	in	the	work	that	will,	as	the	artist	

himself	says	cause	an,	“unlocking	of	areas	of	sensation.”172	Tools	for	bringing	disparate	

forces	into	relation	are	various	but	what	they	achieve	in	their	framing	of	sensations	are	

moments	of	perception	that	Deleuze	and	Guattari	call	‘new	variations’	or		‘resonances.’173	

Anselm	Kiefer	speaks	of	creating	art	works	as	a	result	of	experiencing	a	shock174,	an	

experience	of	the	world	that	jolts	or	unsettles.		The	brain	pauses	and	in	a	sense	‘re-

calibrates’	itself	when	it	experiences	something	unusual.		This	‘re-calibration’	is	another	

way	of	speaking	about	the	‘chaosmos’	that	artists	are	trying	to	access	in	themselves	and	

provoke	in	others	when	they	make	art.	When	Anselm	Kiefer	makes	a	painting	like	Hortus	

Conclusus	(2014)(fig.6)	using	materials	as	various	as	acrylic,	emulsion,	found	metal,	

shellac,	plaster,	lead	and	sediment	of	electrolysis	on	photograph	mounted	on	canvas	he	is	

bringing	together	these	materials	to	produce	new	sensory	experiences.	In	For	Paul	Celan

																																																								
167	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	164.	
168	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	179.	
169	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	191.	
170	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	205.	
171	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	100–101.	
172	Sylvester,	The	Brutality	of	Fact,	56.	
173	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	67–8.	
174	Alex	Danchev,	“The	Silage	of	History,”	in	Anselm	Kiefer:	Let	A	Thousand	Flowers	Bloom	(Hong	Kong:	
White	Cube,	2012),	5.	
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Figure	6.	Anselm	Kiefer,	Hortus	Conclusus,	2014.	Acrylic,	emulsion,	oil,	shellac,	metal,	plaster,	lead	and	

sediment	of	electrolysis	on	photograph	mounted	on	canvas.	

	
Figure	7.	Anselm	Kiefer,	For	Paul	Celan,	Ash	Flower,	2006.	(Detail)	

Acrylic,	ash	and	burned	books	on	canvas.	
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Figure	8.	Anselm	Kiefer,	SternenFall/	Shevirath	Ha	Kelim	(Falling	Stars/	Destruction	of	the	Vessels,	2007.	

Lead,	iron	and	broken	glass.	
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Ash	Flower	(2006)	(fig.7)	he	uses	oil,	emulsion,	acrylic,	shellac	and	burnt	books	(perhaps	a	

reference	 to	 Celan’s	 being	 a	 poet	 and	 a	member	 of	 the	 Jewish	 community:	 one	 of	 the	

‘people	 of	 the	 book’)	 to	 evoke	 an	 affective	 response	 in	 the	 viewer.	 Similarly	 when	 he	

makes	a	library	of	leaden	books	interleafed	with	shards	of	glass,	as	in	Falling	Stars	(2007)	

(fig.8),	 these	 until	 then	 unrelated	 components	 collide	 to	 produce	 new	 meanings.	 In	

Deleuzean	 terms,	 the	 disparate	 elements	 are	 housed	 together	 in	 their	 chaoid	 variety	 to	

produce	moments	 of	 perception	 in	 viewers.	 For	 Deleuze	 sensations	 become	 real	 when	

they	are	materialized	and	embodied	in	a	work	of	art.	However,	the	sensations	produced	

by	art	will	not	remain	the	same,	rather	they	are	forever	a	becoming	and	are	thus	open	to	

the	 future.	 	 Through	 a	 kind	 of	 poetics	 of	materials,	 which	Deleuze	would	 call	 ‘sensory	

resonances’,	new	 ‘varieties’	 are	created,	new	sensory	 responses	arise	 in	each	viewer	who	

encounters	 them,	 and	 my	 contention	 is	 that	 these	 sensory	 resonances	 are	 literally	

producing	 thought.	 For	 Deleuze	 “an	 image	 is	 only	 as	 valuable	 as	 the	 thoughts	 that	 it	

creates,”175	attesting	that	for	him	thought	is	integral	to	art.	

	

The	 sensory	 arsenal	 of	 the	 artist	 conveys	 meanings	 through	 the	 consideration	 of	 space,	

place,	 scale	and	 the	 relationships	of	objects,	materials,	 light	and	darkness,	colour,	 texture.		

Materials	themselves	have	a	powerful	capacity	to	communicate	that	allows	for	complex	and	

various	 interpretations	 of	 a	 work.	 Anselm	 Kiefer	 is	 well	 known	 for	 his	 intensely	 worked	

surface	treatments	and	for	bringing	non-traditional	materials	 into	his	paintings.	Straw	and	

other	plant	materials	commonly	 figure	 in	his	works	as	do	 lead,	 text	and	 items	of	clothing.	

Paint	is	applied	thickly	in	an	impasto	style	and	often	in	successive	layers	that	may	later	be	

hacked	 into	with	palette	knives.	 	My	own	paintings	often	 involve	highly	 textured	 surfaces	

working	 sand,	 soil,	 ash,	 charcoal,	 plaster	 or	 flour	 into	 the	paint.	 	Other	materials	 used	 in	

works	 for	 this	 project	 include	 clay,	 bees	wax,	 printed	 text,	 lead,	 feathers,	 found	 ceramics,	

shells	and	lino	prints.	Each	of	these	materials	is	used	very	purposefully.	A	material	may	be	

exploited	for	a	quality	that	is	proper	to	it	as	a	material.		For	example,	adding	plaster	to	paint	

exploits	 the	 high	 shrinkage	 rate	 of	 plaster	 so	 that	 as	 it	 dries	 it	 causes	 the	 paint	 to	 crack.	

Other	 materials	 are	 included	 because	 they	 relate	 to	 a	 location	 or	 other	 association.	 For	

example,	as	a	material,	 lead	has	complex	associations;	 it	 is	highly	toxic	yet	shields	us	from	
																																																								
175	Gilles	Deleuze,	Two	Regimes	of	Madness:	Texts	and	Interviews	1975–1995,	ed.	David	Lapoujade,	trans.	
Ames	Hodges	and	Mike	Taormina	(New	York:	Semiotext(e),	2006),	212.	



	 48	

radiation,	historically	it	was	used	in	the	service	of	beauty	to	whiten	the	skin	yet	it	is	linked	

to	 death	 by	 lead-lined	 coffins,	 it	 is	 soft	 and	 pliable	 yet	 incredibly	 heavy,	 is	 resistant	 to	

oxidation	yet	melts	easily,	in	alchemy	it	was	considered	a	base	metal	that	held	the	capacity	

to	be	transformed	into	gleaming	gold	often	alluding	to	a	spiritual	redemption,	its	dull	sheen	

is	reminiscent	of	cloudy	skies	or	wild	stormy	seas	and	yet	it	 is	inert.	Such	adaptability	and	

ambiguity	makes	it	a	particularly	useful	material.	This	resistance	to	fixity	is	one	reason	that	

materiality	is	a	central	concern	in	my	own	work.	

	

It	can	be	difficult	to	discern	where	materials	end	and	sensations	begin	on	Deleuze’s	plane	

of	composition.	Materials	pass	into	sensations	and	in	this	way	become	expressive.	Indeed	

the	 plane	 of	materials	 literally	 invades	 the	 plane	 of	 composition	 of	 sensations	 so	 as	 to	

become	 indiscernible	 from	 it.176	It	 is	 through	 the	 use	 of	 materials	 that	 Deleuze	 and	

Guattari	claim	an	artist	wrests	“the	percept	from	perceptions	of	objects	and	the	states	of	a	

perceiving	 subject…and…	wrest(s)	 the	 affect	 from	 affections	 as	 the	 transition	 from	 one	

state	 to	 another.”177	Art	 does	 its	 work	 both	 through	 and	 as	 materiality,	 but	 it	 is	 the	

experience	of	 sensations	 (percepts	and	affects)	 that	converts	material	 compositions	 into	

works	 of	 art,	 despite	 the	 fact	 that	 a	 work	 of	 art	 cannot	 come	 into	 being	 without	 the	

materials	 of	 which	 it	 is	 comprised.178		 The	 work	 of	 art,	 claim	 Delueze	 and	 Gauttari,	

preserves	and	 is	 the	only	 thing	 in	 the	world	 that	 is	preserved,	by	which	they	mean	that	

through	a	 viewers	 experience	of	 the	 sensations	produced	by	an	artwork,	 the	work	 itself	

becomes	independent	of	the	viewer	and	the	artist,	but	this	ability	to	produce	sensations	is	

contingent	 upon	 an	 artworks	material	 support.179	The	 ability	 of	 an	 artwork	 to	 preserve	

sensations	is	dependent	on	the	longevity	of	its	materials,	which	give	life	to	sensations	for	

as	 long	 as	 the	 materials	 last.180	Paint	 or	 stone	 enters	 into	 the	 world	 of	 sensations	 to	

become	 expressive	 and	 maintains	 the	 life	 of	 these	 sensations	 for	 as	 long	 as	 the	 paint	

remains	on	the	canvas	or	the	stone	keeps	its	shape.	Some	ephemeral	artworks	are	created	

deliberately	using	materials	that	will	erode,	dissipate	or	otherwise	disintegrate	over	time,	

others	forged	from	steel	or	granite	might	hope	for	a	longer	lifespan.	Each	of	these	choices	
																																																								
176	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	166.	
177	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	167.	
178	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	166–7.	
179	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	163–4.	
180	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	166–7.	
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of	 material	 intimates	 a	 particular	 relationship	 to	 time	 or	 vulnerability	 or	 perhaps	 the	

fragility	 of	 beauty,	 but	 such	meaning	making	 cannot	 be	 controlled	 by	 the	 artist	 and	 is	

rather	the	freedom	of	those	who	experience	an	artwork.		

	

To	 create	 an	 object	 of	 beauty	may	 not	 in	 itself	 be	 enough	 for	 an	 artist,	 as	Anselm	Kiefer	

illustrated	 when	 quizzed	 on	 some	 audiences	 finding	 his	 works	 beautiful;	 “I	 have	 great	

difficulty	with	the	notion	of	beauty.		I	have	spent	five	years	on	one	painting;	for	it	to	end	up	

merely	 as	 ‘beautiful’	 hardly	 seems	 worth	 the	 trouble.”181	If	 one	 looks	 more	 deeply	 into	

Keifer’s	 work	 or	 that	 of	 other	 artists	 dealing	 in	 historical	 trauma	 there	 is	 a	 destabilising	

element	of	ambivalence	present,	an	inability	to	find	resolution	that	adds	complexity	to	any	

surface	 level	 beauty.	 The	 difficulty	 in	 making	 art	 (a	 medium	 often	 expected	 to	 trade	 in	

beauty)	 about	 violence	 is	 that	 artists	 may	 be	 charged	 with	 trivialising	 horror,	 this	 is	 the	

problem	 for	 artists	 in	meeting	 the	 challenge	 of	 representing	 the	 unrepresentable:	 how	 to	

respond	to	violence	without	replicating	it.182	After	Theodore	Adorno’s	famous	statement	on	

the	 impossibility	 of	 making	 art	 after	 the	 holocaust,	 where	 he	 links	 the	 holocaust	 to	 the	

culture	 that	 produced	 it,	 “To	 write	 poetry	 after	 Auschwitz	 is	 barbaric,”183 	it	 has	 been	

challenging	 for	 anyone	 working	 in	 the	 field	 of	 cultural	 production	 to	 find	 new	 ways	 to	

engage	with	trauma.	And	yet	it	is	a	challenge	Adorno	himself	insisted	artists	must	continue,	

stating	“the	artwork	is	not	only	the	echo	of	suffering,	it	diminishes	it.”184	So	although	respect	

for	the	lives	of	those	who	experience	trauma	must	always	be	a	consideration,	it	is	for	these	

same	 reasons	 that	 artists	 cannot	 let	 violence	 slip	 from	 view.	 Francis	 Bacon	 confronts	 the	

problem	 of	 representing	 violence	 by	 focusing	 his	 attention	 on	 the	 sensation	 not	 the	

spectacle,	he	speaks	about	the	need	to	renounce	spectacle	 in	order	to	achieve	sensation,185	

stating,	“you	could	say	that	a	scream	is	a	horrific	image;	in	fact,	I	wanted	to	paint	the	scream	

more	 than	 the	 horror.”186	By	 inciting	 ambiguity	 and	 sensation	 rather	 than	 spectacle,	 non-

illustrative	art	forms	can	engage	with	experiences	of	trauma	without	focusing	on	the	horror.	
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Through	rendering	visible	the	world	of	invisible	forces	I	argue	non-illustrative	art	forms	are	

able	 to	 work	 as	 an	 antidote	 to	 the	 barbarism	 mentioned	 by	 Adorno	 and	 work	 towards	

diminishing	suffering.	

	

For	Deleuze,	 one	 of	 the	most	 powerful	 invisible	 forces	 exerted	 in	 the	world	 is	 time.	 In	

Francis	Bacon:	The	Logic	of	Sensation,	he	asks	how	time	can	be	rendered	sensible,	made	

visible?187	Commenting	on	Bacon’s	engagement	with	both	changing	time	and	eternal	time	

Deleuze	 suggests	 that	 Bacon’s	 deformed	 figures	 are	 an	 attempt	 to	 show	 through	 their	

“allotropic	variation”188	a	painting	of	changing	time	and	that	in	the	unity	and	separation	of	

his	 triptychs	Bacon	paints	 the	 sensation	of	 eternal	 time.189	Speaking	of	 the	 rendering	of	

the	force	of	changing	time	in	Bacon’s	figures	Deleuze	states,	“The	variation	of	texture	and	

color	on	a	body,	a	head,	or	a	back…is	actually	a	temporal	variation	regulated	down	to	the	

tenth	 of	 a	 second.”190	Here	 one	 finds	Bacon	 trying	 to	 express	 the	 sensation	 of	 changing	

time	 through	 texture	 and	 colour.	 For	 Deleuze,	 the	 immensity	 of	 space-time	 unites	 all	

things	 but	 we	 only	 become	 aware	 of	 it	 by	 introducing	 between	 them	 some	 sense	 of	

distance.191	Bacon	speaks	of	wanting	“to	make	a	Sahara	of	the	appearance	–	to	make	it	so	

like,	yet	seeming	to	have	the	distances	of	the	Sahara.”192	It	is	a	sense	of	a	distancing	that	

brings	harmony,	which	Deleuze	claims	Bacon	is	achieving	in	the	“distributive	unity”193	of	

his	 triptychs,	 in	 that	 they	 are	both	 separate	but	 integrated.	When	 art	 arrests	 a	 viewer’s	

attention	it	suspends	time	and	takes	us	into	the	meanwhile,	conceptualised	by	Deleuze	as	

that	 space	 outside	 of	 time	 that	 belongs	 to	 becoming	 and	 thus	 to	 the	 possibility	 of	

transformation.	 The	 meanwhile	 space	 offered	 by	 art	 is	 an	 opportunity	 to	 draw	 our	

attention	to	the	impossibility	of	seeing	both	the	detail	and	the	whole	at	the	same	time,	it	

makes	 the	 viewer	 aware	 of	 an	 epistemic	 break,	 in	 Deleuze’s	 terms,	 a	 zone	 of	

indetermination.194	To	 traverse	 this	 break	 the	 artist	 must	 invoke	 duration.	 In	 my	 own	

work	I	achieve	this	through	highly	worked	surface	details	and	the	layering	and	elision	of	
																																																								
187	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	57.	
188	Deleuze,	64.	
189	Deleuze,	64–5.	
190	Deleuze,	48.	
191	Deleuze,	85.	
192	Sylvester,	The	Brutality	of	Fact,	56.	
193	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	85.	
194	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	173.	
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materials	that	invoke	duration	both	in	the	time	it	takes	to	execute	the	processes	but	also	

in	the	way	the	spectator	must	change	their	perceptions,	their	viewpoint,	in	order	to	make	

meaning.	Destabilising	linear	notions	of	time	changes	the	way	we	look	at	things	including	

the	way	we	understand	the	past.	In	the	collision	of	past	and	present,	exists	a	differentia	of	

time	 and	 a	 dissonance	 that	 disrupts	 the	 established	 order,	 allowing	 a	 space	 for	 new	

understandings	to	be	created.		It	is	this	crisis	point	from	which	something	new	might	be	

born.		Through	art	one	can	see	the	world	anew.		

	

Although	 a	work	 of	 art	may	 leave	 the	 studio	 it	 is	 never	 entirely	 finished	 in	 the	 sense	 of	

being	closed	or	finite	because	it	lives	and	changes	in	those	who	come	into	contact	with	it.	

Artworks	 continue	 to	 exist	 and	 transform	 as	 audiences	 interpret	 them.	 Each	 time	 an	

artwork	is	experienced	anew	it	interacts	with	a	person	who	will	make	new	meanings	from	

their	 encounter	with	 the	work.	Because	of	 this	 a	work	may	produce	many	meanings.	As	

Deleuze	 comments	 in	 Difference	 and	 Repetition	 building	 on	 the	 work	 of	 Bergson195 ,	

“Everything	 is	 a	 multiplicity	 in	 so	 far	 as	 it	 incarnates	 an	 Idea.	 Even	 the	 many	 is	 a	

multiplicity;	 even	 the	one	 is	 a	multiplicity.”196	Artworks	 can,	because	 they	 embody	 ideas,	

hold	 both	 singularity	 and	 multiplicity,	 yet	 remain	 unfixed	 and	 always	 in	 process.	

Singularity	 and	 multiplicity	 are	 however,	 inextricably	 bound	 to	 one	 another	 because	

multiplicities	 are	 comprised	of	 singularities.	 Since	 these	 singularities	 are	 always	unstable	

and	open	to	change	neither	they	nor	the	multiplicities	they	comprise	can	be	mapped	thus	

both	remain	unfixed	and	always	in	process.	Art	is	such	a	process	when	it	acts	as	a	site	of	

questing	and	of	questioning	whereby	an	artist	addresses	a	situation	and	makes	continual	

adjustments	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 come	 to	 a	 closer	 realisation	 of	 fact	 as	 they	 perceive	 it.	

Because	it	embodies	singularity	an	artwork	cannot	mean	just	anything,	its	meaning	may	be	

ambiguous	 yet	 it	 does	 hold	 meaning	 within	 itself,	 meaning	 the	 artist	 has	 struggled	 to	

extract.	Throughout	his	interviews	with	David	Sylvester,	Bacon	speaks	repeatedly	of	trying	

through	painting	to	record	or	capture	a	fact197	whereby	an	artist	will	“go	to	a	much	more	

extreme	thing	where	you	are	reporting	 fact	not	as	simple	 fact	but	on	many	 levels,	where	

																																																								
195	Qualitative	multiplicity	is	a	term	that	Henri	Bergson	introduced	in	his	first	major	work,	Time	and	Free	
Will	(1889).	
196	Gilles	Deleuze,	Difference	and	Repetition	(London:	Continuum,	2001),	182.	
197	See	especially	pp	53,	58,	and	66	of	David	Sylvester,	The	Brutality	of	Fact.	
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you	unlock	 the	areas	of	 feeling	which	 lead	 to	a	deeper	 sense	of	 the	 reality	of	 the	 image,	

where	you	attempt	to	make	the	construction	by	which	this	 thing	will	be	caught	raw	and	

alive…”198	Yet	these	facts	are	always	multiplicities	because	as	Bacon	says,	“facts	themselves	

are	ambiguous…appearances	are	ambiguous,	and	therefore	this	way	of	recording	form	(the	

figural)	is	nearer	to	the	fact	by	its	ambiguity	of	recording.”199	Each	viewer	is	also	engaged	in	

a	process	of	adjustments	as	they	walk	to	and	fro	around	the	work,	looking	here	to	focus	on	

one	 aspect	 and	 stepping	 back	 to	 make	 meaning	 of	 the	 whole,	 to	 come	 nearer	 to	 an	

ambiguous	 experience	 of	 fact.	 In	 this	 way	 meaning	 making	 is	 not	 fixed	 but	 grows	 and	

changes	through	the	process-ual	experience	of	a	viewer.	

	

Rarely	does	Deleuze	directly	address	the	role	of	viewers	in	the	experience	of	art	because	

his	primary	concern	is	the	way	that	the	artwork	works,	how	sensations	are	produced.	Only	

in	speaking	about	the	transformative	possibilities	of	becoming	offered	by	art	does	Deleuze	

engage	with	the	role	of	spectators	or	those	who	otherwise	encounter	an	artwork.	The	role	

of	participants	in	art	is	assumed	for	sensations	cannot	be	formed	but	in	and	through	those	

who	 experience	 a	work	 of	 art.	 For	Deleuze	 a	work	 of	 art	 is	most	 fully	 realised	when	 a	

person	experiences	it,	taking	the	sensations	of	the	artwork	inside	themselves	as	they	form	

a	 response	 to	 its	 colours,	 forms	 and	 textures.	A	work	of	 art	 is	 completed	by	 those	who	

experience	it:	in	a	sense	they	give	it	a	voice.	Deleuze	states,	“As	a	spectator,	I	experience	

the	sensation	only	by	entering	the	painting,	by	reaching	the	unity	of	the	sensing	and	the	

sensed.”200	There	is	a	transfer	of	agency	between	artworks	and	those	who	experience	them	

precipitated	by	the	border	between	the	two	becoming	permeable	as	each	viewer	absorbs	

the	sensations	of	a	work.	The	production	of	‘affects’	and	‘percepts’	in	viewers	places	each	

viewer	in	ethical	relation	to	a	work	of	art.	The	sensory	experience	of	a	viewer	creates	new	

ways	 of	 thinking	 and	 thus	 enables	 change.	 It	 is	 through	 the	 transfer	 of	 agency	 that	 art	

comes	to	be	effective	 in	 the	realm	of	 the	political.	Art	does	not	attempt	to	provide	easy	

solutions,	or	give	answers;	 rather	 it	enlists	viewers	 in	an	active	process	of	creating	 their	

own	responses.		

	

																																																								
198	Sylvester,	The	Brutality	of	Fact,	66.	
199	Sylvester,	57.	
200	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	35.	
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Becoming	

	

When	 artists	make	 artworks	 they	 are	 “presenters	 of	 affects,	 the	 inventors	 and	 creators	 of	

affects.	They	not	only	create	them	in	their	work,	they	give	them	to	us	and	make	us	become	

with	them,	they	draw	us	into	the	compound.	Van	Gogh's	sunflowers	are	becomings.”201	They	

are	 sensory	becomings.	When	we	as	 the	 viewer	 are	drawn	 into	 the	 compound	of	percepts	

and	affects	that	comprise	art	we	experience	the	sensations	presented	and	are	changed	by	the	

experience,	we	are	ourselves	becoming	 something	other	 than	we	were.	As	Elizabeth	Grosz	

puts	it	in	Chaos	Territory	Art	“Art	is	the	opening	up	of	the	universe	to	becoming	–	other.”	202		

	

Broadly	 speaking,	 Becoming	 is	 a	 philosophical	 ‘tool’	 proposed	 by	 Gilles	 Deleuze	 for	

“conceiving	 the	 world	 anew”203	it	 is	 like	 a	 continuous	 re-set	 button	 (somewhat	 like	

Nietzsche’s	 concept	 of	 eternal	 return204)	 for	 the	 transformative	 relations	 immanent	 in	

constituting	 events.	Becoming	 is	 the	 force	of	 change,	 it	 is	neither	positive	nor	negative,	

and	 although	 it	 is	 not	 directed	 towards	 a	 particular	 goal	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 create	 the	

conditions	whereby	an	event	of	transformation	occurs.	One	of	the	main	reasons	that	art	is	

critical	to	my	project	is	because	through	its	ability	to	reveal	truths	about	the	nature	of	our	

world,	 art	 brings	 about	 the	 creative	 conditions	 necessary	 for	 becoming.	 	 Art	 is	 itself	 a	

mode	of	 thinking	 that	 enables	becoming	anew,	 indeed	 in	What	 is	 Philosophy?,	Deleuze	

and	Guattari	assert	 that,	 “The	creation	of	concepts	 in	 itself	calls	 for	a	 future	 form,	 for	a	

new	earth	and	people	that	do	not	yet	exist.”205		

	

For	Deleuze	and	Guattari	the	becoming	of	art	is	fourfold,	involving	the	immanence	of	the	

artist,	viewer,	artwork	and	milieu.206	These	interactions	are	dynamic	and	are	determined	

by	the	qualities	each	element	already	encapsulates,	their	potential	or	capacity	to	affect	or	

be	 affected.	 	When	 these	 different	 forces	meet	 they	 can	 be	 changed	 by	 the	 encounter,	
																																																								
201	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	175.	
202	Elizabeth	Grosz,	Chaos	Territory	Art:	Deleuze	and	the	Framing	of	the	Earth	(New	York,	Columbia	
University	Press,	2008),	23.	
203	Adrian	Parr,	ed.,	The	Deleuze	Dictionary	(Edinburgh:	Edinburgh	University	Press,	2005),	26.	
204	Nietzsche	first	mentions	the	eternal	return	in	Book	IV	of	The	Gay	Science,	aphorism	341,	entitled,	“The	
greatest	weight.”	
205	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	What	is	Philosophy?,	108.	
206	Parr,	The	Deleuze	Dictionary,	30.	
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whether	it	is	through	the	physical	changes	wrought	by	an	artist	on	material	or	through	a	

process	of	meaning	making	produced	between	an	artwork	and	a	viewer.	 	We	must	also	

consider	 that	 artists	 and	 viewers	 both	 have	 shifting,	 unstable,	 subjectivities	 and	 these	

interact	with	a	work	of	art	to	produce	different	creative	possibilities	both	for	the	artwork	

and	 the	meanings	made	of	 it.	The	meanings	made	 through	art	 are	not	 fixed	but	always	

changing	 and	open	 to	 flux.	Art	 has	 creative	 energy	 at	 its	 core	 and	 this	will	 to	 generate	

means	art	is	resistant	to	closure,	to	finality,	and	remains	chaotic,	creative,	propositional,	

and	 open	 to	 multiple	 iterations.	 	 This	 in	 turn	 enables	 endless	 new	 couplings,	

combinations	and	connections	to	be	made.	

	

My	challenge	in	this	project	has	been	to	apply	the	sensory	becoming	provided	by	art	to	the	

ethical	problem	of	 the	 settler	occupation	of	Australia.	 	Art	 is	one	way	 to	make	a	 space	 in	

which	a	process	of	ethical	encounter	between	 Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	Australians	

can	occur.	Philosopher	Alain	Badiou	offers	 the	concept	of	 ‘Art	as	a	 truth	procedure’	 in	his	

Handbook	of	Inaesthetics	and	this	is	useful	to	my	project	because	what	I	try	to	do	in	making	

my	 art	 is	 to	 make	 a	 space	 where	 truths	 may	 be	 revealed.	 	 My	 thesis	 seeks	 to	 question	

‘regimes	of	 truth’	which	Foucault	conceptualises	 through	many	of	his	works	but	describes	

particularly	clearly	in	the	interview	The	Political	Function	of	the	Intellectual	where	he	states,		

“Each	 society	 has	 its	 regime	 of	 truth,	 its	 'general	 politics'	 of	 truth:	 that	 is,	 the	 types	 of	

discourse	 it	 harbours	 and	 causes	 to	 function	 as	 true…”207	Settler	 Australia	 has	 historical,	

political	and	juridical	discourses	establishing	its	‘regime	of	truth’	around	the	settlement	and	

occupation	of	the	country.	My	art	questions	Settler	Australia’s	‘regime	of	truth’	using	Alain	

Badiou’s	notion	of	‘art	as	a	truth	procedure’.		

	

For	Badiou	the	truth	in	art	comes	not	from	some	other	political	or	historical	source	but	from	

art	itself.	Badiou	explains	that,	

	“Art	 itself	 is	 a	 truth	 procedure.	 Or	 again:	 The	 philosophical	

identification	 of	 art	 falls	 under	 the	 category	 of	 truth.	 Art	 is	 a	

																																																								
207	Michel	Foucault,	”The	Political	Function	of	the	Intellectual,”	in	Radical	Philosophy,	accessed	November	
21,	2017.	
https://www.radicalphilosophyarchive.com/wpcontent/files_mf/rp17_article2_politicalfunctionofintellectual
_foucault.pdf.	
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thought	in	which	artworks	are	the	Real	(and	not	the	effect).	And	

this	thought,	or	rather	the	truths	that	it	activates,	are	irreducible	

to	other	truths-be	they	scientific,	political,	or	amorous.”208		

Truth	in	art	is	activated	or	produced	by	art.	Art	for	Badiou,	is	not	merely	an	agent	

of	 external	 factors	 but	 holds	 its	 truth	 within	 it.	 Two	 important	 elements	 to	 the	

concept	of	‘art	as	a	truth	procedure’	are	immanence	and	singularity.	“Immanence:	

Art	 is	 rigorously	 coextensive	with	 the	 truths	 that	 it	 generates.	 Singularity:	 These	

truths	 are	 given	 nowhere	 else	 than	 in	 art.”209	Art	 operates	 outside	 the	 worlds	 of	

history	 or	 the	 sciences	 and	 although	 it	 may	 respond	 to	 them	 its	 truth	 is	 self-

generating	and	pertains	only	to	itself.	Thus	we	return	to	the	idea	that	art	holds	no	

opinions,	no	doxa,	but	rather	produces	truths	from	sensations.	The	truths	of	art	are	

not	the	truths	of	history	or	the	sciences	but	this	does	not	make	them	less	valuable,	

rather	 they	 are	 unique	 because	 they	 engage	 our	 sensory	 and	 emotional	 worlds,	

realms	that	I	argue	have	been	underutilized	in	posing	questions	to	power.	Art	helps	

us	 to	 see	 the	 ‘regimes	 of	 truth’	 imposed	 by	 ‘regimes	 of	 power,’	 as	 such	 it	 can	

provide	 a	 space	 for	 ethical	 encounters	 between	 Indigenous	 and	 non-Indigenous	

Australians	because	 in	 reflecting	on	 this	 relationship	 art	 reveals	 truths	 about	 the	

‘regimes	of	power’	operating	 in	settler	occupied	Australia.	The	becoming	offered	by	

art	 when	 it	 gives	 expression	 to	 the	 world	 of	 sensations	 can	 provoke	 in	 viewers	 an	

emotionally	 informed	 thinking	 that	 might	 constitute	 new	 ways	 of	 being.	 As	 poet	 and	

holocaust	survivor	Paul	Celan	wrote,	 “The	man	whose	eyes	and	mind	are	occupied	with	

art	.	.	.	forgets	about	himself.	Art	makes	for	distance	from	the	I.	Art	requires	that	we	travel	

a	certain	space	in	a	certain	direction,	on	a	certain	road.”210	In	that	distance	from	concerns	

with	the	self	might	emerge	a	place	that	allows	for	concern	for	the	other.	Art	offers	settler	

Australians	 the	 opportunity	 of	 a	 becoming	 that	 rejects	 the	 violence	 of	 occupation,	 a	

becoming	otherwise	than	occupier.	

	 	

																																																								
208	Badiou,	Handbook	of	Inaesthetics,	9.	
209	Badiou,	9.	
210	Paul	Celan,	“The	Meridian,”	from	Collected	Prose,	trans.	Rosemarie	Waldrop	(New	York:	Routledge,	
2003),	44.	
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Chapter	Two	

	Being	in	place	

	

	

‘He	had	 stood	upon	 the	 rock	with	 the	 fish	carved	 in	 it	 and	pointed	at	where	 the	house	

would	 go.	 	 Devine,	 a	 man	 who	 knew	 which	 side	 his	 bread	 was	 buttered,	 was	 full	 of	

admiration.	I	would	of	picked	this	spot	myself	Mr	Thornhill,	he	said.	Just	this	very	eminence.	

	 Thornhill	 had	 never	 grown	 tired	 of	 being	 called	 Mr	 Thornhill.	 	 Never	 heard	 it	

without	a	pulse	of	pleasure.	 	He	did	not	so	much	enjoy	the	way	Devine	threw	eminence	

about	when	what	he	meant	was	plain	hill.	

	 Devine	was	full	of	ways	to	make	the	place	a	fortress.	The	eminence	itself	was	the	

start	 of	 it:	A	 hundred	 of	 the	 buggers	 could	 not	 cut	 you	 off	 here,	 Mr	 Thornhill,	 he	 had	

assured.	The	walls	were	to	be	of	stone,	half	a	yard	thick.		At	the	back	and	the	sides	they	

rose	up	 to	 the	 roof	unbroken	 except	by	one	 low	and	deep-set	door.	Put	 a	man	 on	 that	

door,	Devine	said.	He’d	pick	them	off	like	fleas.	He	had	contrived	an	ingenious	mechanism	

within	the	staircase	so	that	it	could	be	hinged	up	after	the	manner	of	a	drawbridge,	with	

convenient	slits	the	size	of	a	gun-barrel.	Behind	the	house,	the	hillside	had	been	stripped	

of	every	bush.	There	was	nothing	that	a	man	might	hide	behind…	

	 Under	the	house,	covered	by	the	weight	of	Mr	Thornhill’s	villa,	the	fish	still	swam	

in	the	rock.	It	was	dark	under	the	floorboards:	the	fish	would	never	feel	the	sun	again.	It	

would	not	fade,	as	the	others	out	in	the	forest	were	fading,	with	no	black	hands	to	re-draw	

them.	 It	 would	 remain	 as	 bright	 as	 the	 day	 the	 boards	 had	 been	 nailed	 down,	 but	 no	

longer	alive,	cut	off	from	the	trees	and	light	that	it	had	swum	in.	

	 Sometimes,	sitting	in	the	parlour	in	the	red	velvet	armchair,	Thornhill	thought	of	it	

underneath	 him,	 clear	 and	 sharp	 on	 the	 rock.	 He	 knew	 it	 was	 there,	 and	 his	 children	

might	 remember,	 but	his	 children’s	 children	would	walk	 about	 on	 the	 floorboards,	 and	

never	know	what	was	beneath	their	feet.’	

	

-	Kate	Grenville,	The	Secret	River.211		

	
																																																								
211	Kate	Grenville,	The	Secret	River,	(Melbourne:	Text	Publishing,	2005),	315-16.	
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Scaffolding	Possession	

	

This	 chapter	 considers	 the	 nature	 of	 place	 in	 Australia	 and	 how	 it	 is	 constituted.	 It	

explores	 the	meaning	of	place	 to	 Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	Australians,	 and	what	

kind	of	relationships	settlers	and	Indigenous	peoples	have	to	place.	Due	to	the	confines	of	

this	 project	my	 focus	will	 remain	primarily	with	 settler	 conceptions	of	 place.	To	 survey	

these	considerations	I	will	begin	by	examining	private	property	in	the	context	of	settler-

colonialism	as	it	pertains	to	this	country.		There	are	some	considerable	differences	in	the	

significance	 of	 land	 and	 property,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 relationship	 of	 people	 to	 place,	 for	

Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	cultures.		For	Indigenous	Australians,	“…where	they	are	is	

who	they	are...”212,	 for	non-Indigenous	Australians,	what	they	own	 is	who	they	are.213		To	

illustrate,	 it	 would	 appear	 that	 where	 many	 Indigenous	 people	 claim	 to	 intrinsically	

belong	 to	 a	 place,	 settlers	 are	more	 concerned	 that	 the	place	belongs	 to	 them.214		More	

specifically,	 Indigenous	 people	 will	 most	 often	 introduce	 themselves	 by	 explaining	

genealogies	 and	 relationships	 to	 a	 place	 or	 places;	 non-Indigenous	 Australians	 usually	

locate	 themselves	by	 identifying	where	 they	own	property.	Settler-colonialism	has	 some	

specificities	of	situated-ness	worth	noting	regarding	the	way	it	relates	to	both	Indigenous	

people	and	the	land.		Settlers	settle.		They	come	to	stay	and	they	come	to	stay	in	a	place,	

on	land,	on	country	that	belongs	to	someone	else.		The	driving	factor	behind	settlers’	need	

to	eliminate	First	Nations	people	was	that	“Indigenous	people	obstructed	settlers’	access	

to	land.”215	Crucially	settler-colonialists	do	not	share	land	but	take	outright	possession	of	

it,	as	Thornhill	does	in	the	passage	above,	and	in	order	to	achieve	this	they	must	not	only	

dispossess	 the	 original	 inhabitants,	 but	 also	 replace	 them	 as	 sovereign.216	As	 such,	 it	 is	

territoriality	that	is	a	crucial	defining	element	of	settler-colonialism	and	specifically	how	

such	 territoriality	 relates	 to	 ideas	 of	 place	 or	 what	 can	 be	 described	 philosophically	 as	

topos217.			

	

																																																								
212	Wolfe,	“Settler	Colonialism	and	the	Elimination	of	the	Native,”	388.	
213	Vasilacopoulos	and	Nicolacopoulos,	Indigenous	Sovereignty,	58.	
214	Wolfe,	“Settler	Colonialism	and	the	Elimination	of	the	Native,”	388.	
215	Wolfe,	388.	
216	Wolfe,	388.	
217	The	concept	of	topos	will	be	explored	in	detail	later	in	the	chapter.	
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Here,	 I	 will	 concern	myself	 with	 examining	 how	 it	 was	 that	 the	 country	 of	 Australia’s	

Indigenous	 peoples	was	 usurped	 by	 the	 British	 and	 turned	 into	 the	 legal	 entity	 known	

today	as	Australia.	If	one	maintains,	as	I	do,	that	the	sovereignty	of	Australia’s	Indigenous	

peoples	has	never	been	ceded,218	how	then	are	we	to	understand	the	imposition	of	another	

claim	of	sovereignty	on	this	country:	how	did	Australia	become	British?	How	were	the	Mr	

Thornhills	 of	 Australia	 able	 to	 build	 their	 villas	 over	 so	many	 fish	 carved	 in	 stones?	 In	

short,	 British	 sovereignty	 was	 conferred	 through	 the	 doctrines	 of	 discovery	 and	

occupation.	 With	 the	 discovery	 of	 the	 New	World	 by	 Europeans	 came	 a	 great	 power	

struggle	 for	 control	 of	 these	 regions219	and	 legal	 doctrines	 developed	 coextensively	with	

this	colonial	expansion	both	as	a	means	of	arbitration	between	states	and	as	a	justification	

of	possession.	

	

Prior	to	the	seventeenth	century	the	church	had	played	a	major	role	 in	arbitrating	state	

conflict,	however,	by	the	era	of	Hobbes’	Leviathan,	European	legal	theorists	were	using	the	

jurisprudence	 of	 jus	 publicum	 Europaeum	 (European	 public	 law)	 to	 understand	 the	

expansion	of	European	states	and	 to	 legitimize	colonialism.220	It	was	 this	 system	of	 law,	

essentially	the	‘International	Law’	of	the	time,	that	the	European	colonial	powers	used,	to	

determine	between	 themselves	 the	division	of	 the	 spoils	 of	 conquest	 and	exploration221;	

any	prior	 claim	 that	 the	 Indigenous	occupants	may	have	had	was	of	 little	 concern.	The	

apportionment	 of	 the	 New	 World	 was	 conferred	 through	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘title	 by	

discovery’222,	however,	this	could	only	be	maintained	through	occupation.	Indeed,	“an	act	

of	discovery	was	sufficient	to	give	a	clear	title	to	sovereignty	‘only	when	it	is	accompanied	
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by	actual	possession.’”223		However,	in	the	early	years	of	the	colony	of	New	South	Wales,	

‘actual	possession’	did	not	extend	to	more	than	a	radius	of	a	few	hundred	kilometers	from	

Sydney,	 hardly	 enough	 to	 give	 clear	 title	 for	 sovereignty	 over	 a	 continent.	 The	 British	

claim	 to	 Australia	 was	 weak	 in	 international	 law224	and	 “survived	 less	 because	 of	 its	

intrinsic	 strength,	 or	 as	 a	 result	 of	 a	 rapid	 spread	 of	 settlement,	 and	more	 because	 no	

European	power	was	in	a	position,	or	had	the	inclination,	to	challenge	it.”225	As	the	British	

were	 establishing	 their	 occupation	 of	 Australia	 the	 French	 Revolution	 was	 unleashing	

social	 and	 political	 upheaval	 on	 their	 main	 colonial	 rival,	 France.	 The	 British	 imperial	

administration	was	by	this	time	also	much	practiced	in	the	occupation	and	subjugation	of	

Indigenous	 peoples	 and	 their	 lands	 with	 India	 and	 parts	 of	 Africa	 and	 the	 Americas	

already	under	their	control.	

	

On	the	question	of	prior	claims	to	the	country	by	Indigenous	peoples,	versus	the	British	

employment	 of	 the	 principle	 of	Terra	 Nullius,	 there	 was	 at	 the	 time	 of	 invasion	much	

uncertainty,	 with	 the	 legal	 concept	 itself	 being	 the	 object	 of	 conjecture.	 The	 British	

themselves	 were	 aware	 that	 symbolic	 acts	 such	 as	 flag	 raising	 conveyed	 merely	 an	

inchoate	 title	 and	 actual	 occupation	was	 required	 to	 confer	 sovereignty.226	Nevertheless	

“the	Commission	appointing	Captain	Phillip	as	Governor	conferred	upon	him	jurisdiction	

to	the	eastern	half	of	the	continent.”227	Some	theorists	of	‘title	by	discovery’	equated	(what	

they	 perceived	 as)	 ‘uncultivated	 lands’	 with	 ‘uninhabited	 lands’,	 making	 country	

populated	 by	 peoples	 not	 deemed	 ‘farmers’	 open	 to	 possession	 and	 population	 by	

colonists.228	A	 key	 aspect	 of	 the	 doctrine	 of	 Terra	 Nullius	 held	 that	 “property	 in	 land	

resulted	 from	 the	mixing	of	one's	 labor	with	 it	 to	 render	 it	 a	more	 efficient	provider	of	

wealth	 than	 it	 would	 have	 been	 if	 left	 in	 its	 natural	 state.”229	In	 Australia,	 Europeans	

determined	Aboriginal	peoples	 to	be	nomadic	wanderers	 akin	 to	wild	 animals	 and	 thus	
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with	no	claim	on	property.230		

	

A	 further	argument	 in	 support	of	 legal	Terra	Nullius,	despite	 the	obvious	existence	of	 a	

native	population	was	that	Australia	could	legitimately	be	considered	Terra	Nullius	at	the	

time	of	invasion	because	the	locals	had	no	recognizable	systems	of	government.231	Indeed,	

as	 late	 as	 1968,	 Justice	 Elizabeth	 Evatt	 defended	 the	 lack	 of	 a	 treaty	 and	 the	 probity	 of	

Terra	 Nullius	 as	 justifiable,	 due	 to	 Australia	 being	 “inhabited	 by	 scattered	 unorganized	

tribes.”232		However,	others	were	of	a	different	 legal	mind,	with	early	nineteenth	century	

German	scholars	 like	Klueber	and	Heffter	maintaining	that	only	uninhabited	 land	could	

be	considered	Terra	Nullius	such	that	no	nation	“regardless	of	its	qualities	can	rob	another	

of	its	property,	not	even	from	savages	or	nomads.”233		

	

Many	 of	 those	 on	 the	 ground,	 experiencing	 the	 occupation	 first-hand	 also	 had	 qualms	

about	the	legality	of	British	title,	Protector	of	Aborigines	G.A.	Robinson	conceding	he	was	

“at	 a	 loss	 to	 conceive	 by	 what	 tenure	 we	 hold	 this	 country.”234	With	 Terra	 Nullius	 in	

dispute	 but	 with	 no	 serious	 legal	 challenge	 to	 its	 claim	 to	 dominion,	 the	 British	

government	 chose	 largely	 to	 ignore	 or	 diminish	 the	 presence	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 in	

Australia,	 so	 far	as	questions	of	 sovereignty	were	concerned.235	While	 it	 is	apparent	 that	

legal	 theorists	 had	 a	 variety	 of	 positions	 on	 ‘title	 by	 discovery’,	 what	 emerges	 as	 a	

recurrent	 theme,	 is	 an	 effort	 to	 distinguish	 ‘sovereignty’	 from	 ‘right	 of	 access.’	 Patrick	

Wolfe	describes	this	as	a	

“clear	distinction	between	dominion,	which	inhered	in	European	sovereigns	

alone,	and	natives’	right	of	occupancy,	also	expressed	in	terms	of	possession	

or	usufruct,	which	entitled	natives	to	pragmatic	use	(understood	as	hunting	

and	 gathering	 rather	 than	 agriculture)	 of	 a	 territory	 that	 Europeans	 had	
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discovered.”236	

The	 attempted	 elimination	 of	 native	 societies	 would	 effectively	 establish	 the	 settler-

colonial	state	as	the	only	possible	sovereign	exercising	exclusive	dominion	and	illustrating	

the	colonizer	priority	of	the	genocide	of	native	peoples	over	their	enslavement.	237	Settler-

colonialism	does	not,	 however,	 replace	native	 society	 in	 totality,	 rather	 “	 the	process	 of	

replacement	 retains	 the	 refractory	 imprint	 of	 the	 native	 counter-claim,” 238 	thus	

Indigenous	resistance	remains.	The	invasion	of	Australia	by	the	British	led	to	the	collision	

of	two	radically	different	systems	of	law	and	meaning.	With	colonization	came	the	violent	

repression	of	one	system	by	the	other.239		

	

Unfettered	access	to	land	is	the	requisite	condition	of	both	colonialism	and	capital,	in	the	

interests	of	livelihood	in	the	case	of	the	former,	and	for	the	purposes	of	production	in	the	

latter. 240 		 In	 settler-colonialism	 these	 two	 forces	 combine	 with	 virulent	 efficiency.	

Colonialism	 requires	 private	 property, 241 	and	 property	 ownership,	 to	 a	 large	 extent,	

conveys	 belonging	 in	 Australia.242	Indeed,	 it	 is	 as	 property-owning	 subjects	 that	 white	

settler	Australians	recognise	each	other	as	sovereign	beings.243	The	 form	of	embodiment	

established	by	settler-colonialism	requires	a	direct	 relationship	between	 the	subject	and	

the	 possession	 of	 something,	 in	 this	 case	 land.	 The	 immediacy	 of	 this	 unmediated	

relationship	between	subject	and	property	 is	crucial	because	 it	creates	 in	settler	being	a	

self-generating	presence.244	That	 is,	 the	 settler	 becomes	who	 they	 are	 through	 an	 act	 of	

their	own	will.	 In	taking	possession	of	property	 the	settler	extends	their	own	being	 into	

the	 property	 rendering	 it	 a	 site	 of	 their	 embodied	 being.	 Yet,	 this	 process	 is	 somewhat	

contradictory	 because	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 private	 property	 the	 object	 of	 property	
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must	remain	alienable	so	that	it	can	be	exchanged	with	other	sovereign	property	owners.	

Thus	as	Vasillacopoulos	and	Nicolacopoulos	explain,	the	relationship	between	subject	and	

property	 “therefore	 presupposes	 the	 mutual	 recognition	 of	 private	 property-owning	

subjects	 with	 the	 potential	 to	 exchange	 their	 property.”245	It	 is	 in	 this	 way	 that	 as	 self-

generative	 property	 owning	 subjects	 able	 to	 exchange	 their	 property	 that	 settler	

Australians	recognise	each	other	as	sovereign	beings.	Goenpul	woman	and	academic,	Dr.	

Aileen	Moreton-Robinson	reminds	us,	“Belonging	in	this	new	nation…was	racialized	and	

inextricably	 tied	 to	 the	 accumulation	 of	 capital,	 and	 the	 social	 worth,	 authority	 and	

ownership	which	this	conferred.”246	Both	the	convict	and	free	settler	forebears	of	today’s	

non-Indigenous	Australians	were	desperate	to	own	land	of	their	own	(the	fact	that	it	was	

stolen	goods	didn’t	seem	to	bother	them	except	in	the	rarest	of	cases)	and	land	ownership	

soon	became	ingrained	in	white	Australian	culture247	as	a	kind	of	birth	right	exemplified	

by	 Prime	 Minister	 Robert	 Menzies’	 ‘Great	 (white)	 Australian	 Dream’	 of	 home	

ownership.248	In	Australia	 today,	home	ownership	embodies	a	 sense	of	 “entitlement	and	

an	 expectation	 of	 economic	 and	 social	 advancement.”249	These	 are	 perhaps	 not	 such	

different	dreams	to	those	of	their	settler	ancestors.	Coupled	with	this	sense	of	entitlement	

and	 the	 expectation	of	wealth,	many	 young	Australians	 striving	 to	 buy	 their	 first	 home	

identify	the	house	they	own	as	a	primary	source	of	identity.250		

	

The	idea	that	private	property	is	co-extensive	with	belonging	for	settlers	is	equally	strong	

in	 contemporary	 rural	 Australia.	 Historian	 Peter	 Read’s	 works	 Belonging:	 Australians,	

Place	 and	 Aboriginal	Ownership,	 and	Returning	 to	 Nothing:	 The	Meaning	 of	 Lost	 Places	

personify	the	Australian	pastoralist	as	belonging	deeply	to	country.		This	is	demonstrated	

in	the	negative,	 in	Returning	 to	Nothing	where	pastoralists	who	have	 ‘lost	their	land’	(to	

the	 banks)	 are	 revealed	 to	 have	 suffered	 a	 loss	 so	 deep,	 that	 Read	 equates	 it	 with	 the	
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dispossession	 of	 Aboriginal	 peoples.251	While	 the	 loss	 experienced	 by	 these	 pastoralists	

should	not	be	diminished,	 it	 is	not	of	the	same	ontological	order	as	that	experienced	by	

dispossessed	 Aboriginal	 peoples.	 	 The	 philosophical	 notion	 of	 legitimate	 ontological	

sovereignty	established	in	chapter	two	is	conveyed	not	through	duration	of	possession	or	

recourse	 to	 juridical	 measures	 but	 through	 emergence	 into	 the	 world	 from	 one’s	 own	

sovereign	 place.	 As	 dispossessors	 of	 the	 original	 ontological	 sovereigns,	 occupiers	 can	

never	emerge	from	their	own	sovereign	place	because	the	place	they	claim	as	their	own	is	

already	 another’s.	 	 The	 nostalgic	 erasure	 of	 the	 difference	 in	 the	 experience	 of	

dispossession	by	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	subjects	and	the	depth	of	its	meaning	to	

Aboriginal	 people	 is	 rooted	 in	 the	 romantic	 rhetoric	 of	 the	 ‘white	 blackfellows’	 of	 the	

1930’s	and	1940’s.	Those	such	as	the	Jindyworobak	literary	movement	seemed	to	hope	that	

a	little	bit	of	belonging	would	rub	off	if	they	appropriated	some	of	the	‘window	dressing’	

of	what	they	constructed	as	Aboriginal	culture.		For	Peter	Read’s	pastoralists,	loss	of	land	

reveals	 to	 them	 a	 depth	 of	 belonging	 only	 realized	 upon	 its	 loss.252		 It	 is	 through	 their	

dispossession	that	Read’s	pastoralists	are	revealed	to	locate	their	identity	in	possession	of	

what	they	perceive	themselves	to	be	entitled	to,	their	country.	 In	a	reversal	of	 the	usual	

settler-colonial	 practice	 of	 turning	 earth	 into	 land	 as	 a	 commodity	 to	 be	 transacted,253	

when	Read’s	pastoralists	lose	their	land	they	experience	the	“transformation	of	land	into	

country,	 of	 a	 house	 into	 a	 home,	 (which)	 is	 enabled	 only	 through	 the	 experience	 of	

dispossession.”254		

	

The	possession	of	occupied	territory	is	at	the	heart	of	non-Indigenous	Australian	identity,	

and	as	occupiers	this	identity	lacks	both	ethical	integrity	and	sound	legal	reckoning.	The	

settler-state	 of	 Australia	 has	 attempted	 to	 confer	 belonging	 via	 land	 title:	 making	

boundary	pegs	a	stake	in	the	heart	of	any	authentic	settler	Being	on	this	land.		Such	acts	

of	 occupation	 are	 underpinned	 by	 a	 series	 of	 discourses	 invested	 in	 “reproducing	 and	
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reaffirming	the	nation-state’s	ownership,	control	and	domination”255	that	Aileen	Moreton-

Robinson	describes	as	“possessive	logics.”256	White	political	and	juridical	institutions	then	

actualise	these	 ‘possessive	 logics’	 in	the	form	of	property	 laws	and	other	rulings.	Tacitus	

might	have	been	speaking	of	the	‘possessive	logics’	of	the	coloniser	when	he	wrote	in	The	

Agricola		

“Pillagers	 of	 the	 world,	 they	 have	 exhausted	 the	 land	 by	 their	

indiscriminate	 plunder,	 and	 now	 they	 ransack	 the	 sea.	 	 A	 rich	 enemy	

excites	 their	 cupidity;	 a	 poor	 one	 their	 lust	 for	 power…To	 robbery,	

butchery,	 and	 rapine,	 they	 give	 the	 lying	 name	 of	 ‘government’;	 they	

create	a	desolation	and	call	it	peace.”257	

	

In	order	to	establish	private	property	as	a	legal	entity,	colonial	powers	must	first	complete	

the	task	of	turning	‘earth’	into	‘land’.		Settler-colonialists	claim	earth	and	turn	it	into	land	

by	utilizing	a	number	of	processes.		One	of	these	is	through	the	use	of	labour	(their	own	

or	that	of	others	 in	their	employ)	to	work	the	land	in	such	a	way	that	gives	them	rights	

over	it.		Aboriginal	people	were	commonly	characterised	by	settlers	as	“aimless	wanderers	

with	no	sense	of	property	at	all.”258	As	Historian	Henry	Reynolds	remarks,	“the	commonly	

held	view	has	always	been	that	the	Aborigines	had	no	land	rights	because	they	were	not	

farmers,	did	not	enclose	the	land	and	did	not	till	the	soil.”	259	However,	recent	works	such	

as	Bill	Gammage’s	The	Biggest	Estate	on	Earth	and	Bruce	Pascoe’s	Dark	Emu	Black	Seeds,	

put	 the	 lie	 to	 such	 views	 and	 provide	 substantial	 evidence	 of	 complex	 aquaculture,	

agriculture,	 animal	herding	 systems	and	 semi-settled	village	 life	 across	 the	 continent.260	

The	myth	of	the	wandering	nomad	provided	a	convenient	cover	for	appropriating	country	

and	establishing	pastoral	properties	 to	run	sheep	 for	her	majesty’s	wool	mills.	 In	such	a	

fashion,	 the	 lie	 of	 the	 land	was	 established.	Once	 portions	 of	 earth	were	 captured	 and	

																																																								
255	Moreton-Robinson,	The	White	Possessive,	xii.	
256	Moreton-Robinson,	xii.	
257	Cornelius	Tacitus,	The	Agricola	and	The	Germania,	trans.	H.	Mattingly	(New	York:	Penguin	Books,	1970),	
80–81.	
258	Henry	Reynolds,	Dispossession:	Black	Australians	and	White	Invaders	(Sydney:	Allen	&	Unwin,	1989),	72.	
259	Henry	Reynolds,	The	Law	of	the	Land	(Ringwood:	Penguin	Books,	1992),	19.	
260	See	Bill	Gammage,	The	Biggest	Estate	on	Earth:	How	Aborigines	Made	Australia	(Sydney:	Allen	&	Unwin,	
2011);	Bruce	Pascoe,	Dark	Emu	Black	Seeds:	Agriculture	or	Accident?	(Broome:	Magabala	Books,	2014)	and	
Rupert	Gerritsen,	Australia	and	the	Origins	of	Agriculture	(Oxford:	Archaeopress,	2008).	



	 65	

turned	from	hunter-gatherer	territorial	assemblages261	into	‘land’,	the	productivity	of	such	

portions	of	land	could	be	assessed,	appropriated	and	exploited.262	In	order	to	create	‘land’	

as	 private	 property,	 a	 juridical	 system	 informed	 by	 ‘possessive	 logics’	 was	 required	 to	

protect	 and	 enhance	 British	 claims.	 As	 such,	 the	 white	 settler	 legal	 system	 acted	 and	

continues	to	act	as	an	‘apparatus	of	capture’263	when	it	established	the	sovereignty	of	the	

colonizer	through	the	deterritorialization	of	Indigenous	territories.264	The	transformation	

of	 earth	 into	 land	 and	 from	 land	 into	 private	 property	 is	 crucial	 to	 establishing	 the	

legitimacy	of	occupier	claims	to	sovereignty.	

	

In	 the	 early	 1830’s	 the	Henty	 brothers	 began	 the	 transformation	 of	Aboriginal	 ‘country’	

into	European	 ‘private	property’	 in	 the	Portland	Bay	district	 of	what	 is	now	Victoria	by	

establishing	pastoral	runs	on	the	ancestral	lands	of	the	Gundidjmara	people.	Throughout	

Western	District	Victoria	many	pre-contact	Aboriginal	clans	lived	in	permanent	or	semi-

permanent	 villages	of	 stone	houses.265		These	homes	generally	had	a	 circular	 floor	plan,	

walls	of	stone	and	roofs	of	mud	and	thatch;	somewhat	similar	to	British	crofters	cottages,	

they	were	deemed	“sufficiently	strong	for	a	man	on	horseback	to	ride	over.”266	Groups	of	

Aboriginal	 stone	 houses	 would	 certainly	 have	 been	 recognisable	 to	 settlers	 as	 villages,	

indeed	explorer	J.T.	Gelibrand	describes	riding	out	in	the	Port	Phillip	district	on	January	

28	1836	and	coming	across	“about	100	native	huts.”267	Villages	such	as	these	were	 largely	

destroyed	during	the	early	years	of	conflict	in	the	district	and	their	stones	repurposed	for	

dry-stone	walls	to	contain	stock.268		These	dry-stone	walls	now	form	part	of	the	colonial	

cultural	heritage	protected	by	many	local	councils.	Recently	a	significant	stone	house	site	

at	Lake	Condah	has	been	proposed	for	World	Heritage	listing	after	years	of	campaigning	

by	 the	 Gunditjmara	 people.	 Some	 farmers	 in	 the	 area	 are	 reputed	 to	 be	 destroying	
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evidence	 of	 stone	 houses	 on	 their	 property,	 having	 the	 foundation	 stones	 crushed	 by	

commercial	quarrying	companies,	for	fear	of	land	claims.269	

	

While	 the	 imposition	and	 later	manipulation	of	 the	doctrine	of	Terra	Nullius	 facilitated	

the	development	of	private	property	in	Australia	it	has	also	served	the	political	ends	of	the	

settler	community.	Despite	the	fact	that	the	doctrine	of	Terra	Nullius	has	been	overturned	

by	 the	 Mabo	 judgement,	 the	 juridical	 and	 political	 agents	 of	 the	 occupation	 have	

contrived	 to	 continue	 to	 deny	 Aboriginal	 people	 political	 sovereignty.	 Indigenous	

populations	already	had	their	own	forms	of	social	and	political	organisation,	so	 in	order	

for	 colonization	 to	 occur	 “they	 needed	 to	 be	 ‘deterritorialized’	 before	 they	 could	 be	

‘reterritorialized’	 as	 dependent	 colonies	 of	 the	 relevant	 European	 state.”270	The	 juridical	

process	by	which	this	was	realised	in	Australia	occurred	through	a	number	of	judgements,	

the	most	significant	of	which	are	arguably	the	Mabo	and	Wik	decisions	of	the	High	Court	

of	Australia	and	the	parliamentary	responses	to	these	decisions,	the	Native	Title	Act	 1993	

and	the	Native	Title	Amendment	Act	1998.		In	1992	Mabo	v	Queensland	(No.	2)	found	that	

the	Meriam	people	of	the	Murray	Islands	in	the	Torres	Strait	did	in	fact	have	a	concept	of	

land	ownership	and	that	this	sovereignty	had	not	been	extinguished	by	the	Crown.271		In	

making	 this	 ruling	 the	High	 Court	 introduced	 to	 Australian	 law	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘native	

title’.272		As	Elizabeth	Povinelli	points	out	“Aboriginal	Australians	did	not	have	native	title	

prior	 to	English	settlement.	Whatever	practices	and	beliefs	organized	 indigenous	bodies	

and	 lands	prior	 to	 settlement,	 these	were	not	 the	 thing	we	now	call	 "native	 title."”273	In	

response	to	this	recognition	of	sovereignty,	the	Parliament	legislated	the	Native	Title	Act	

1993,	 which	 effectively	 limited	 the	 recognition	 of	 Aboriginal	 sovereignty	 to	 those	

claimants	 who	 could	 prove	 through	 their	 traditional	 laws	 and	 customs	 that	 they	 have	
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maintained	 a	 continuing	 connection	 to	 land	 or	 waters.274		 Those	 limited	 rights	 were	

further	circumscribed,	to	achieve	‘certainty’	and	‘workability’	for	the	benefit	of	miners	and	

pastoralists,275	by	the	Howard	government’s	Native	Tile	Amendment	Act	1998.		Commonly	

known	as	the	‘ten	point	plan’,	it	was	drafted	to	limit	the	High	Court’s	1996	Wik	decision	

that	native	title	and	pastoral	 leases	could	co-exist.	The	Ten	Point	Plan	“provided	for	the	

subordination	 of	 native	 title	 to	 other	 interests”	 and	 was	 “directed	 to	 the	 wholesale	

diminution	of	native	title	rights.”276	Thus	it	is	clear	that	in	exercising	‘possessive	logics’	as	

agents	of	the	occupation,	

“both	 the	 Parliament	 and	 the	 courts	 have	 been	 responsible	 for	 the	

alternating	 delineation,	 expansion	 and	 curtailment	 of	 the	 rights	 of	

indigenous	Australians.	This	serves	as	a	reminder	that	native	title,	from	a	

settler	point	of	view,	is	as	much	about	politics	as	it	is	about	law.”277	

	

Prior	to	Mabo	the	popular	view	among	settlers	was	that	Aboriginal	peoples	had	no	legal	

rights	to	land.	As	a	judgement	made	by	the	agents	of	the	occupation,	Mabo	will	always	be	

problematic	for	those	who	do	not	recognise	the	legitimacy	of	the	High	Court	to	make	any	

ruling.		However,	the	Mabo	decision	did	change	the	political	and	legal	landscape	such	that	

“Indigenous	interests	in	land	could	no	longer	be	ignored.”278	Indeed,	then	Prime	Minister	

Paul	Keating	stated	in	his	1992	Redfern	address	that	Mabo	should	be	a	‘…building	block	of	

change…’	that	might	herald	new	relationships	between	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	

Australians.279	Twenty-six	years	later,	neither	the	law	nor	politics	have	yet	delivered	even	

the	limited	sovereignty	extended	by	Mabo,	as	Indigenous	leader	and	Gugu-Yalanji280	man	

Noel	 Pearson	 laments,	 “the	 failure	 of	 law	 to	 live	 up	 to	 the	 promise	 of	Mabo	 is	 now	
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apparent.”281	Even	before	Wik	and	 the	Native	 title	amendment	acts	 some	commentators	

felt	 native	 title	 as	 figured	by	Mabo	was	 too	weak	 a	 form	of	 land	 tenure	 to	be	useful	 to	

many	Aboriginal	groups.282		As	Prime	Minister	Paul	Keating	explained,	

	“It	was	not,	however,	of	great	practical	benefit	to	the	majority	of	Aboriginal	

peoples	 and	 Torres	 Strait	 Islanders.	 Most	 will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 prove	 the	

continuing	association	with	their	land	necessary	to	claim	native	title.	Many	

retain	a	strong	attachment	to	 their	 traditional	country,	but	will	be	denied	

native	title	rights	as	a	result	of	prior	alienation	of	the	land	concerned.	Many	

also	remain	on	the	margins	of	this	country's	economic,	social	and	cultural	

life.”283	

As	it	stands,	the	occupier	government	remains	legally	sovereign	under	white	law,	and	for	

Aboriginal	people	to	make	a	land	claim	they	must	first	relinquish	their	prior	claim	to	land,	

their	 sovereignty,	and	stake	a	claim	under	 the	 limited	 terms	made	available	 to	 them	by	

the	 occupier’s	 law.	 	 In	 this	 way	 Indigenous	 Australians	 are	 first	 deterritorialised,	 when	

their	 original	 sovereignty	 is	 denied	 and	 then	 reterritorialised,	 through	 the	 ‘possessive	

logics’	of	Mabo,	Wik,	and	the	Native	Title	acts	and	amendments,	which	gave	very	limited	

tenure	on	the	occupier’s	terms.		

	

The	 process	 of	 deterritorialisation	 and	 reterritorialisation	 leaves	 Aboriginal	 people	

without	country	within	their	own	country.		They	have	been	made	stateless	and	now	have	

to	prove	ownership	of	their	own	land	using	a	system	designed	to	dispossess	them	and	to	

work	 in	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 occupation.284	It	 was	 partly	 to	 highlight	 this	 situation	 of	

internal	exile,	of	being	as	Gary	Foley285	puts	it,	“aliens	in	our	own	land,”286	that	Aboriginal	

activists	set	up	the	‘Aboriginal	Tent	Embassy’	on	the	lawns	outside	parliament	in	Canberra	
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in	 1972.	Aboriginal	activists	continue	 to	assert	 their	 sovereignty	 through	actions	such	as	

demanding	 treaties287,	 calling	 for	 ‘truth	 and	 reconciliation’	 processes288	and	 financial	

compensation.289	Juridical	 processes	 such	 as	 ‘Royal	 Commissions’	 recommend	 changes	

and	successive	governments	in	turn	respond	by	failing	or	refusing	to	implement	them.290	

As	 Sol	 Bellear	 says	 “All	 these	 reports	 just	 sit	 there	 and	 gather	 dust.	 Now	 and	 then,	

someone	 will	 pick	 one	 up	 and	 say:	 ‘Maybe	 we	 should	 implement	 such	 and	 such’	 –	 or	

maybe	 not,	 because	 it’s	 all	 too	 hard,”291	Both	 politics	 and	 law	 seem	 to	 be	 struggling	 to	

provide	the	kind	of	thinking	required	for	ethical	co-existence.	Aboriginal	people	continue	

to	 exist,	 resist	 and	 assert	 their	 sovereignty	 over	 this	 country	 and	 settler-Australians	

continue	 to	 struggle	 to	 find	 a	 legitimate	 identity	 grounded	 in	 this	 place	 despite	 their	

insistence	 on	 their	 right	 to	 claim	 sovereignty	 over	 it.	 Canadian	 scholar	 of	 Indigenous	

governance	James	Tully	explains	that	because	Australian	governments	have	failed	to	justly	

and	 fairly	 settle	 sovereignty	 by	 making	 treaties	 with	 Aboriginal	 nations	 the	 resultant	

situation	 is	 that	 the	 Australian	 settler	 state	 has	 not	 gained	 the	 consent	 of	 Aboriginal	

peoples	to	govern	them	so	the	question	of	sovereignty	remains	“unfinished	business.”292	

	

While	 the	problem	of	 living	 ethically	 together	 is	 certainly	political,	 it	 relates	directly	 to	

the	concerns	of	place	and	being-in-place	so	that	in	seeking	solutions,	topologically-based	

philosophy	 (philosophy	 based	 in	 the	 thinking	 of	 place)	 is	 especially	 well	 equipped	 to	

furnish	 us	 with	 productive	 questions	 around	 space,	 place,	 and	 being.293	Topologically	
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based	philosophy	prepares	us	to	think	in	three	ways.	Firstly,	it	lets	us	think	from	place,	to	

be	 grounded,	 so	 as	 to	 speak	 from	 a	 particular	 place	 but	 also	 from	 a	 particular	 subject	

position.	 Ethics	 ‘are	 properly	 always	 situated,’ 294 	we	 all	 come	 from	 a	

time/place/body/situation	 which	 influences	 our	 ontological	 perspective	 and	 that	 is	 the	

embodied	experience	from	which	we	speak.	Ethics	are	situated	in	bodies	and	in	time	and	

in	 place.295	Secondly,	 a	 philosophy	 of	 topos	 also	 enables	 thinking	 of	 place,	 so	 that	 we	

might	 consider	 the	meaning	 or	 importance	 of	 particular	 places	 that	 can	 be	 considered	

sites	 or	 spaces	 and	 how	 place	 allows	 space	 and	 site	 to	 come	 into	 being.296	Finally,	

topologically	 based	 thinking	 also	 allows	 us	 the	 possibility	 of	 thinking	 for	 place.	 	 In	

thinking	for	place	one	can	think	and	act	in	the	interests	of	a	place	or	places.		We	are	able	

to	consider	being	and	behaviour	in	the	light	of	the	needs	of	place:	not	such	a	strange	thing	

if	 one	 reflects	 that	 the	nature	 of	 our	 being	 is	 profoundly	 shaped	by	 our	 relationship	 to	

place.	As	Jeff	Malpas	explains,		

“Place	 is	 everywhere	 –	 ambiguously	 so,	 perhaps,	 in	 that	 it	 is	 both	

everywhere	("all	about")	and	every	where	(every	place	is	a	'where'	and	every	

'where'	 a	place)…	 still	 our	 thinking	 is	 essentially	determined	by	where	we	

are,	 by	 the	 contingencies	 of	 our	 own	 location	 (and	 one	 need	 not	 be	 a	

reductive	materialist	to	claim	that	the	place	in	which	thinking	takes	place	is	

indeed	 identical	 with	 the	 place	 of	 location	 of	 the	 body),	 and	 what	 it	

addresses	 is	essentially	given	to	us	 in	and	through	the	places	 in	which	we	

find	ourselves.”297	

	

Dwelling	

	

For	 settler	 Australians	 to	 find	 a	 legitimate	 identity	 grounded	 in	 Australia	 requires	 new	

ways	of	thinking.	I	argue	that	when	thinking	of	what	it	means	to	be-in-place,	it	is	useful	to	
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turn	to	the	question	of	what	it	is	not	merely	to	live	somewhere	but	to	‘dwell’	in	a	particular	

place.	 Indeed,	 I	want	 to	 examine	whether	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 build	 anything	 ethical	 if	 one	

does	not	have	the	capacity,	first,	to	dwell.		In	Being	and	Time298	Heidegger	reminds	us	that	

an	 authentic	 existence	 is	 one	 that	 is	 self-reflexive,	which	 answers	 to	 its	 conscience	 and	

which	 desires	 such	 a	 transaction	 with	 its	 conscience.299	A	 relationship	 to	 place	 that	

conveys	 authenticity	 is	 then	 one	 that	 acknowledges	 its	 origins	 in	 relation	 to	 place	 and	

that,	according	to	Heidegger	 is	achieved	through	dwelling.300	For	Heidegger	the	 ideas	of	

‘belonging’,	 ‘identity’301	and	 ‘authenticity’302	relate	 very	 closely	 to	 dwelling.303	What	 then	

constitutes	dwelling	and	how	does	dwelling	contribute	to	the	nature	of	our	Being?	These	

two	 interrelated	questions	 form	 the	basis	 of	what	 is	 to	 come	 in	 the	 second	part	 of	 this	

chapter.	 I	will	 firstly	outline	Heidegger’s	 arguments	 concerning	 the	 three	 elements	 that	

constitute	 dwelling	 and	 explore	 whether	 these	 are	 achieved	 by	 Australian	 settler-

colonialism.		In	his	lecture	‘Building	Dwelling	Thinking’	Heidegger	establishes	that	in	order	

to	dwell	three	criteria	must	be	met:	firstly,	to	dwell	is	‘to	cherish	and	protect	the	land’304,	

secondly	it	is	‘to	remain	in	place	in	peace’305	and	finally,	to	dwell	is	‘to	set	something	free	

into	 its	 own	 ‘presencing,’306	to	 emerge	 in	 its	 own	 nature.	 Dwelling	 is	 the	 fundamental	

quality	 that	 necessarily	 precedes	 building307 	and	 which	 I	 will	 argue	 is	 absent	 from	

structures,	 both	 literal	 and	 abstract,	 built	 by	 the	 agents	 of	 the	 occupier	 nation	 of	

Australia.	 ‘Only	 if	 we	 are	 capable	 of	 dwelling,	 only	 then	 can	 we	 build.’308	Against	 this	

background	the	chapter	then	explores	how	dwelling	contributes	to	the	nature	of	our	being	
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through	 an	 examination	 of	Heidegger’s	 concept	 of	 ‘the	 fourfold.’309	This	 is	 essentially,	 a	

particular	understanding	of	 relationality,	expressed	 in	 the	 three	concepts	of	Being-with-

others,310	being-with-things311	and	finally	of	dwelling	in	constant	attentiveness.312		

	

	

What	constitutes	dwelling	

	

Does	 an	 occupier	 cherish,	 protect,	 preserve	 and	 care	 for	 the	 land?	While	 there	may	 be	

individual	 non-Indigenous	 Australians	 who	 feel	 very	 connected	 to	 land,	 for	 example	

farmers,	 theirs	 is	 still	 a	 relationship	 contained	 by	 the	 boundaries	 of	 colonial	 land	

capturing313practices	 that	 are	 anathema	 to	 authentic	 dwelling.	 Is	 it	 possible	 to	 cherish	

what	you	own,	to	foster	it	and	hold	it	dear?314	The	word	cherish	owes	an	etymological	debt	

to	 the	French	 cher	 (dear)	 and	 for	Heidegger,	 to	 cherish	 the	 land	 is	 to	 appreciate	 it,	 for	

itself,	 without	mastering	 or	 subjugating	 it.315	When	 we	 own	 something	 or	 someone	 we	

reduce	 them	 to	 the	 status	 of	 an	 object:	 we	 own	 things.	 	 Those	 things	 become	 our	

possessions:316	they	are	no	longer	free.	To	subjugate	is	not	to	foster.	It	was	once	a	common	

turn	 of	 phrase	 in	 English	 to	 hear	 people	 speak	 of	 ‘cherishing	 their	 native	 land’317	when	

they	meant	 to	express	a	deep	 love	of	 that	place.	However,	once	one	possesses	 land	 in	a	

manner	characterised	by	control	or	subjugation	then,	according	to	Heidegger’s	thinking,	

one	cannot	cherish	it.	If	to	cherish	were	to	‘jealously	guard’,	then	perhaps,	yes,	an	occupier	

might	succeed	in	this	mode	of	 ‘cherishing.’	Occupier	attitudes	to	the	exclusive	nature	of	

property	ownership	were	established	with	the	arrival	of	the	free	settlers	and	sharing	styles	
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311	Heidegger,	149.	
312	Heidegger,	158.	
313	Patton,	Deluze	and	the	Political,	120–131.	
314	The	Oxford	English	Dictionary	describes	the	verb	‘cherish’	as	to	foster,	nurse,	value,	hold	dear.	
315	Heidegger,	148.	
316	See	Hegel’s	Philosophy	of	Right,	trans	T.M.	Knox	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press	1978,	especially	the	
section	on	property	in	‘Abstract	Right’	pp37-56.	
317	One	historic	example	is	‘The	British	War	Song’	printed	in	The	Beauties	of	the	Anti-Jacobin	Examiner	
(London:	The	Anti-Jacobin	Press,	1799),	137,	which	exhorts	patriots	to	defend	the	land	‘which	long	we’ve	
learn’d	to	cherish’.	A	frontier	Australian	example	comes	from	the	1880’s	diary	of	central	Australian	Mounted	
Police	Officer	William	Wilshire	who	describes	the	wattle	flower	as	the	emblem	of	his	cherished	native	land.	
Willshire,	A	Thrilling	Tale	of	Real	Life	in	the	Wilds	of	Australia	(Adelaide:	Freason	&	Brother,	1895),	37.	
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of	property	ownership	such	as	 the	old	English	 ‘commons’,	or	 ‘right	of	access’	utilised	by	

the	 underclass	 of	 ex-convicts	 were	 stamped	 out	 in	 Australia	 by	 the	 1820’s.318	In	 the	

relationship	of	the	private	property	owner	to	their	land,	what	is	needed	first	and	foremost,	

is	the	ability	to	identify	land	as	an	object	to	be	transacted	and	an	object	to	be	used,	it	is	

this	use	value	 (conferred	 through	 labour)	 that	 identifies	 land	as	possess-able	and	which	

delivers	 possession	 to	 the	 owner.	 	 If	 it	 is	 to	 be	 transacted	 and	used	 as	 private	 property	

then	land	cannot,	at	the	same	time,	be	cherished	for	its	own	sake,	the	two	possibilities	are	

antithetical	to	one	another.	Settlers	who	occupy	land	do	so	through	wholesale	acquisition	

after	 appraisal	 of	 its	 use	 value	 and	 ability	 to	 be	 transacted.	 This	 relationship	 to	 land	

negates	 a	 crucial	 element	 of	 Heidegger’s	 first	 criteria	 for	 dwelling,	 that	 to	 dwell	 is	 to	

‘cherish	and	protect’	the	land.	

	

What	 then,	 about	 protection,	 can	 an	 occupier	 protect	 the	 land	 from	 threat?	 A	 sound	

argument	 can	 be	 mounted	 that	 occupiers	 themselves	 are	 in	 fact	 the	 greatest	

environmental	 threat	 this	 land	 has	 ever	 faced.	 	 	 Occupiers	 have	 brought	 weeds,	 feral	

animals	 and	 land	 management	 practices	 that	 have	 radically	 changed	 the	 Australian	

environment	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 in	 some	 places	 it	 is	 barely	 recognisable	 to	 its	 original	

inhabitants.319	Further	 more,	 by	 dispossessing	 Indigenous	 peoples	 of	 their	 country	 the	

coloniser	 has	 prevented	 or	 seriously	 curtailed	 the	 agriculture,	 aquaculture	 and	 land	

management	 practices	 that	 had	 allowed	 human	 communities	 to	 successfully	 manage	

those	 environments	 for	millennia.320	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 early	 settlers	 noted	 expansive	

pastures	they	did	not,	by	and	large,	credit	Aboriginal	peoples	with	their	creation.321	In	the	

novel	Secret	River,	when	the	Thornhill	family	first	notice	the	yam	daisy	plot,	Will	tells	his	

sons	that	“Them	poxy	blacks	don’t	plant	nothing”,	reasoning	that	“like	children,	they	did	not	

																																																								
318	James	Boyce,	Van	Diemen’s	Land	(Melbourne:	Black	Inc.,	2008),	5–6.	In	Tasmania	during	the	first	few	
years	of	the	occupation	many	ex-convict	graziers	were	operating	under	an	assumption	of	‘right	of	access’,	
allowing	their	stock	to	co-exist	to	some	extent	with	Indigenous	land	use.	
319	Rose.	Reports	From	a	Wild	Country,	4.	
320	For	detailed	analysis	of	Aboriginal	land	management	practices	see	Tim	Flannery’s	Here	on	Earth:	An	
Argument	for	Hope	(Melbourne:	Text	Publishing,	2010),	Bill	Gammage’s	The	Biggest	Estate	on	Earth:	How	
Aborigines	Made	Australia	(Sydney:	Allen	&	Unwin,	2011),	Rupert	Gerritsen’s	Australia	and	the	Origins	of	
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Australia	as	Aboriginal	Landscape	(Syracuse:	Syracuse	University	Press,	2000),	and	Bruce	Pascoe’s	Dark	Emu	
Black	Seeds:	Agriculture	or	Accident?	(Broome:	Magabala	Books,	2014).	
321	Pascoe,	Dark	Emu	Black	Seeds,	20–34.	
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plant	 today	 so	 that	 they	could	 eat	 tomorrow.	 It	was	why	 they	were	 called	 savages.”322	Yet	

even	 his	 youngest	 son	Dick	 can	 identify	 the	 lie	 of	 this	 statement	 pointing	 out	 that	 the	

Darug	Aboriginal	people	do	in	fact	cultivate	crops,	“[p]lanting	them	things	like	you	would	

taters.”323	Later	in	the	narrative	Thornhill	will	unwittingly	concede	the	yam	daisy	plot	as	

being	the	prime	location	for	crops	when	he	rips	up	the	plot	and	replaces	it	with	his	own	

crops.	Settler	land	management	practices	are	coextensive	with	what	Heidegger	would	call	

‘spoliation’324	of	the	land.	Colonialism	is	dependant	on	the	exploitation	and	subjugation	of	

both	peoples	and	places.	 	So,	as	Australia’s	own	worst	environmental	enemy,	or	 ‘pest,’325	

occupiers	 do	 not	 protect	 this	 place.	 	 Protecting	 and	 preserving	 are	 very	 closely	 related	

terms	 for	Heidegger:	he	 states	 that,	 “the	 fundamental	nature	of	dwelling	 is	 this	 sparing	

and	preserving.”326	Preserving	 is	 to	be	understood	 in	 the	sense	of	protecting	 from	harm,	

thus	again,	I	would	argue	that	the	project	of	settler	colonisation	does	not	embody	these	

qualities	and	as	such	settlers	are	unable	to	dwell.		Rather	than	offering	protection	to	the	

country,	the	occupation	of	Australia	by	non-Indigenous	peoples	has	caused	great	stress	to	

its	ecosystems	and	all	life	dependent	on	them.	

	

Heidegger’s	second	proviso	 for	dwelling	 is	 the	act	of	 living	 ‘in	place	 in	peace’,	preserved	

from	harm	or	 danger.	 There	 is	 nothing	peaceful	 about	 the	 colonisation	process.	Where	

there	 is	 no	 national	 treaty,	 as	 is	 the	 case	 in	 Australia,	 Indigenous	 peoples	 have	 been	

wrested	 from	 their	 land	 by	 force	 of	 violence	 without	 agreements	 or	 compensation.327		

Frontier	 violence	 was	 often	 brutal	 and	 massacres	 are	 well	 documented	 throughout	

Australia.328	The	 ordinariness	 of	 frontier	 violence	 is	 expressed	 in	 the	 passage	 at	 the	

beginning	 of	 the	 chapter	 from	 Grenville’s	 Secret	 River	 where	 violence	 is	 designed	 into	

Thornhill’s	house	to	make	it	a	fortress	that	features	gun-slots	and	where	the	surrounding	
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land	is	stripped	of	any	bush	that	may	provide	cover	for	an	attack.329In	many	parts	of	the	

continent	colonial	era	newspapers	openly	discussed	the	‘war	with	the	blacks’	and	there	is	

now	a	considerable	body	of	scholarly	work	establishing	that	settlers	did	conceptualise	the	

conflict	with	Aboriginal	 communities	 as	 a	war.330	In	 Tasmania	 in	 1828	Governor	Arthur	

declared	martial	law,	clearly	establishing	that	“the	settlers	were	in	a	state	of	war	with	the	

Aborigines.”331’The	Black	War’	 as	 it	 came	 to	 be	 known,	 continued	until	 the	 end	 of	 1831,	

when	 it	 culminated	 in	 a	 six	 week	military	 operation	 known	 as	 the	 Black	 Line.332		 It	 is	

estimated	 that	 170	settlers	died	during	 the	Black	War	 in	Tasmania	and	at	 least	as	many	

Aborigines.333	Governor	 Arthur	 himself	 described	 the	 violence	 between	 the	 Aboriginal	

Tasmanians	 and	 the	 settlers	 as	 “…a	war	 of	 the	most	 dreadful	 kind.”334	A	 correspondent	

writing	in	the	Launceston	Advertiser	in	1831	described	the	frontier	violence	thus,	

“We	are	at	war	with	them:	they	look	upon	us	as	enemies	–	as	invaders	–	as	

their	 oppressors	 and	 persecutors	 –	 they	 resist	 our	 invasion.	 	 They	 have	

never	 been	 subdued,	 therefore	 they	 are	 not	 rebellious	 subjects,	 but	 an	

injured	 nation,	 defending	 in	 their	 own	 way,	 their	 rightful	 possessions,	

which	have	been	torn	from	them	by	force...”335	

Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 some	 settlers	 were	 disturbed	 by	 the	 nature	 of	 frontier	 violence	 it	

continued	 all	 over	 the	 country	 with	 a	 vengeance.	 Even	 if	 the	 number	 of	 deaths	 is	

																																																								
329	For	more	information	about	the	fortified	architecture	of	the	Australian	frontier	see	Nicholas	K	Gruguric,	
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Murder;	Lyndal	Ryan’s	The	Aboriginal	Tasmanians;	Bain	Attwood’s	Telling	the	Truth	about	Aboriginal	
History;	Ken	Ingliss’	Sacred	Places:	War	Memorials	in	the	Australian	Landscape	and	NJB	Plomley’s	Weep	in	
Silence.	
331	Henry	Reynolds	Fate	of	a	Free	People,	(Ringwood	Vic.:	Penguin,	1995),	111.	
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disputed336	the	undeniable	fact	is	that	the	dispossession	of	Aboriginal	peoples	from	their	

lands	was	perpetrated	through	mass	killing.	

	

The	final	element	to	be	considered	when	reflecting	on	the	capacity	to	dwell,	concerns	the	

ability	to	enable	something	to	express	its	being.	Dwelling	acts	to	free	a	place	to	emerge	in	

its	own	nature,	or	‘presencing’,	in	Heidegger’s	words.	

“To	save	really	means	to	set	something	free	into	its	own	presencing.	To	

save	the	earth	is	more	than	to	exploit	 it	or	even	wear	it	out.	Saving	the	

earth	 does	 not	 master	 the	 earth	 and	 does	 not	 subjugate	 it,	 which	 is	

merely	one	step	from	spoliation.”337		

Here	Heidegger	reminds	us	that	protecting	or	saving	is	about	allowing	something	to	fully	

come	into	being	as	its	own	self,	to	express,	as	anthropologist		Deborah	Bird	Rose	puts	it,	

‘its	 own	 will	 to	 flourish,	 its	 own	 ‘conatus’	 in	 philosophical	 language.’338	Colonisation	

requires	 the	 capture	 and	 control	 of	 territory	 and	 the	 further	 transformation	 of	 that	

country	 into	 land,	which	 is	 understood	 in	 its	 essence	 as	 an	 object	 or	 commodity	 to	 be	

used	or	traded.	Heidegger	“spoke	of	a	darkening	of	the	world,	by	which	he	meant	that	we	

have	all	come	to	see,	and	understand,	 the	world	around	us	simply	as	a	resource.”339	The	

Australian	 settler-colonial	 project	 has	 not	 and	 does	 not	 set	 the	 land	 free	 but	 fences	 it,	

mines	 it	 to	extract	 its	mineral	 resources	and	continues	 to	 fill	 it	with	animals	and	plants	

that	degrade	its	fragile	soils.	Heidegger	talks	of	allowing	the	land	to	come	into	being	as	its	

own	self	through	dwelling,	however	the	colonial	project	has	never	been	to	understand	the	

complexities	of	this	land	itself	but	rather	to	force	change	upon	it.	In	framing	the	country	

as	 a	 resource	 to	 be	 exploited,	 settler	 narratives	 of	 possession	 inhibit	 the	 ability	 of	 the	

country	 to	 express	 its	 being,	 therefore	 also	 obstructing	 the	 conditions	 necessary	 for	

dwelling.	
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Heidegger	posits	dwelling	as	to	“set	something	free	into	its	own	presencing,”340	so	that	it	

might	be	free	to	be	itself.	He	explains,	

“Mortals	dwell	in	that	they	receive	the	sky	as	sky.	They	leave	to	the	sun	and	

the	 moon	 their	 journey,	 to	 the	 stars	 their	 courses,	 to	 the	 seasons	 their	

blessing	and	their	inclemency;	they	do	not	turn	night	into	day	nor	day	into	a	

harassed	unrest.”341	

The	occupation	of	native	lands	did	not,	by	and	large,	 involve	leaving	them	to	be	as	they	

were	but	rather	settlers	arrived	“as	part	of	a	grunting,	lowing,	neighing,	crowing,	chirping,	

snarling,	buzzing,	self-replicating	and	world-altering	avalanche.”	This	avalanche	included	

a	great	many	European	species	that	proved	to	be	a	challenge	to	the	local	environment	but	

it	was	 the	 possessive	 logic	 of	 capital	 enacted	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 pastoral	 economy	 that	

proved	to	be	the	most	destructive	embodiment	of	species	 invasion.342	The	establishment	

of	 a	 pastoral	 economy	 was	 an	 attempt	 to	 possess	 and	 remake	 Australia	 as	 a	 “neo-

Europe,”343	a	 nostalgic	 reimagining	 of	 the	 lost	 ‘mother	 country’:	 Britain.344	Edward	 Said	

concurs	in	Culture	and	Imperialism,	that	“colonial	space	must	be	transformed	sufficiently	

so	as	no	longer	to	appear	foreign	to	the	imperial	eye.”345	After	the	initial	dispossession,	the	

claiming	of	territory	through	the	act	of	occupying	land	with	sheep	and	cattle	meant	fragile	

ecosystems	were	destroyed	alongside	the	Indigenous	economy	that	was	dependent	upon	

them.346		 Australian	 soils	were	 particularly	 light	 and	 susceptible	 to	 erosion	 by	 the	 hard	

hooves	 of	 sheep	 and	 cattle. 347 	“The	 problem	 was	 pastoral	 settlement	 itself	 and	 its	

mismatch	with	the	local	ecology.”348	Indigenous	grasslands	were	particularly	vulnerable.349	

Grasslands	 that	had	been	managed	by	 local	people	as	pasture	 for	kangaroos	or	 as	grain	
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crops	 survived	 only	 a	 few	 seasons	 after	 invasion350	as	 sheep	 ate	 the	 native	 grasses	 right	

down	 to	 the	 roots	 preventing	 their	 ability	 to	 regrow. 351 	Speaking	 of	 the	 impact	 of	

pastoralism,	government	scientist	Leonard	Cockayne	pleaded	that	native	plants	should	be	

left	 to	 “pursue	 their	 destinies	 unmolested	 by	 their	 human	 enemies	 and	 the	 horde	 of	

foreign	plants	 and	animals	he	has	 let	 loose.”352	Pastoralism	has	been	devastating	 for	 the	

Indigenous	 ecology	 of	 Australia,	 far	 from	 enabling	 the	 country	 to	 be	 free	 to	 be	 itself,	

settler	 possession	 narratives	 have	 perpetuated	 chronicles	 of	 danger	 and	 hardship,	 of	 a	

‘wild’	 place	 that	 needed	 to	 be	 tamed.	 Settlers	 themselves	 can	 be	 conceptualised	 as	 the	

‘wild’	destructive	beings,353	performing	violence	upon	the	country	and	unable	to	set	it	free	

into	 its	own	presencing.	As	 is	put	so	perceptively	by	Hobbles	Danaiyarri,	 “Captain	Cook	

was	the	real	wild	one,	he	failed	to	recognise	Law,	destroyed	people	and	country,	lived	by	

damage	and	promoted	cruelty.”354	The	great	loss	for	settlers	in	this	failure	of	‘presencing’	

on	their	part	is	that	their	behaviour	results	in	an	inability	to	dwell.		

	

	

What	is	lost.	

	

The	 final	 part	 of	 this	 chapter	 addresses	 the	 relationality	 expressed	 in	Heidegger’s	 three	

concepts	 of	 Being-with-others,	 being-with-things	 and	 finally	 of	 dwelling	 in	 constant	

attentiveness.	However,	before	attending	to	these	three	concepts	 it	 is	 important	to	note	

that	dwelling	as	a	condition	of	authentic	being	 is	 located.	To	dwell	 is	 to	dwell-in-place.	

Dwelling	thus	contributes	to	the	nature	of	our	Being	by	being	grounded	within	a	location	

expressed	by	Heidegger	as	‘the	four-fold’.	Heidegger’s	notion	of	‘the	four-fold’	is	as	the	site	

and	enabler	of	dwelling	that	exemplifies	the	relational	nature	of	being.	I	understand	‘The	

four-fold’	 to	 be	 an	 idea	 that	 expresses	 the	 relationship	between	mortals,	 earth,	 sky	 and	

divinities	 and	 it	 is	 the	 relationship	 of	 the	 four-fold	 to	 ‘things’,	 through	 a	 process	 of	

‘gathering’,	that	allows	locations	to	come	into	being,	locations	that	create	sites	and	spaces	

																																																								
350	Eric	Rolls,	“The	Nature	of	Australia,”	in	Ecology	and	Empire:	Environmental	History	of	Settler	Societies,	ed	
Tom	Griffiths	and	Libby	Robbins	(Carlton:	Melbourne	University	Press,	1997),	39.	
351	Pascoe,	Dark	Emu	Black	Seeds,	17.	
352	Leonard	Cockayne,	The	Vegetation	of	New	Zealand	3rd	ed.	(London:	H.	R.	Engelmann,	1958),	426.	
353	Rose,	Reports	from	a	Wild	Country,	4.	
354	Rose,	4.	



	 79	

where	one	might	build.355	Heidegger	claims	that	mortals	are	in	‘the	four-fold’	by	virtue	of	

dwelling:	they	dwell	and	thus	preserve	‘the	four-fold’	in	its	essential	being.356		

	

Having	drawn	the	 links	between	dwelling	and	 ‘the	 four-fold’,	 I	now	want	 to	 turn	 to	 the	

matter	of	what	being	capable	of	dwelling	enables	or	allows.	This	permits	us,	by	contrast,	

to	consider	what	is	forfeited	by	an	inability	to	dwell.	Primarily,	dwelling	enables	authentic	

being,	but	it	also	enables	‘being-with-things’	and	equally	importantly	‘being-with-others’.	

Authentic	being	is	fully	relational	and	this	relationality	is	realised,	for	Heidegger,	through	

the	interconnection	between	dwelling	and	‘the	four-fold’.	An	occupier	who	cannot	dwell	

expropriates	 themself	 from	 the	 fourfold	 by	 refusing	 to	 understand	 themself	 in	 relation	

with	 other	 beings	 and	 places.	 Important	 relational	 conditions	 of	 dwelling	 are	 that	 one	

dwells	together	with	others,357	that	“it	is	always	a	staying	together	with	things”358	and	that	

one’s	 relation	to	 locations	and	thus	to	spaces	 is	also	given	by	dwelling.359	For	Heidegger	

identity	is	relational,	it	is	based	in	the	importance	of	the	“belonging	together	of	being	and	

thing.”360	As	an	event	of	gathering,	identity	is	also	an	act	of	creating	relationships	between	

humans	and	things.		

	

	‘The	four-fold’	should	be	understood	as	the	link	between	identity	and	topos	or	place,	with	

identity	understood	as	something	fluid	that	can	change	in	response	to	circumstances	and	

which	 is	 determined	 by	 relationships	 to	 place	 and	 to	 other	 people.	 This	 possibility	 is	

neatly	embodied	in	the	concept	of	clearing.	 	Dwelling	enables	clearing,	similarly	realised	

through	 the	 four-fold,	 this	 is	an	openness	whereby	 ‘things’	are	able	 to	emerge	 into	 their	

full	presencing,	or	being.361	“The	peaceful	heart	of	the	clearing	is	the	place	of	the	stillness	

out	of	which	there	is	the	likes	of	the	possibility	of	the	co-belonging	of	being	and	thinking,	

i.e.	 presence	 and	 perceiving.” 362 		 So	 clearing,	 in	 letting	 things	 appear	 also	 enables	

																																																								
355	Heidegger,	“Building	Dwelling	Thinking,”	152.	
356	Heidegger,	148.	
357	Heidegger,	147.	
358	Heidegger,	152.	
359	Heidegger,	155.	
360	Heidegger,	152.	
361	Martin	Heidegger,	“Das	Ende	der	Philosophie	und	die	Aufgabe	des	Denkens	(1964),”	in	Gesamtausgabe,	
Abteilung:	Veroffentlichte	Schriften	1910-1970	(Frankfurt:	Vittorio	Klostermann,	2007),	84.	
362	Heidegger,	“Das	Ende	der	Philosophie,”	84.	
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perception,	 ‘unconcealment’,	 ‘unhidenness’	 or	 Alethia,	 a	 realisation	 or	 revelation	 of	

truth.363	Thus,	‘clearing’,	enabled	by	‘dwelling’	is	important	to	enabling	processes	of	truth,	

which	 in	 turn	are	 instrumental	 to	becoming.	Conversely,	 an	 inability	 to	dwell	 results	 in	

self-deception	and	prevents	the	process	of	becoming.	The	ability	to	dwell	in	the	four-fold,	

as	expressed	by	Heidegger,	can	be	understood	as	a	mode	of	conceptualising	the	relational	

nature	of	ethical	being.		

	

I	have	made	a	case	 that	 identity	 is	born	of	 the	belonging	 together	of	being	and	 thing,	 I	

now	want	to	explore	more	deeply	the	relationship	of	 ‘belonging	together’	with	others.	 If	

we	 belong	 we	 are	 in	 a	 state	 of	 belonging	 together,	 belonging	 with:	 a	 gathering	 that	

Heidegger	 describes	 as	 both	 unifying	 and	 differentiating.364	It	 is	 important	 to	 point	 out	

here	that	Heidegger	is	not	implying	singularity	through	unity	because	for	him	unity	is	also	

tied	to	multiplicity.	So	we	can	‘belong	together’	and	recognise	our	differences	rather	than	

perpetuating	a	whitewashing	of	unified	identity	as	was	explicitly	expressed	in	the	first	act	

of	 parliament	 to	 be	 passed	 by	 Australia’s	 newly	 federated	 nation	 in	 1901,	 ‘The	 White	

Australia	 Act’. 365 	Contemporary	 Australia	 continues	 to	 struggle	 with	 how	 to	 belong	

together.	The	liberal	project	of	multiculturalism	emerged	in	Australia	in	the	late	twentieth	

and	 early	 twenty-first	 centuries366 	with	 a	 limited	 form	 of	 plurality	 grounded	 in	 the	

primacy	of	the	dominant	settler	culture.367	Such	a	plurality	is	not	the	same	as	respect	for	

differences	 of	 being,368and	 in	 philosophical	 terms	 constitutes	 a	 failure	 of	 belonging.	 A	

failure	to	‘belong	together’	is	a	failure	of	relational	gathering.		Occupier	being	rejects	the	

very	idea	of	gathering	because,	as	I	argued	in	chapter	two,	it	emerges	as	self-determining	

and	without	relation,	such	a	state	of	being	does	a	great	violence	to	itself	through	kenosis	

(emptying	of	being).369	An	inability	to	dwell	together	with	‘others’	thus	precipitates	a	loss	

of	community.	

																																																								
363	Heidegger,	“Building	Dwelling	Thinking,”	157.	
364	Malpas,	Rethinking	Dwelling,	16.	
365	The	White	Australia	Act	1901	effectively	prevented	anyone	of	non-European	background	from	
immigrating	to	Australia.	
366	Povinelli,	The	Cunning	of	Recognition,	29.	
367	Sanjay	Seth,	“Liberalism	and	the	politics	of	(multi)culture:	or,	plurality	is	not	difference,”	Postcolonial	
Studies	4,	no.	1,	(2001):75-6.	
368	Sanjay	Seth,	“Liberalism	and	the	politics	of	(multi)culture,”	76.	
369	Vasilacopoulos	and	Nicolacopoulos,	Indigenous	Sovereignty,	38.	
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A	great	many	things	are	lost	to	an	occupier	who	cannot	belong	together	with	others,	not	

the	least	of	which	is	the	facility	for	generosity	and	hospitality.	Those	who	do	not	enjoy	an	

authentic	 being	 grounded	 in	 place,	who	 are	 unable	 to	 dwell	 cannot	 offer	 hospitality	 to	

others	for	they	have	no	place	from	which	to	offer	it.	An	occupier	cannot	offer	hospitality	

because	they	attempt	to	emerge	from	a	place	that	is	not	their	own.	Furthermore	occupiers	

may	attempt	to	build	on	this	place	but	none	of	their	structures;	literal	or	figurative,	social,	

political	 or	 juridical	 has	 an	 ethical	 foundation	 from	 which	 to	 function.	 An	 inability	 to	

dwell	 necessarily	negates	 generosity	 and	 an	 ability	 to	provide	hospitality,	 this	was	born	

out	by	the	White	Australia	Act	and	continues	today	in	the	policy	of	‘off-shore	processing’	

of	asylum	seekers	who	arrive	in	Australia	by	boat,	practiced	by	successive	contemporary	

Australian	governments	since	2001.370	

	

Subjectivity	does	not	function	alone,	and	this	relational	‘belonging	together’	occurs	within	

a	place;	the	character	of	relational	multiplicity	is	also	reflected	in	the	very	nature	of	place	

itself,	 as	 being	 for	Heidegger,	 “both	 bounded	 and	 open,	 as	 both	 singular	 and	 plural.”371	

Place	creates	relations	of	inside	and	outside	as	determined	by	boundaries	or	limits.372	For	

Heidegger	being	 located	 is	 to	be	within	but	 it	 is	a	kind	of	enfolding	that	also	allows	 for	

openness,	 creating	 the	 conditions	 for	 things	 to	 become	 fully	 themselves.	 Identity	 is	

entwined	with	place;	we	assert	our	identity	through	our	claim	of	belonging	together	with	

a	place	 and	 just	 as	 identity	may	be	 intricate	 and	 various	 so	might	be	 those	places	with	

which	we	claim	belonging.		As	such	we	are	drawn	again	into	an	unsettled	space	of	shifting	

meaning	 and	 questionability	 where	 our	 relationships	 to	 belonging	 and	 place	 are	

constantly	in	a	state	of	renegotiation	as	opposed	to	the	mythic	 ‘relaxed	and	comfortable	

Australia’373	where	unified	white	settler	 identity	 is	 irrefutably	established.	 	Except	 that	 it	

																																																								
370	‘Offshore	processing’	refers	to	Australia’s	practice	of	sending	people	seeking	asylum	by	boat	to	Nauru	or	
Manus	Island	where	they	are	detained	while	their	refugee	claims	are	determined.	Australia	first	did	this	
between	2001-2008,	and	started	again	in	2012.	On	19	July	2013,	there	was	a	very	significant	change	to	the	
policy,	even	if	people	were	found	to	be	refugees,	they	would	never	be	resettled	in	Australia.	
371	Malpas,	Rethinking	Dwelling,	10.	
372	Jeff	Malpas,	Heidegger	and	the	Thinking	of	Place:	Explorations	in	the	Topology	of	Being	(Cambridge:	The	
MIT	Press,	2012),	7.	
373	This	phrase	was	coined	in	an	interview	with	then	Prime	Minister	John	Howard	about	his	conservative	
vision	for	Australia.	See	the	edited	transcript	of	Liz	Jackson's	interview	with	John	Howard,	during	the	1996	
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isn’t,	 because	 the	 very	 existence	 of	 Indigenous	 resistance	 in	 Australia	 reveals	 the	 lie	 of	

settler	sovereignty.374		

	

Settler	 Australians	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 the	 allegorical	 great	 grandchildren	 of	 Kate	

Grenville’s	 Thornhill;	 as	 inheritors	 of	 his	 legacy	 they	walk	 over	 the	 floorboards	 of	 their	

living	 rooms	 and	 many	 are	 unaware	 of	 the	 Aboriginal	 ontology	 embedded	 in	 and	

embodied	 by	 the	 ground	 beneath	 their	 feet.	 Settler	 inability	 to	 dwell	 results	 in	 an	

architecture	 of	 occupation	 that	 without	 change,	 can	 only	 ever	 design	 violence	 into	 its	

structures,	 and	 reap	 its	 anxious	 reward	 just	 as	Thornhill’s	 villa	 is	 an	uneasy	home	 from	

which	he	is	always	anticipating	attack,	“watching	into	the	dark”375	and	never	able	to	be	at	

peace	in	place.	Indigenous	resistance	to	settler	logics	of	possession	continues	to	unsettle	

the	 occupation	 and	 reveal	 the	 emptiness	 of	 occupier	 being.	 Grenville	 shows	 this	

unambiguously	at	the	end	of	Secret	River	with	the	perpetual	return	of	the	Aboriginal	Elder	

‘Jack’	who	refuses	to	be	displaced.	Thornhill	thinks	of	himself,	“This	was	something	he	did	

not	have:	a	place	that	was	part	of	his	flesh	and	spirit.	There	was	no	part	of	the	world	he	

would	keep	coming	back	to,	the	way	Jack	did,	just	to	feel	it	under	him.”376			

	

Possession	 of	 place	 as	 private	 property	 is	 integral	 to	 settler	 conceptions	 of	 their	 own	

subjectivity.	For	settlers,	who	they	are	is	what	they	own	and	they	have	constructed	their	

legal	and	political	systems	around	this	belief	in	order	to	protect	their	interests.	It	is	nearly	

impossible	for	settlers	to	see	it	any	other	way.	This	inability	to	see	the	world	in	a	different	

way	 is	a	kind	of	violence,	both	to	 themselves	and	to	others.	So	 it	 is	 to	different	ways	of	

seeing	as	a	pathway	to	new	ways	of	being	that	this	thesis	now	progresses.	

	

	

	

	

	
																																																																																																																																																																																				
Election	Campaign,	for	the	Four	Corners'	program	"An	Average	Australian	Bloke",	first	broadcast	19	
February,	1996,	available	at	http://www.abc.net.au/4corners/content/2004/s1212701.htm		
374	Vasilacopoulos	and	Nicolacopoulos,	Indigenous	Sovereignty,	15.	
375	Grenville,	Secret	River,	334.	
376	Grenville,	334.	
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Chapter	Three	

Imagining	Otherwise.	

	

	

“We	do	not	see	the	world	because	we	have	eyes.	Our	eyes	are	opened	

by	our	ability	to	produce	images,	by	our	capacity	to	imagine.”	

-	Marie-Jose	Mondzain377	

	

	

In	her	essay,	What	Does	Seeing	an	Image	Mean?	philosopher	Marie-Jose	Mondzain	makes	

a	 claim	 for	 the	 crucial	 role	 of	 image-making	 in	 human	 being.	 For	 Mondzain,	 seeing	

images	makes	us	subjects	“who	use	their	eyes	to	see	and	their	speech	to	say	what	they	see	

or	 do	 not	 see,” 378 	the	 realm	 of	 speech	 allowing	 subjects	 to	 say:	 I	 see,	 to	 indicate	

understanding	through	imagining.	Later	in	this	chapter	I	will	examine	how	for	Mondzain,	

seeing	 images	makes	 us	 spectators	 and	not	 only	 viewers,	 but	 also	 producers	 of	 images.	

Becoming	 spectators	 does	 not,	 however,	 occur	 in	 isolation	 but	 is	 rather	 a	 relational	

process	of	coming	into	being.	Before	explaining	how	the	making	and	viewing	of	images	is	

constitutive	 of	 human	 being	 the	 chapter	will	 consider	 the	 politics	 of	 the	 visible.	 It	will	

begin	by	identifying	the	violence	enacted	upon	those	who	are	invisible,	the	relative	power	

of	 the	 visible	 and	 in	 the	 final	 section	 of	 the	 chapter,	 consider	 the	 transformative	

possibility	of	making	visible	the	invisible	through	art.	As	Marie-Jose	Mondzain	explains,		

“In	a	politics	of	the	visible	it	is	not	a	question	of	counting	voices	but	of	

giving	each	voice	a	place	where	it	can	be	heard	and	of	giving	each	

spectator	a	place	where	he	or	she	can	respond	and	be	heard.	The	

violence	of	the	visible	is	no	more	than	the	disappearance	of	such	a	place	

and	thereby	the	annihilation	of	the	voice.”379		

This	chapter	argues	that	the	violence	of	mainstream	media	image	creation	and	reportage	

is	an	example	of	the	annihilation	of	alterior	voices.	It	further	posits	that	the	making	and	

experiencing	of	art	is	a	way	to	render	visible	the	invisible	and	give	voice	to	hidden	truths.			

																																																								
377	Mondzain,	“What	Does	Seeing	an	Image	Mean?”	308.	
378	Mondzain,	308.		
379	Marie-Jose	Mondzain	and	Sally	Shafto,	“Can	Images	Kill?”	Critical	Inquiry	36,	no.	1	(Autumn	2009):	50.	
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The	violence	of	the	visible	

	

In	 the	days	 following	what	has	become	known	as	 the	 ‘Cronulla	 riots’380	the	 spectacle	of	

shirtless	 screaming	 white	 men,	 chests	 emblazoned	 with	 racist	 tattoos	 and	 swathed	 in	

Australian	flags	filled	television	screens	across	the	nation	and,	in	a	rare	moment	of	global	

relevance,	around	the	world.381	Understanding	the	deeper	causes	of	the	violence	required	

a	deliberation	and	reflection	not	facilitated	by	the	frantic	pace	of	modern	media	cycles	or	

the	priority	of	media	moguls	to	make	a	profit.	Violent	images	sell	very	well	and	the	profit	

motive	has	displaced	any	debate	about	the	nature	of	violence	itself.382	The	images	of	racist	

violence	 at	 Cronulla	 were	 in	 themselves	 unpleasant	 but	 more	 concerning	 is	 that	 the	

decontextualized	 manner	 in	 which	 they	 were	 presented	 to	 viewers	 reproduces	 the	

thoughtlessness	that	characterised	such	racist	violence	in	the	first	place.383	

	

On	December	11	2005	an	estimated	crowd	of	5000	people384	gathered	on	the	beach	at	the	

Sydney	beachside	suburb	of	Cronulla.	 	Made	up	 largely	of	young	white	men,	 this	crowd	

had	 assembled	 to	 ‘reclaim	 the	 beach’385	in	 response	 to	 a	 racially	motivated	 incident	 on	

December	 4	 where	 two	 off	 duty	 surf	 lifesavers	 were	 confronted	 by	 a	 small	 group	 of	

Lebanese	men	 in	an	altercation	over	 right	of	access	 to	 the	beach.	 	However,	many	 local	

people	claim	the	racial	tensions	had	been	brewing	for	years.386	In	the	days	following	the	

December	 4	 incident	 an	 estimated	 250,000	 text	messages	were	 sent	 encouraging	white	

																																																								
380	The	events	of	the	Cronulla	riots	will	be	explained	in	detail	in	coming	paragraphs.	
381	BBC	News,	“Racial	Violence	Erupts	in	Sydney”,	Dec	11,	2005,	http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-
pacific/4519818.stm,	The	New	York	Times,	“Australia	Asks	if	Racism	Was	Behind	Riots	on	a	Beach”,	Dec	16,	
2005,	https://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/16/world/asia/australia-asks-if-racism-was-behind-riots-on-a-
beach.html,	Chosun	Ilbo,	“Racial	Violence	Grips	Sydney,	Korean	Community	Spared”,	
http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2005/12/12/2005121261023.html,	Crikey.com,	“Australia’s	
International	Image	Cops	a	Battering”,	Dec	13	2005,	https://www.crikey.com.au/2005/12/13/australias-
international-image-cops-a-battering/	
382	Mondzain	and	Shafto,	“Can	Images	Kill?”	23.	
383	Mondzain	and	Shafto,	“Can	Images	Kill?”	34.	
384	Andrew	Lattas,	“’They	always	seen	to	be	angry’:	The	Cronulla	Riots	and	the	Civilising	Pleasures	of	the	
Sun,”	The	Australian	Journal	of	Anthropology	18,	no.	3	(2007):		301.	
385	Jonny	Weeks,	“Cronulla's	Day	of	Infamy–The	2005	Race	Riots	in	Pictures.”	The	Guardian,	December	11,	
2015,	https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/gallery/2015/dec/11/cronullas-day-of-infamy-the-2005-
race-riots-in-pictures.	
386	Bernard	O'Riordan,	“Race	Riots	Turn	Sydney's	Suburbs	into	Battleground,”	The	Guardian	Australia,	
December	12,	2005,	https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/dec/12/australia.bernardoriordan.	
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locals	to	attend	the	December	11	‘protest’	to	‘protect	our	way	of	life’:	‘Just	a	reminder	that	

Cronulla’s	1st	wog	bashing	day	is	still	on	this	Sunday.	Chinks	bashing	day	is	on	the	27th	and	

the	Jews	are	booked	in	for	early	January.’387	Throughout	the	morning	of	the	11th	the	crowd	

began	to	gather,	barbeques	and	drinking	ensued	until	a	flash	point	occurred	around	1pm	

when	 a	 man	 on	 the	 beach	 was	 identified	 by	 the	 mob	 as	 being	 “of	 Middle	 Eastern	

appearance”	388	and	 was	 set	 upon.	 Draped	 in	 Australian	 flags	 and	 chanting,	 “No	 more	

Lebs”	(Lebanese)	and	“We	grew	here,	you	flew	here”	members	of	the	assembled	‘protest’	

began	kicking	and	punching	the	man.		He	sought	refuge	in	a	local	hotel	but	was	pursued	

and	dragged	outside	where	he	was	 further	beaten	until	police	arrived	and	 rescued	him,	

however	they	were	unable	to	control	the	crowd.		Later	in	the	afternoon	two	Bangladeshi	

exchange	 students	 were	 set	 upon	 by	 the	 rioters	 but	 managed	 to	 escape	 by	 car.	 	 Over	

subsequent	days	a	series	of	revenge	attacks	were	carried	out	by	both	white	men	and	men	

identified	 by	 police	media	 releases	 as	 being	 ‘of	Middle-Eastern	 appearance.’	During	 the	

events	of	the	‘Cronulla	riots’	40	police	were	injured,	26	civilians	were	injured	and	16	were	

arrested	and	charged.389	Then	Prime	Minister	Howard,	stated	in	response	to	the	protests	

that	he	did	not	wish	to	‘rush	to	judgement	about	these	events…	I	do	not	accept	that	there	

is	 underlying	 racism	 in	 this	 country…	 I	 take	 a	 more	 optimistic	 view	 of	 the	 Australian	

people’.390	

	

The	narrative	of	belonging	to	place	is	a	critical	element	in	being	an	occupier,	as	indicated	

by	 the	 words	 chanted	 by	 the	 crowds	 of	 white	 men	 at	 other	 Australians	 whom	 they	

deemed	 to	 be	 “of	Middle-Eastern	 appearance”:	 “We	 grew	 here,	 you	 flew	 here!”	 In	 their	

article,	 ‘We	Shall	Fight	Them	on	 the	Beaches:	Protesting	Cultures	of	White	Possession’,	

Aileen	 Moreton-Robinson	 and	 Fiona	 Nicholl	 critique	 the	 media	 depiction	 of	 the	

																																																								
387	Jonny	Weeks,	“Cronulla's	Day	of	Infamy.”	
388	The	following	articles	provide	a	compelling	critique	of	the	construction	of	the	descriptor	‘of	Middle	
Eastern	appearance’	as	being	linked	to	criminality	and	examine	the	use	of	the	term	by	agents	of	the	state	
such	as	the	police.	Joseph	Pugliese,	“The	Locus	of	the	Non:	The	racial	fault-line	of	’of	Middle	Eastern	
appearance,”	Borderlands	eJournal	2,	no.	3	(2003),	http://www.borderlandsejournal.adelaide.	
edu.au/vol2no3_2003/pugliese.html;		Joseph	Pugliese,	“In	Silico	Race	and	the	Heteronomy	of	Biometric	
Proxies,”	The	Australian	Feminist	Law	Journal	23	(2005a):	1–32	;	and	Edmund	Tadros,	“Drop	Race	Labels,	
Police	Told,”	The	Sydney	Morning	Herald,	April	24,	2007,	3.	
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occurrences	at	Cronulla	as	an	unruly	‘riot’,	instead	making	a	claim	that	the	events	were	in	

fact	 “a	 form	 of	 organised	 violence	 underpinned	 by	 a	 rationality	 of	 possession.”391	This	

‘rationality	 of	 possession’	 is	 expressed	 in	 the	 rhetoric	 of	 the	 self	 proclaimed	 ‘Australian	

Patriots’	 for	whom	white	possession	of	Australia	 is	assumed	with	a	sense	of	entitlement	

based	 on	 a	 belief	 in	 white	 superiority.	 	 Those	 who	 would	 enshrine	 the	 myth	 of	 white	

superiority	aim	to	gain	legitimacy	through	proclaiming	a	faulty	sovereignty	asserted	over	

land	that	is	already	claimed	by	sovereign	owners:	Indigenous	peoples.	 	In	the	2007	work	

Sovereign	 Subjects	 Professor	 Aileen	 Moreton-Robinson	 describes	 patriarchal	 white	

sovereignty	as	“a	regime	of	power	that,	in	the	Australian	context	derives	from	the	illegal	

act	 of	 possession	 and	 is	 most	 acutely	 manifested	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 state	 and	 the	

judiciary.”392	One	 group	 of	 ‘patriots’	 represented	 at	 the	 Cronulla	 race	 riots,	 the	 Eureka	

Youth	 League,	 makes	 plain	 the	 connection	 between	 race,	 place	 and	 patriarchy	 to	 its	

ideology	when	it	states	on	its	webpage	“The	Eureka	Youth	League	exists	to	preserve	our	

heritage	and	identity	as	Australians,	to	impart	that	heritage	and	articulate	the	quality	of	

that	unique	identity	founded	upon	the	spirit	of	race	and	place	and	to	provide	a	fraternal	

environment	 for	 young	 Australians”: 393 	a	 white	 Australian	 brotherhood.	 The	 media	

representation	 of	 the	 Cronulla	 riots	 illustrates	 how	 a	 deeply	 racialised	 and	 patriarchal	

occupier	 identity	 is	 invested	 in	 narratives	 of	 belonging	 and	 especially	 in	 belonging	 in	

settler	Australia.			

	

During	the	protests	‘patriots’	physically	marked	the	beach	as	their	territory	by	inscribing	

the	words	‘100%	Aussie	Pride’	into	the	sand	in	letters	large	enough	to	be	read	from	above.	

Creating	 an	 image	 primarily	 accessible	 to	 helicopter	 television	 crews	 shows	 a	

consciousness	of	the	impact	of	the	media	in	constructing	public	perceptions.	The	creation	

by	the	‘patriots’	of	a	visual	spectacle	can	be	understood	as	an	attempt	to	enlist	the	media	

in	their	efforts	to	exert	spatial	control	not	only	over	the	beach	but	also	over	the	cultural	

sphere.	The	act	of	inscribing	the	beach	is	itself	an	expression	of	an	entitlement	to	property	
																																																								
391	Aileen	Moreton-Robinson	and	Fiona	Nicholl,	“We	Shall	Fight	Them	on	the	Beaches:	Protesting	Cultures	
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Patriarchal	White	Sovereignty,”	in	Sovereign	Subjects:	Indigenous	Sovereignty	Matters,	ed.	Aileen	Moreton-
Robinson	(Sydney:	Allen	&	Unwin,	2007),	87.	
393	Eureka	Youth	League	website,	accessed	September	27,	2017,	http://eurekayouthleague.angelfire.com/.	
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rights	over	a	 space.	By	making	 their	mark	so	unambiguously	on	 the	beach	 the	 ‘patriots’	

were	 acting	 as	 spatial	managers394	and	demarcating	who	belonged	 in	Cronulla	 and	who	

did	 not,	 and	 by	 extension,	 who	 belonged	 in	 Australia.	 Control	 of	 space,	 whether	 it	 is	

cultural,	 political	 or	 geographic	 space,	 is	 an	 extremely	 potent	 expression	 of	 power	

relations,	 reflecting	 the	 needs	 and	 values	 of	 those	 who	 create	 and	 maintain	 them.395	

Settler-colonialism	 is	essentially	concerned	with	 the	unmaking	and	remaking	of	place396	

commensurate	 with	 what	 Edward	 Said	 has	 described	 as	 colonialism’s	 “structures	 of	

attitudes	and	reference.”397	The	literal	marking	of	territory	with	the	name	of	the	coloniser,	

‘Aussie’,	 is	 a	 performance	 of	 racialised	 place	making,	 an	 attempt	 to	 inscribe	 whiteness	

upon	 a	 black	 land.	 The	 bodies	 of	 many	 of	 the	 ‘patriots’	 themselves	 were	 also	 sites	 of	

racialised	 identification,	 with	 the	 skin	 of	many	 emblazoned	 with	 racist	 and	 nationalist	

tattoo’s	 including	 variants	 of	 the	 Australian	 flag	 and	 the	 stars	 of	 the	 Southern	 Cross	

constellation398	(fig.	9)	and	(fig.	10).	These	racialised	bodies	became	part	of	the	spectacle	

of	the	violence	of	the	visible,	taking	up	space	and	making	other	bodies	invisible.	

	

Much	 of	 the	 rhetoric	 from	 the	 patriots	 reported	 by	 the	 media	 around	 the	 events	 at	

Cronulla	 focussed	 on	 the	 protection	 of	 ‘our	 women’	 with	 claims	 such	 as,	 "[Lebanese	

Australians]	look	down	on	our	(my	italics)	women.	They	don't	really	assimilate	to	our	way	

of	 life.	 I've	been	at	war	with	 them	for	 10	years."399		Some	 ‘patriot’s’	 justified	 the	protests	

claiming	they	were	“protecting	local	women	and	children”	from	the	“anti	social	behavior	

of	middle	eastern	gangs.”400			From	statements	like	these	it	is	apparent	that	white	women	

are	viewed	as	the	private	property	of	white	men	to	be	defended	much	like	the	beach	itself.		

																																																								
394	This	term	is	used	by	Ghassan	Hage	throughout	his	book,	White	Nation:	Fantasies	of	White	Supremacy	in	
a	Multicultural	Society	(Sydney:	Pluto	Press,	1998).	
395	Jan	Penrose,	“Nations,	States	and	Homelands:	Territory	and	Territoriality	in	Nationalist	Thought,”	
Nations	and	Nationalism	8,	no.	3	(2002):	280.	
396	Lorenzo	Veracini,	“The	Imagined	Geographies	of	Settler	Colonialism,”	in	Making	Settler	Colonial	Space:	
Perspectives	on	Race,	Place	and	Identity,	eds.	Tracey	Banivanua	Mar	and	Penelope	Edmonds	(Basingstoke:	
Palgrave	MacMillan,	2010),	179.	
397	Edward	Said,	Culture	and	Imperialism	(New	York:	Vintage	Books,	1994),	53.	
398	These	stars	are	part	of	the	Australian	national	flag	and	were	also	part	of	the	historic	Eureka	Stockade	flag	
that	flew	over	the	campaign	by	British	and	American	miners	on	the	Ballarat	gold	fields	of	the	1870’s	in	their	
fight	against	the	state	imposed	mining	license	fee.	The	Southern	Cross	is	now	appropriated	into	the	
symbolism	of	many	Australian	white	supremacist	groups.	
399	Bernard	O'Riordan,	“Revenge	Attacks	Bring	Second	Night	of	Race	Violence	to	Sydney,”	The	Guardian	
Australia,	December	13,	2005,	https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/dec/13/australia.bernardoriordan.	
400	7.30	Report,	ABC	Television,	December	12,	2006.	
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Figure	9.	Johnny	Weeks,	“Cronulla’s	Day	of	Infamy:	The	2005	Race	Riots	in	Pictures”,	The	Guardian,	

December	11,	2015,	https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/gallery/2015/dec/11/cronullas-day-of-

infamy-the-2005-race-riots-in-pictures	

	

	
Figure	10.	Johnny	Weeks,	“Cronulla’s	Day	of	Infamy”	
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Figure	11.	Johnny	Weeks,	“Cronulla’s	Day	of	Infamy”	

	

Private	 property	 is	 enshrined	 by	 sovereignty	 and	 founded	 in	 modern	 democracies	 like	

Australia’s	on	a	social	contract	between	the	crown	and	its	citizens.	Feminist	critics	argue	

that	 the	 citizens	 envisaged	 as	 participating	 in	 the	 social	 contract	 are	 assumed	 to	 be	

male.401	This	 being	 the	 case,	 the	 patriarchal	 white	 sovereignty	 at	 work	 in	 Australian	

settler-colonialism	is	operating	under	a	social	contract	whereby	men	assume	power	over	

women.	In	Australian	settler	society	women	are	understood	as	the	property	of	white	men,	

as	 is	 the	 beach	 and	 as	 property	 both	must	 defended.	Media	 images	 of	 Cronulla	 beach	

crowded	with	riotous	white	men	perpetuated	this	narrative.	

	

Although	property	ownership	and	gender	narratives	are	vital	 to	settler	 identity,	without	

doubt	the	most	pivotal	determiner	of	belonging	in	the	Australian	sociocultural	landscape	

is	race.	Being	part	of	the	Australian	settler	community,	enjoying	the	benefits	of	the	social	

contract	between	citizen	and	modern	state	is	determined	by	racial	hierarchies	and	yet	also	

involves	 accepting	 the	 elision	 of	 race	 and	 its	 consequences	 for	 lived	 experience.	 	 The	

																																																								
401	Carol	Pateman,	The	Sexual	Contract	(Cambridge:	Polity	Press1988);	Christine	Keating,	Decolonizing	
Democracy:	Transforming	the	Social	Contract	in	India	(University	Park:	Pennsylvania	State	University	Press,	
2011);	and	Vrushali	Patil,	“From	Patriarchy	to	Intersectionality:	A	Transnational	Feminist	Assessment	of	How	
Far	We	Have	Really	Come,”	Signs:	Journal	of	Women	in	Culture	and	Society	38,	no.	4	(2013):	847–867.	
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comments	 of	 Prime	 Minister	 Howard	 following	 the	 Cronulla	 incident	 are	 a	 profound	

example	 of	 such	 ‘race-blindness.’	 His	 unwillingness	 to	 address	 the	 racial	 aspects	 of	 the	

violence	is	indicative	of	how	“neoliberalism	functions	discursively	to	produce	a	race-blind	

and	 power-evasive	 discourse.”402	Race-blindness	 presumes	 that	 ‘we’	 all	 have	 the	 same	

opportunities	and	thus	any	failure	to	achieve	 is	simply	a	 failure	of	 the	 individual	not	an	

inbuilt	systemic	characteristic.	Australian	belonging	is	racialised.	The	modern	state	makes	

its	 contract	with	 a	 citizen	 assumed	 to	be	white,	male	 and	 fully	human,403	for	 only	 such	

persons	 could	 be	 considered	 ‘full	 moral	 and	 political	 persons.’ 404 	Such	 a	 definition	

constrains	 some	 individuals	 and	 enables	 others.	 For	 example,	 because	 white	 settlers	

conceptualised	Indigenous	Australians	as	“simply	savages”405,	they	were	able	to	convince	

themselves	 that	 Aboriginal	 people	 were	 therefore	 not	 deserving	 of	 the	 protections	

afforded	 full	 political	 agents.	 	 By	denying	Aboriginal	 humanity	 and	political	 agency	 the	

coloniser	has	been	able	to	justify	taking	the	land	of	Aboriginal	peoples	and	denying	their	

sovereignty.	Social	Darwinist	thinking	positioned	Aboriginal	peoples	in	an	unquestioned	

proximity	 to	 the	 ‘animal	 state’406thus	 enabling	 an	 easy	 assimilation	with	 the	 land407that	

essentially	 effaced	 them	 from	 it	 in	 the	minds	 of	white	 settlers.	 The	 “elimination	 of	 the	

native”408	from	 the	 land,	 to	 use	 historian	 Patrick	Wolfe’s	 terms,	 resulted	 in	 a	 powerful	

myth	regarding	the	colonial	encounter	in	Australia,	that	it	had	only	two	protagonists:	the	

settlers	and	the	land	itself.409	

	

Contemporary	Indigenous	Australians	continue	to	resist	attempts	by	racist	discourses	to	

deny	 their	 survival,	 by	 asserting	 their	 presence	 in	 all	 areas	 of	 Australian	 life:	 political,	
																																																								
402	Moreton-Robinson,	The	White	Possessive,	96.	
403	Charles	Mills,	The	Racial	Contract	(Ithaca:	Cornell	University	Press,	1997),	68–9.	
404	Mills,	The	Racial	Contract,	68–9.	
405	Patrick	Wolfe,	“Land,	Labour	and	Difference:	Elementary	Structures	of	Race”	American	Historical	Review	
106,	no.	3	(June	2001):	869.	
406	Patrick	Wolfe,	“On	Being	Woken	Up:	The	Dreamtime	in	Anthropology	and	in	Australian	Settler	
Culture,”	Comparative	Studies	in	Society	and	History	33,	no.	2	(April	1991):	205.	
407	Evidenced	in	the	possessive	logics	of	legislation	that	categorised	Aboriginal	peoples	alongside	flora	and	
fauna	in	NSW	until	the	1967	referendum	to	give	Aboriginal	Australians	citizenship.	See	Jonathan	Pearlman	
and	Joel	Gibson,	“When	I	Was	Fauna:	Citizen's	Rallying	Call.”	Sydney	Morning	Herald,	May	23,	2007.	
https://www.smh.com.au/news/national/when-i-was-fauna-citizens-rallying-
call/2007/05/22/1179601412706.html.	
408	Wolfe,	“Settler	Colonialism,”	387.	
409	Max	Harris,	“Introduction,”	in	The	Land	That	Waited,	ed.	Max	Harris	and	Alison	Forbes	(Melbourne:	
Lansdowne,	1967),	1–2.		
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economic,	sporting,	cultural.	Yet	the	whitening	of	Australian	identity	promulgated	by	the	

mainstream	media	 has	 been	 especially	 active	 in	 attempting	 to	make	 Aboriginal	 bodies	

disappear	 from	 ‘the	 beach.’	 This	 orchestrated	 absence	 of	 Aboriginal	 bodies	 from	 ‘the	

beach’	 is	 evident	 in	 popular	 culture	 representations	 of	 Indigenous	 peoples	 as	 being	

confined	to	the	interior	of	the	country.410	‘The	beach’	is	characterised	in	popular	narratives	

as	 being	 out	 of	 reach	 of	 Aboriginal	 claims	 and	 “always	 already	 settled.”411	Indigenous	

scholars	contend	that	a	concerted	effort	was	made	to	deny	their	critiques	of	the	Cronulla	

beach	riots.412While	Indigenous	academics	did	write	about	Cronulla,	perhaps	some	of	the	

most	arresting	work	on	Cronulla,	 from	an	Aboriginal	perspective,	has	been	provided	by	

Indigenous	artists.	Art	has	power	and	“the	strength	of	images	is	in	the	power	of	the	voices	

that	 inhabit	 them.”413	Aboriginal	 photographers	 have	 been	 in	 the	 vanguard	 of	 resisting	

erasure	and	 reasserting	 Indigenous	presence	at	 that	most	 iconic	of	Australian	 sites,	 ‘the	

beach’,	by	putting	themselves	back	into	the	picture.	Notable	artists	include	Michael	Cook	

with	his	series’	‘Undiscovered’	(2010)(fig.12)	and	‘Civilised’	(2012)	(fig.13)	and	Dianne	Jones	

who	 in	 ‘Sunbaker’	 (2003)(fig.14)	 replaces	 the	 iconic	 white	 male	 figure	 of	Max	 Dupain’s	

‘Sunbaker’	(1937)(fig.	15)	with	her	own	image	looking	directly	into	the	camera.	In	a	direct	

response	 to	 the	 Cronulla	 riots	 Vernon	 Ah	 Kee’s	 installation	 Can’t	 Chant	 (2007)(fig.16)	

features	surfboards	covered	in	Yidinji	shield	designs	and	Fiona	Foley’s	photographic	series	

Nulla	 For	 Eva	 (2009)(fig.17)	 presents	 the	 absurdity	 of	 a	 ‘turf	 war’	 between	 white	 and	

Lebanese	 Australians	 by	 inserting	 sovereign	 Aboriginal	 agents	 into	 the	 images. 414	

Indigenous	 artworks	 create	 a	 place	 where	 the	 often-marginalised	 voices	 of	 Aboriginal	

people	can	be	heard	and	where	viewers	have	a	chance	to	hear	those	voices	and	respond	to	

them.	Art	captures	an	experience	of	the	world	in	a	particular	moment	and	offers	it	up	as	a	

truth	to	be	witnessed.	As	an	authentic	voice	that	renders	visible	experiences	that	would	

otherwise	 remain	 invisible,	 art	 “shares	 the	 gesture	 of	 granting	 freedom	 and	 of	 giving	

meaning	to	that	which	remains	unstable	or	fragile.”415	Such	an	image		making	is	a	radical		

																																																								
410	Moreton-Robinson	and	Nicholl.	“We	Shall	Fight	Them	on	the	Beaches,”	157.	
411	Wendy	S.	Shaw,	“After	Nulla:	Through	the	Lens	of	Aboriginal	Art.”	Journal	of	Intercultural	Studies	38,	no.	
3	(2017):	303.	
412	Shaw,	“After	Nulla,”	302.	
413	Mondzain	and	Shafto,	“Can	Images	Kill?”	51.	
414	Timothy	Morrell,	“Fiona	Foley.”	Australian	Art	Collector,	Issue	50,	October-December	2009,	201.	
415	Mondzain	and	Shafto,	“Can	Images	Kill?”	33.	
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Figure	12.	Michael	Cook,	Undiscovered	#3,	2010.	Inkjet	Print.	
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Figure	13.	Michael	Cook,	Civilised,	#10,	2012.	Inkjet	print.	
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Figure	14.Diane	Jones,	Sunbaker,	2003.	Digital	print.	

	

	 	
Dupain,	Max.	Sunbaker.	1937.	Black	and	white	photograph	
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					Figure	16.	Vernon	Ah	Kee,	Can’t	Chant,	2007.	Installation	of	painted	surfboards,	text,	video.and 
portraits of the artist’s family and three video works	

	

Figure	17.	Fiona	Foley,	Nulla	4	eva	IV,	2009.	Ultrachrome	print	on	Hahnemühle	paper.	
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departure	 from	the	violence	of	 the	 image	production	enacted	through	the	media	by	 the	

dominant	paradigm.	

	

The	images	produced	about	the	Cronulla	riots	by	the	mass	media	also	highlighted	the	way	

white	Australians	use	perceived	migrant	 ‘others’,	 primarily	NESB	 (non-English	 speaking	

background)416	migrants	 as	 a	 way	 of	 shoring	 up	 their	 own	 fragile	 hold	 on	 authentic	

Australian-ness:	those	‘others’	are	not	from	here,	we	are	not	like	them,	therefore	we	must	

belong	here.417	White	settlers	have	tried	to	erase	their	own	violent	history	of	invasion	and	

displacement	of	 Indigenous	peoples	by	positioning	 all	 other	 immigrants	 as	 “invaders	or	

interlopers	 who	 must	 undergo	 the	 process	 of	 assimilation	 in	 order	 to	 become	 ‘good’	

Australians;	in	this	manner,	Anglo-Australians	have	managed	to	secure	the	powerful	and	

effective	 fiction	of	 their	own	 indigenous	status.”418	Critiques	of	 the	Cronulla	 riots	 largely	

focused	on	 the	violence	and	anti-Muslim	sentiment	displayed	by	 the	 ‘Aussie	patriots’.419		

There	 was	 very	 little	 critical	 examination	 in	 the	 mainstream	 media	 of	 the	 claims	 of	

legitimate	 belonging	 made	 by	 these	 ‘patriots’.	 While	 their	 methods	 may	 have	 been	

‘thuggish’420	and	even	‘disgraceful’421	to	some,	the	‘patriots’	basic	assumption	of	authentic	

belonging	 was	 assumed	 correct	 by	 mainstream	 broadcasters	 whose	 commentary	

normalised	 white	 possession	 in	 a	 further	 expression	 of	 race-blindness.	What	 is	 equally	

important	politically,	is	that	the	status	of	perceived	NESB	‘migrant	others’	is	very	unstable	

and	easily	allows	‘the	migrant’	to	become	a	convenient	scapegoat	when	the	majority	white	

population	requires	such,	to	reinforce	its	fragile	sense	of	belonging	in	this	place.422	When	

necessitated	 by	 settler	 interests,	 migrants	 can	 be	 ‘blackened’ 423 	to	 emphasise	 their	

																																																								
416	Suvendrini	Perera	and	Joseph	Pugliese,	“Detoxifying	Australia.”	Migrant	Action,	August/September	
(1998):	5.	
417	Vasilacopoulos	and	Nicolacopoulos,	Indigenous	Sovereignty,	14.	
418	Perera	and	Pugliese,	“Detoxifying	Australia,”	5.	
419	Noble,	Lines	in	the	Sand;	Scott	Poynting,	“What	Caused	the	Cronulla	Riot?”	Race	and	Class	48,	no.	1	
(2006):	85–92;	and	Scott	Poynting,	‘‘’Thugs’	and	‘Grubs’	at	Cronulla:	From	Media	Beat-Ups	to	Beating	Ups,”	
in	Outrageous!	Moral	Panics	in	Australia,	ed.	Scott	Poynting,	and	George	Morgan,	(Hobart:	ACYS	
Publishing,	2007),	157–169.	
420	Damien	Murphy,	“Thugs	Ruled	the	Streets,	and	the	Mob	Sang	Waltzing	Matilda,”	
Sydney	Morning	Herald,	December	11,	2005,	http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/themob-	
sang-waltzing-matilda/2005/12/11/1134235951620.html.	
421	O’Riordan,	“Race	Riots.”	
422	Vasilacopoulos	and	Nicolacopoulos,	Indigenous	Sovereignty,	14.	
423	Suvendrini	Perera,	“Race,	Terror,	Sydney,	December	2005,”	Borderlands	ejournal	5,	no.1	(2006):	para	16,	
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difference	from	those	who	belong,	perceived	‘whites’,	and	thus	shore	up	white	possession.	

As	 Suvendrini	 Perera	writes,	 “In	 Australia	 blackening	 is	 a	 strategy	 that	 serves	 to	 locate	

migrant	communities	in	terms	of	their	proximity	to	Indigenous	peoples	in	a	hierarchy	of	

race,	with	Anglo	Australians	placed	at	the	greatest	distance	away,	at	the	apex.”424	Part	of	

the	 elision	 of	 racism	 in	 Australia	 and	 especially	 anti-migrant	 racism	 involves	 a	 false	

narrative	 of	 tolerance	 around	 difference.	White	 Australians	 tolerate	 ‘the	 other’	 at	 their	

own	discretion	in	so	far	as	‘the	other’	conforms	to	the	rules	and	standards	established	by	

the	‘field	of	whiteness:’425those	perceived	to	be	‘white	Australians’	do	not	have	to	tolerate	

difference.	But	 ‘the	migrant’	must	 tolerate	being	 forced	to	conform	and	being	unable	 to	

express	 any	 cultural	 difference 426 	or	 risk	 being	 judged	 that	 most	 damning	 and	

incontestable	 of	 epithets:	 ‘un-Australian.’	Where	 ‘the	 other’	 crosses	 the	 invisible	 line	 of	

tolerance	 that	 threatens	 white	 patriarchal	 control	 the	 response	 is	 swift	 and	 brutal,	 as	

evidenced	by	the	‘spatial	management’	of	white	‘protestors’	at	Cronulla.		In	Australia,	as	in	

settler	 societies	generally,	 it	 is	 through	an	exclusory	discourse	of	whiteness	 that	 ‘others’	

are	 created	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 establishing	 and	 maintaining	 white	 possession.427	It	 is	

further	 through	 acts	 of	 exclusion	 like	 the	 Cronulla	 riots	 that	 ‘the	 other’	 is	 made	 and	

confirmed	within	the	 logic	of	the	self.428	Mondzain	reminds	us	that	 it	 is	 through	images	

that	 “one	 decides	 the	 place	 of	 the	 other,”429	and	 that	 it	 is	 the	 profit	 driven	media	 that	

constructs	 a	 community	 of	 “spectators	 that	 simultaneously	 produces	 communion	 and	

exclusion	(excommunication).”430	Through	acts	of	exclusion	the	‘other’	becomes	an	object	

always	knowable	within	the	centrally	located	white	self’s	own	terms.	It	is	a	racialised	logic	

of	‘self’	and	‘other’	that	is	employed	by	settler-colonialism	and	deployed	to	powerful	effect	

through	media	 images	to	define	what	constitutes	a	person	and	establish	white	privilege,	

ensuring	it	protects	and	maintains	settler	interests	and	defends	its	claim	to	possession.431	

																																																																																																																																																																																				
http://www.borderlands.net.au/vol5no1_2006/perera_raceterror.htm	
424	Perera,	“Race,	Terror,”	para	16.	
425	Hage,	White	Nation,	57.	
426	Moreton-Robinson	and	Nicholl.	“We	Shall	Fight	Them	on	the	Beaches”	153.	
427	Aileen	Moreton-Robinson,	“The	Possessive	Logic	of	Patriarchal	White	Sovereignty:	The	High	Court	and	
the	Yorta	Yorta	Decision,”	Borderlands	ejournal	3,	no	2	(2004).	
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430	Mondzain	and	Shafto,	“Can	Images	Kill?”	37.	
431	Moreton-Robinson	“The	possessive	logic	of	patriarchal	white	sovereignty”,	Para	6-7.		
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As	a	pivotal	nation	building	moment	in	Australian	settler	history	staged	on	‘the	beach’	the	

Cronulla	riots	now	rate	along	side	the	ill-fated	landing	of	ANZAC	soldiers	at	Gallipoli	and	

the	landing	of	Captain	Cook	at	‘Botany	Bay.’	‘The	beach’	is	a	‘national	institution’,432a	site	

of	 national	 identity,	 “a	 place	 that	 stands	 as	 the	 common	 ground	 upon	which	 collective	

national	 ownership	 and	 identity	 are	 on	 public	 display;	 a	 place	 of	 pleasure,	 leisure	 and	

pride.”433	‘The	beach’	is	powerful	space,	neither	sea	nor	land,	it	is	a	kind	of	borderland.	It	

can	be	a	site	of	trade	and	cultural	exchange	as	illustrated	by	the	long	history	of	trade	and	

the	cultural	exchange	between	Indigenous	communities	on	Australia’s	northern	coastline	

and	 their	 Asian	 neighbours.434	However,	 since	 British	 invasion	 a	 significant	 portion	 of	

frontier	conflict	in	Australia	has	taken	place	on	the	nation’s	beaches.435	Skirting	the	land,	

‘the	 beach’	 is	 necessarily	 the	 site	 of	 landings,	 invasions	 and	 defence	 as	 is	 evidenced	 by	

such	events	as	Captain	Cook’s	 landing,	 the	ANZAC	invasion	at	Gallipoli	and	Indigenous	

people’s	defence	of	their	country	from	invading	British	forces.		

	

The	Cronulla	Riots	and	the	massacres	that	took	place	on	the	rugged	cliffs	and	sandy	coves	

of	the	continent	were	violent	performances	of	white	patriarchal	possession	over	territory	

staged	on	‘the	beach.’		The	elements	of	patriarchal	control	of	women	and	the	creation	of	

racialised	 ‘others’	 both	 work	 to	 reinforce	 the	 possession	 of	 territory,	 property	 and	 the	

violent	 performance	 of	 white	 sovereignty.	 This	 is	 the	 expression	 of	 occupier	 being,	 a	

violence	of	 the	visible,	 in	which	power	 resides	and	whose	cultural	productions	promote	

the	 intentional	 abolition	 of	 thought	 and	 judgment.436	It	 is	 this	 inability	 for	 thoughtful	

reflection	that	characterises	the	violence	of	occupier	being	and	to	which	this	chapter	now	

proceeds	as	I	build	an	argument	for	a	settler	‘statement	of	origins’,	an	acknowledgement	

of	occupier	ancestries	and	their	histories	and	why	this	is	important	to	developing	a	non-
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Indigenous	being	that	is	otherwise	than	occupier.		

	

	

A	Failure	of	Imagination	

	

Occupier	being	shows	a	critical	lack	of	imagination;	a	failure	to	imagine	what	it	might	be	

like	to	be	the	other.	Indeed,	then	Prime	Minister	Paul	Keating,	in	his	1992	Redfern	speech,	

spoke	of	Aboriginal	dispossession,	murder,	 and	exclusion	and	 reminded	 the	nation	 that	

Australians	 had	 failed	 to	 “imagine	 these	 things	 being	 done	 to	 us.”437	Such	 a	 failure	 to	

imagine,	 to	 think	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 others	 is	 also	 indicative	 of	 an	 inability	 to	 see	 and	

furthermore	to	speak	of	what	one	sees.	Mondzain	claims,	“seeing	means	sharing	an	image	

that	exposes	the	subject	of	speech	to	acknowledgment.”438	Settler	refusal	to	acknowledge	

the	 pain	 of	 many	 Aboriginal	 communities	 shows	 an	 inability	 to	 truly	 see	 Aboriginal	

people	as	subjects.	Seeing	images	is	a	way	of	opening	up	a	field	of	visibility,	of	recognising	

the	other	and	in	turn	being	recognised	as	human.	

	

Occupier	 being	 wishes	 to	 deny	 the	 existence	 of	 Aboriginal	 being	 so	 that	 it	 might	

constitute	itself	as	sovereign	over	Australia.	In	this	endeavour	it	requires	it’s	coming	into	

being	 to	 be	 self-generating	 but	 because	 of	 the	 relational	 nature	 of	 being	 (which	 is	

explained	below)	this	is	not	possible.	Rather,	as	Mondzain	argues,	“the	image	is	the	gift	of	

the	 other’s	 gaze	 on	me	 at	 the	moment	 I	mourn	 autonomy	 and	my	power	 to	 constitute	

myself	 alone.	 The	 image	 is	 not	 an	 object	 and	 this	 is	 why	 I	 am	 a	 subject.”439	What	

Mondzain	 is	alluding	 to	here,	 is	 the	 rendering	visible	of	 the	 invisible	by	 the	 image.	The	

image	 is	not	 an	object	but	 a	place	where	 subjects	 come	 into	being;	where	 they	 see	 one	

another.	

	

When	an	artist	makes	an	artwork	they	are	creating	their	experience	of	the	world	as	they	

see	it,	they	are	becoming	a	spectator.	When	one	sees	an	image	and	speaks	about	what	one	

sees	one	becomes,	as	a	speaking	spectator,	a	subject.	I	can	never	see	myself	but	even	as	an	
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artist	making	a	 self-portrait	only	 leave	a	 trace	of	myself,	 rather	 I	 can	only	 see	 the	other	

and	only	come	into	being	through	their	eyes	when	seen	by	the	other.	We	come	into	being	

by	seeing	each	other.	As	Mondzain	puts	it,	

“Making	an	 image	means	putting	man	 into	 the	world	as	 a	 spectator.	A	

subject	is	a	speaking	spectator.	Being	human	means	producing	the	trace	

of	one’s	absence	on	the	world’s	inner	wall	and	constituting	one’s	self	as	a	

subject	 who	 will	 never	 see	 him	 or	 herself	 but	 who,	 seeing	 the	 other,	

allows	the	other	to	see	what	they	might	share.”440	

	

Being	 is	 relational.	 As	 Judith	 Butler	 explains,	 “we	 cannot	 exist	 without	 addressing	 the	

other	 and	 without	 being	 addressed	 by	 the	 other…there	 is	 no	 wishing	 away	 our	

fundamental	 sociality.” 441 	The	 relational	 nature	 of	 coming	 into	 existence,	 known	 in	

philosophical	terms	as	‘appearance’,	requires	that	a	subject	must	be	recognised	by	another	

subject	 already	 present.	 What	 is	 at	 stake	 in	 being	 able	 to	 ‘appear’	 in	 the	 world	 is	 a	

question	 of	 recognition.	 When	 ‘I’	 am	 recognised	 by	 the	 ‘other’	 I	 am	 “fundamentally	

exposed,	visible,	seen,	existing	in	a	bodily	way	and	of	necessity	in	a	domain	of	appearance.	

This	exposure	that	 I	am	constitutes,	as	 it	were,	my	singularity.”442	However,	when	 ‘I’	am	

recognised	by	the	‘other’	I	also	recognise	the	‘other’	as	visible	and	extant	in	a	bodily	way,	

as	having	‘appeared.’	Each	subject	recognises	the	other	in	their	singularity	and	difference,	

this	 recognition	 of	 each	 other	 takes	 place	 in	 a	 location	which	 becomes	 the	 ‘domain	 of	

appearance.’	There	is	no	getting	around	the	fact	that	existence	requires	recognition	by	the	

‘other’	and	that	this	becoming	visible	is	emplaced.	

	

In	the	context	of	settler-colonialism,	the	settler	and	the	Aboriginal	person	are	constitutive	

of	each	other,	for	as	Franz	Fanon	noted,	it	“is	the	settler	who	has	brought	the	native	into	

existence.”443	What	Fanon	means	is	that	prior	to	the	arrival	of	settlers,	Aboriginal	peoples	

could	 only	 have	 thought	 of	 themselves	 as	 people,	 it	 is	 only	 through	 their	 relation	 to	

settlers	that	they	become	‘Aborigines’.	Aboriginal	and	settler	emerge	together	because	of	
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their	relationship	to	one	another.444	In	order	to	‘appear’	in	Australia	settler	subjects	must	

be	recognised	by	another	subject	already	present,	thus	settler	being	requires	recognition	

in	this	place,	this	‘domain	of	appearance’	by	Indigenous	sovereigns.		Giving	an	account	of	

oneself:	 explaining	who	one	 is	 and	how	one	 comes	 to	 be	 in	 a	 place,	 can	 be	 considered	

merely	a	relational	function	of	the	human	condition,445	whereby	when	we	‘appear’	in	the	

world	we	must	identify	ourselves	by	answering	the	question	put	to	all	newcomers,	 ‘Who	

are	you?’446	Identity	is	thus	both	expository	and	relational;	one	always	explains	oneself	to	

others.	“Only	by	giving	such	an	account	does	one	become	visible.”447	One	cannot	‘appear’	

if	there	is	no	one	else	present	to	‘appear’	to.	In	philosophical	terms,	for	a	settler	to	‘appear’	

as	 a	being-in-the-world,	 they	must	 answer	 the	question	put	 to	newcomers	by	giving	 an	

account	 of	 themselves	 to	 those	 already	 present	 in	 place	 in	 the	 ‘domain	 of	 appearance’:	

Indigenous	peoples.		

	

In	 On	 the	 Genealogy	 of	 Morals,	 Nietzsche	 explains	 that	 humans	 become	 reflective	

regarding	 our	 actions	 and	 come	 to	 a	 place	 from	 where	 we	 might	 give	 an	 account	 of	

ourselves	when	someone	wronged	by	us	seeks	justice	to	locate	the	cause	of	their	suffering.	

For	Nietzsche	 it	 is	at	 the	point	of	determining	 just	punishment	of	 the	responsible	party	

that	 such	questions	are	asked.448	With	 the	authority	of	being	both	 the	party	wronged449	

and	as	legitimate	sovereign	subjects450,	Aboriginal	peoples	may	ask	that	settlers	reflect	on	

their	actions	and	explain	 themselves.	Settlers	and	Aboriginal	peoples	cannot	avoid	 their	

relationality,	indeed	Fiona	Nicholls	argues	“the	ground	of	Indigenous	sovereignty	(is)	the	

place	 where	 all	 Australians	 come	 into	 relationship.”451		 This	 relationship	 demands	 they	

recognise	each	other	and	this	recognition	takes	a	narrative	form.	Yet	giving	an	account	of	

oneself	is	not	the	same	as	telling	a	story	about	oneself,	rather	“a	narrative	that	responds	
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to	 allegation	 must,	 from	 the	 outset,	 accept	 the	 possibility	 that	 the	 self	 has	 causal	

agency,	 even	 if,	 in	 a	 given	 instance,	 the	 self	 may	 not	 have	 been	 the	 cause	 of	 the	

suffering	 in	 question.”452	This	 is	 especially	 relevant	 in	 a	 contemporary	 Australian	

context	where	 the	situation	now	appears	 to	be	 that	 foretold	by	anthropologist	W.E.H.	

Stanner	 in	his	 1979	 essay	White	Man	 Got	 No	Dreaming	whereby	 the	 settler	 community	

holds	“a	feeling	of	irritation	apparently	based	on	a	conviction	that	we	are	saddled	with	the	

responsibility	 for	 problems	 not	 really	 of	 our	 making,	 and	 by	 their	 nature	 probably	

insoluble.”453		

	

Within	contemporary	settler	Australia	conflicting	positions	are	evident.	From	the	stance	

of	occupiers,	 the	problem	 is	 that	Aboriginal	people	 exist:	 occupiers	have	 largely	 framed	

any	 discussion	 of	 Aboriginal	 disadvantage	 using	 a	 deficit	 discourse	 identifying	 ‘the	

Aboriginal	 problem’.454	Through	 the	 imposition	 of	 settler-colonialism,	 occupiers	 have	

worked	tirelessly	to	eliminate	Aboriginal	peoples,455	however,	they	continue	to	resist	and	

their	very	existence	remains	a	challenge	to	the	 legitimacy	of	occupier	sovereignty.	From	

the	 multiple	 viewpoints	 of	 the	 Indigenous	 peoples	 of	 this	 country,	 the	 problem	 lies	

collectively	 with	 the	 occupiers,	 through	 settler	 invasion	 and	 occupation	 of	 Aboriginal	

lands	 and	 the	 continued	 refusal	 to	 acknowledge	 that	 Aboriginal	 sovereignty	 was	 never	

ceded.456 	Aboriginal	 peoples	 have	 almost	 entirely	 born	 the	 pain,	 both	 physical	 and	

psychic,	 of	 the	 colonial	 encounter,	 and	 continue	 to	 do	 so.	 Moving	 towards	 ethical	

relations	between	settlers	and	Indigenous	peoples	will	require	both	parties	to	be	able	to	

see	 one	 another	 as	 speaking	 subjects	 and	 to	 listen	 to	 one	 another.	 	When	 the	 invisible	

becomes	 visible	 it	 speaks	 truth	 to	 the	 power	 of	 the	 visible.	 Recognising	 themselves	

through	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 other	 offers	 settlers	 an	 opportunity	 to	 reflect	 and	 take	

responsibility	for	colonisation	and	its	legacy:	to	imagine	otherwise.	
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Taking	Responsibility:	‘I	am	myself,	the	horse	is	mine.’457	

	

On	May	 26	 2017	 a	 gathering	of	 Elders	 from	Australia’s	 First	Nations	peoples	 delivered	 a	

statement	 calling	 on	 the	 nation’s	 government	 to	 enshrine	 a	 First	 Nations	 voice	 in	 the	

constitution.	The	Turnbull	government	unequivocally	rejected	this	proposed	change	to	the	

constitution.	 An	 important	 element	 of	 the	 2017	 Uluru	 Statement	 From	 the	 Heart458	by	

Indigenous	 Elders	 was	 a	 call	 for	 truth	 telling	 regarding	 the	 nation’s	 history.	 Describing	

their	hopes	for	a	Makarrata	(coming	together	after	a	struggle)	the	statement	says,		

“It	(a	Makarrata)	captures	our	aspirations	for	a	fair	and	truthful	relationship	

with	the	people	of	Australia	and	a	better	 future	 for	our	children	based	on	

justice	 and	 self-determination.	 We	 seek	 a	 Makarrata	 Commission	 to	

supervise	 a	 process	 of	 agreement-making	 between	 governments	 and	 First	

Nations	and	truth-telling	about	our	history.”459	

Framed	 in	 terms	 of	 historical	 injustice,	 what	 is	 at	 issue	 as	 non-Indigenous	 Australians	

grapple	with	the	past	is	how	historical	events	are	remembered,	misremembered,	hidden	or	

silenced	 and	 how	 the	 settler	 community	 can	 make	 amends,	 or	 indeed	 whether	 it	 is	

possible	to	do	so.	

	

In	 dealing	with	 historical	 violence	 and	 considering	 questions	 of	 responsibility	 one	must	

inevitably	 consider	 the	point	 at	which	 individuals	 can	be	 considered	guilty	 and	by	what	

measure	 a	 society	 comes	 to	 hold	 collective	 responsibility.	 	 There	 is	 also	 the	 matter	 of	

making	reparations	for	past	wrongs	and	the	form	such	restitution	might	take.	For	Levinas,	

‘I’	only	come	into	being	through	my	responsibility	for	the	‘other’,	for	him	“subjectivity	is	in	

that	responsibility…	That	is	what	constitutes	the	ethical.	To	be	myself	means,	then,	to	be	

unable	to	escape	responsibility.”460	I	argue	alongside	Levinas	that	 in	being	 lies	 individual	

responsibility.	 In	her	paper	Collective	Responsibility	political	philosopher	Hannah	Arendt	
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makes	clear	the	distinction	between	guilt	and	responsibility	when	she	says,	“there	is	such	a	

thing	as	 responsibility	 for	 things	one	has	not	done;	one	can	be	held	 liable	 for	 them.	But	

there	is	no	such	thing	as	being	or	feeling	guilty	for	things	that	happened	without	oneself	

actively	participating	 in	 them.”461	Arendt	establishes	 that	one	can	be	responsible	without	

being	guilty.	 In	contemporary	Australian	debates	on	reconciliation,	a	common	refrain	 to	

avoid	 taking	responsibility	 for	 the	violence	of	 the	colonial	 frontier	 is	 that	 it	 took	place	a	

long	 time	 ago	 and	 any	 acts	 of	 violence	 were	 perpetrated	 by	 others:	 ‘I	 cannot	 be	 guilty	

because	I	was	not	involved	and	as	such	I	bear	no	responsibility.’		

	

Guilt	 “cannot	 be	 shared	 in	 the	 way	 other	 forms	 of	 suffering	 may	 be,”462	it	 is	 singular,	

personal	and	pertains	to	acts,	so	it	is		“only	in	a	metaphorical	sense	that	we	can	say	we	feel	

guilty	 for	 the	 sins	 of	 our	 fathers	 or	 our	 people.”463	For	 the	 sake	 of	 accuracy	 one	 should	

distinguish	 between	 guilt	 and	 shame,	 the	 later	 being	 entirely	 necessary	 to	 settler	

acknowledgement	 of	 responsibility	 for	 the	 wrongs	 suffered	 by	 Aboriginal	 peoples.464	

Indeed	philosopher	Raimond	Gaita	believes	that	shame	is	“the	form	of	that	recognition.”465	

Arendt	 reminds	 us	 that	 when	 such	 feelings	 of	 guilt	 are	 taken	 literally	 it	 leads	 to	 false	

sentimentality	 and	 obfuscates	 the	 real	 issues.466	Speaking	 in	 1986	 from	 the	 context	 of	

apartheid	white	South	Africa	(1948	–	1991)	artist	William	Kentridge	decried	the	inability	of	

white	people	to	accept	guilt,	much	less	responsibility	for	their	actions.		“White	Guilt	come	

home	–	White	guilt	 is	much	maligned.	Its	most	dominant	feature	is	 its	rarity.	It	exists	in	

small	drops	taken	at	infrequent	intervals	and	its	effects	do	not	last	long.”467		

	

William	Kentridge	works	across	a	number	of	mediums	including	charcoal	drawing,	

sculpture,	theatre	and	opera	design	and	perhaps	most	famously,	stop-motion	animated	

films	based	largely	on	the	erasure	and	re-inscription	of	his	charcoal	drawings.		Recurrent	
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themes	for	Kentridge	are	time,	erasure	and	palimpsest,	failure,	ambiguity,	responsibility	

and	the	absurd.	The	contexts	in	which	these	themes	are	explored	is	often	South	Africa	(for	

example	the	nine	films	collectively	known	as	Nine	Drawings	for	Projection,	1989-2003),	but	

has	also	included,	the	Chinese	Cultural	Revolution	(Notes	Towards	a	Model	Opera,	2016),	

colonialism	and	industry	(The	Refusal	of	Time,	2012)	and	the	totalitarian	suppression	of	

the	Russian	Avant	Guard	in	the	1920’s	and	1930’s	(The	Nose,	2010)	as	just	a	small	sample	of	

his	eclectic	oeuvre.	For	Kentridge	“artworks	are	a	central	part	of	how	we	construct	who	we	

are,”468	and	they	work	politically	to	influence	or	energize	the	people	who	have	seen	them.	

They	help	us	to	see	our	world	and	our	place	in	it	differently.	His	2008	work	I	am	not	me,	

the	horse	is	not	mine	is	a	multichannel	video	work	comprising	an	installation	of	eight	films	

that	the	artist	calls	‘fragments’	and	a	performative	interaction	by	the	artist	with	the	films.	

The	films	themselves	involve	the	projection	of	images	of	silhouettes	of	human	figures	

often	in	procession,	interspersed	with	paper-cutouts	and	text:	a	reference	to	the	Russian	

constructivist	movement.	Kentridge’s	own	image	often	appears	in	the	films,	sometimes	

there	are	multiple	Kentridges	whom	the	artist	himself	then	interacts	with.	The	work	takes	

its	title	from	a	Russian	peasant	saying	used	to	deny	guilt.	The	two	themes	of	the	work	

are	the	terror	and	absurdity	of	totalitarianism	and	the	division	of	the	self.469	

	

The	multiple	films	screening	simultaneously	in	the	same	room	combined	with	Kentridge’s	

absurdist	interactions	with	them	mean	that	making	meaning	is	difficult.	Kentridge	has	a	

strong	sense	of	the	world	as	provisional,	stating	that	“whatever	we	experience	is	liable	to	

change,	certainties	can	disappear.”470	I	am	not	me,	the	horse	is	not	mine	is	indicative	of	this	

disposition	towards	the	impermanence	of	the	world	in	that	it	contains	multiple	and	

conflicting	viewpoints,	figures	seem	to	decompose	only	to	reconfigure	themselves	as	

something	else	entirely	and	at	times	the	experience	is	intense	and	overwhelming.		It	is	

deliberately	so.	The	subtext	of	the	work	is	the	political	complexity	of	post-Apartheid	

South	Africa.	The	Truth	and	Reconciliation	Commission	was	one	attempt	to	reconcile	the	
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Figure	18.	William	Kentridge,	I	am	not	me,	the	horse	is	not	mine.	(2008)	

	

	
Figure	19.	William	Kentridge,	I	am	not	me,	the	horse	is	not	mine.	(2008)	
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Figure	20.William	Kentridge,	I	am	not	me,	the	horse	is	not	mine.	(2008)	

	

damage	 done	 through	 years	 of	 brutal	 violence.	 Although	 it	 operated	 within	 legal	

frameworks	the	South	African	TRC	saw	the	value	of	art	in	healing	and	employed	theatrical	

and	therapeutic	language	and	structures	in	many	aspects	of	its	processes	to	help	it	achieve	

its	aims.471		Art,	however,	offers	another	way	 towards	discovering	 truths.	Where	memory	

fails	 or	where	 loved	ones	have	 simply	 ‘disappeared,’	 art	 remembers.	Art	 can	 express	 the	

confusion	of	multiple	viewpoints	(sometimes	within	ones	own	self);	it	can	hold	the	pain	of	

absence	and	remind	us	of	our	responsibilities	long	after	we	might	hope	they	have	faded.		

	

How	is	it	that	one	incurs	responsibility	for	actions	committed	long	ago	and	by	others?	As	I	

have	argued	elsewhere	in	this	thesis,	ones	being	is	always	a	‘being	with	others’	so	by	virtue	

of	 our	 being	 or	what	Hannah	Arendt	would	 call	 the	 ‘human	 condition’472of	 relationality	

one	cannot	exist	alone.	It	is	due	to	the	nature	of	the	human	condition	that	we	can	be	held	

accountable	 vicariously	 for	 things	 we	 have	 not	 done.	 “The	 reason	 for	my	 responsibility	

must	 be	my	membership	 in	 a	 group	 (a	 collective)	 which	 no	 voluntary	 act	 of	mine	 can	

																																																								
471	Yasco	Horsman,	Theatres	of	Justice:	Judging,	Staging,	and	Working	Through	in	Arendt,	Brecht,	and	Delbo	
(Stanford	CA.:	Stanford	University	Press,	2011),	6-8.	
472	Arendt,	The	Human	Condition,	183–4.	
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dissolve.”473	It	 is	 in	 this	 sense	 (as	 a	 member	 of	 ones	 community)	 that	 one	 can	 be	 held	

responsible	 for	 actions	 committed	 in	 its	 name,	 in	 such	 a	 way	 one	 incurs	 collective	

responsibility	and	this	applies	to	all	political	communities.	Thus,	according	to	Arendt,		

“Every	government	assumes	responsibility	 for	 the	deeds	and	misdeeds	

of	its	predecessors	and	every	nation	for	the	deeds	and	misdeeds	of	the	

past…indeed…	we	are	always	held	responsible	for	the	sins	of	our	fathers	

as	we	reap	the	rewards	of	their	merits;	but	we	are	of	course	not	guilty	of	

their	misdeeds,	either	morally	or	legally,	nor	can	we	ascribe	their	deeds	

to	our	own	merits.”474	

	

In	 handing	 down	 their	 judgment	 in	 Mabo	 v	 Queensland	 (no.2),	 Justices	 Gaudron	 and	

Deane	found	that	the	“nation	as	a	whole	must	remain	diminished	unless	and	until	there	is	

an	 acknowledgement	 of,	 and	 retreat	 from,	 those	 past	 injustices.”475	They	 recognized	 the	

nation	as	a	political	entity	with	a	responsibility	for	the	past	through	which	all	members	of	

that	 community	 would	 be	 diminished	 until	 restorative	 actions	 were	 taken.	 This	 is	 a	

responsibility	 that,	 by	 virtue	 of	 ones	 very	 being,	 cannot	 be	 avoided,	 since	 humans	 are	

relational	beings,	one	could	only	substitute	one	community	(and	thus	one	responsibility)	

for	 another.	 	As	Arendt	 says,	 “This	 vicarious	 responsibility	 for	 things	we	have	not	done,	

this	taking	upon	ourselves	the	consequences	for	things	we	are	entirely	innocent	of,	is	the	

price	 we	 pay	 for	 the	 fact	 that	 we	 live	 our	 lives	 not	 by	 ourselves	 but	 among	 our	

fellowmen.”476	Collective	responsibility	is	tied	to	the	relational	nature	of	being	in	the	world	

and	is	thus	a	part	of	being	human.			

	

In	my	argument	so	far,	guilt	has	been	distinguished	from	responsibility,	and	it	has	been	

established	by	what	measure	a	society	comes	to	hold	collective	responsibility,	so	there	is	

now	to	consider	the	matter	of	making	reparations	for	past	wrongs.	If,	as	I	have	asserted,	

one	comes	to	be	accountable	for	wrongdoing	through	a	relationship	to	others	then	one	is	

not	only	held	accountable	by	others	but	has	a	duty	to	act	for	others	and	in	the	interests	of	

																																																								
473	Arendt,	“Collective	Responsibility,”	45.	
474	Arendt,	45.	
475	Gaita,	A	Common	Humanity,	91.	
476	Arendt,	“Collective	Responsibility,”	50.	
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others,	 which	 by	 virtue	 of	 relationality	 are	 thus	 also	 my	 own	 interests.477	This	 is	 what	

Gaudron	 and	Deane	were	 arguing	 in	 their	 judgment	 that	we	 are	 all	 diminished	 by	 the	

nation’s	 inability	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 wrongs	 of	 the	 past:	 through	 relationality	 your	

interests	 are	my	 interests.	 This	 fact	 becomes	 the	 catalyst	 to	 care	 for	 the	 other,	 as	 both	

Levinas	 in	Otherwise	 than	 Being478	and	 Butler	 in	Giving	 an	 Account	 of	 Oneself479make	

apparent.	 Restitution	 is	 thus	 demanded	 by	 one’s	 relationship	 to	 the	 other.	 Settler	

restitution	to	Aboriginal	Australians	must	not	however,	be	driven	by	paternalism	or	 the	

false	sentimentality	that	comforts	the	unsettled	minds	of	some	in	the	settler	community.		

Reparations	for	past	actions	do	not	absolve	settlers	from	responsibility	for	contemporary	

colonialism.	There	can	be	no	closing	the	door,	turning	the	page	nor	final	closure	on	settler	

relations	 with	 Aboriginal	 Australia	 and	 this	 is	 ever	 the	 situation	 for	 the	 children	 of	

colonialism.	 What	 reparations	 can	 do,	 as	 Tony	 Birch	 asserts,	 is	 provide	 “an	 outcome.	

Genuine	 reciprocity	 has	 the	 potential	 to	 produce	 a	 state	 of	 equity…rather	 than	

maintaining	 an…	 “inequitable	 and	 patronizing	 relationship	 of	 pity.”480 	Contemporary	

settler	Australians	 can	be	 absolved	of	 guilt	 for	 the	past	 actions	of	 their	 forebears	 yet	 in	

today’s	post-colonising	environment	settlers	have	no	clear	path	from	guilt	to	redemption	

concerning	the	impact	of	the	settler	nation	on	Indigenous	people’s	lives.	There	is	only	an	

on-going	 and	 inescapable	 attempt	 to	 reach	 across	 the	massive	 gap	 between	 settler	 and	

Indigenous	world	views,	 remaining	mindful	of	 the	pitfalls	 that	both	settler	 self-pity	and	

settler	self-congratulation	pose	to	meaningful	attempts	to	move	towards	ethical	relations	

with	Indigenous	Australians.481Addressing	the	past	will	necessarily	be	a	part	of	any	such	

meaningful	attempt.	

	

Speaking	With	Ghosts	

	

There	is	a	spectre	haunting	Australia:	the	spectre	of	settler	society’s	un-reconciled	past.	In	

																																																								
477	Levinas,	Proper	Names,	73.	
478	Emmanuel	Levinas,	Otherwise	Than	Being,	trans.	Alphonso	Lingis	(Pitsburgh:	Duquesne	University	
Press,	2006).	
479	Judith	Butler,	Giving	an	Account	of	Oneself,	(New	York:	Fordhan	University	Press,	2005).	
480	Tony	Birch,	‘‘’I’m	not	sure	how	to	begin	it’:	The	Welcome	Uncertainties	of	Doing	History”	in	History,	
Power,	Text:	Cultural	Studies	and	Indigenous	Studies,	eds.	Timothy	Neale,	Crystal	McKinnon	and	Eve	
Vincent	(Sydney:	UTSePress,	2014),	41.	
481	Birch,	42.	
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Spectres	of	Marx,	Jacques	Derrida	states	that	in	seeking	the	ethical,		

“it	is	necessary	to	speak	of	the	ghost,	indeed	to	the	ghost	and	with	it,	from	

the	 moment	 that	 no	 ethics,	 no	 politics,	 whether	 revolutionary	 or	 not,	

seems	 possible	 and	 thinkable	 and	 just	 that	 does	 not	 recognize	 in	 its	

principle	the	respect	for	those	others	who	are	no	longer	or	for	those	others	

who	are	not	yet	there,	presently	 living,	whether	they	are	already	dead	or	

not	yet	born.	No	justice…seems	possible	or	thinkable	without	the	principle	

of	some	responsibility.”482		

Here	Derrida	 is	very	clearly	 linking,	 responsibility	with	 justice	and	engagement	with	 the	

past.	 For	Derrida	 one	must	 join	with	 ghosts	 to	 exercise	 responsibility	 and	 entertain	 the	

possibility	 of	 justice.	 What	 is	 at	 stake	 for	 non-Indigenous	 Australians	 if	 they	 take	

responsibility	and	sit	down	with	ghosts	is	the	recognition	of	their	occupier	being	but	also	

the	possibility	of	change,	 the	possibility	of	ethical	 relations	with	the	 ‘other’.	Peter	Carey,	

one	of	Australia’s	most	lauded	literary	figures	recently	commented	on	the	fact	of	being	an	

Australian	that	“You	wake	up	in	the	morning	and	you	are	the	beneficiary	of	genocide.”483	

Here	 Carey	 highlights	 the	 ordinariness	 of	 being	 a	 beneficiary	 of	 terror	 and	 violence:	 in	

Australia,	 as	 an	 occupier,	 this	 fact	 is	 so	 commonplace,	 such	 a	 daily	 part	 of	 who	 non-

Indigenous	Australians	 are	 that	 it	has	become	 invisible	 to	 settlers	 themselves.	 	 It	 is	not,	

however,	 a	 fact	 lost	 on	Aboriginal	 communities	who	 demand	 acknowledgment	 of	 those	

warriors	slain	while	defending	their	country	or	the	families	murdered	for	merely	existing	

in	the	face	of	pastoral	expansionism	and	nation	building	agendas.484		Australia	is	a	haunted	

land,	the	ghosts	of	the	un-reconciled	dead	call	out	to	current	generations	for	attention	but	

rarely	are	they	answered.		

	

The	making	and	experiencing	of	art	is	a	way	of	answering	the	call	of	the	dead,	of	speaking	

with	 ghosts.	 As	 was	 explained	 in	 chapter	 one,	 art	 eschews	 the	 spectacle	 of	 violence	 in	

order	to	communicate	the	sensory	experience	of	it.	Art	can	capture	and	render	visible	the	

invisible	 sensory	 experience	 of	 loss,	 mourning	 and	 trauma.	 An	 artwork	 can	 hold	 a	

																																																								
482	Jacques	Derrida,	Specters	of	Marx,	trans.	Peggy	Kamuf	(New	York:	Routledge,	2006),	xviii.	
483	Stephanie	Convery,	“Peter	Carey:	‘You	wake	up	in	the	morning	and	you	are	the	beneficiary	of	genocide’,”	
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484	Mundine	Djon,	“The	Aboriginal	Memorial	to	Australia’s	Forgotten	War,”	Artlink	35,	no.	1	(2015):	28-9.	
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moment	 in	 time	 and	 preserve	 it	 over	 aeons	 like	 a	 beetle	 in	 amber.	 Yet	 the	 truths	

experienced	through	art	are	not	fixed	and	this	is	in	part	what	gives	them	their	authority,	

“nothing	 can	 exhaust	 them,	 as	 if	 they	 invariably	 escape	 all	 fixed	 and	 definite	meaning.	

They	fully	assume	a	kind	of	atopia	that	gives	their	mortality	a	semblance	of	eternity.”485	

What	one	witnesses	when	experiencing	art	is	a	truth	that	is	also	a	fiction.	Artworks	are	in	

themselves	 real	 but	 they	 do	 not	 reproduce	 the	 real.	 “They	 are	 real,	 but	 free	 of	 all	

conditions.	Fictions,	semblances,	and	immaterial	shapes	have	a	real	goal:	to	satisfy	desire	

by	keeping	it	unsatisfied.”	Works	of	art	will	not	provide	resolution	but	rather	they	ask	the	

questions	the	dead	would	ask	of	us	had	they	the	means	to	do	so.	Art	produces	in	us	the	

ability	to	imagine	otherwise,	to	say:	I	see.	

	

Colombian	artist	Doris	Salcedo	attempts	to	answer	the	call	of	the	dead	in	sculptural	works	

that	evoke	 the	haunting	presence	of	victims	of	political	 violence.	Her	works	often	engage	

with	the	loss	and	mourning	associated	with	political	‘disappearances’	where	a	family	has	no	

body	 to	give	 funeral	 rites	and	may	never	know	the	 fate	of	 their	 loved	one.	 	Reflecting	on	

‘the	 disappeared’	 Salcedo	 says	 “a	 crucial	 part	 of	 the	 grieving	 process	 for	 the	 families	 of	

victims	 can	 occur	 only	 when	 the	 bodies	 have	 been	 identified	 and	 properly	 buried.”486	

Salcedo’s	 art	 acts	 a	 rememoration	 of	 actual	 historical	 events	 from	 the	 violent	 political	

history	of	her	country.	The	media	has	no	memory.	The	events	of	yesterday	are	considered	

‘old	 news’	 and	 hold	 no	 relevance	 for	 our	 understanding	 of	 today,	 let	 alone	 tomorrow’s	

world.	What	Doris	Salcedo	does	through	her	art	 is	to	take	us	back	in	time	and	make	us	

mindful	of	the	invisible	terror	that	was	extant	in	Columbia	during	the	political	violence	of	

the	1980’s.	This	is	the	enduring	capacity	of	art	that	media	images	cannot	match.	

	

Salcedo’s	 Plegaria	 Muda	 (2008–10),	 which	 can	 be	 translated	 as	 “silent	 prayer,”	 is	 an	

installation	of	more	 than	 100	wooden	tables	designed	to	 fill	a	 large	gallery	space.	 It	was	

made	as	a	response	to	the	discovery	of	mass	graves	 in	the	Colombian	countryside.	Each	

table	 is	 slightly	 different	 but	 all	 are	 approximately	 the	 size	 of	 a	 coffin	 and	 as	 such	

reference	the	individual	within	the	multitude.	Pairs	of	tables	are	inverted	atop	one		

																																																								
485	Mondzain	and	Shafto,	“Can	Images	Kill?”	33.	
486	Julie	Rodrigues	Widholm	and	Madeleine	Grynsztejn,	eds.	Doris	Salcedo	(London	and	Chicago:	
University	of	Chicago	Press,	2015),	23. 
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Figure	21.	Doris	Salcedo.	Plegaria	Muda	(2008–10).Wood,	concrete,	earth,	and	grass.	

One	hundred	and	twenty-two	of	one	hundred	and	sixty-six	parts,	

each:	164	x	214	x	61	cm;	overall	dimensions	variable.	

Installation	view,	MAXXI	National	Museum	of	XXI	Century	Arts,	Rome,	2012.	
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Figure	22.	Doris	Salcedo.	Plegaria	Muda	(2008–10).	(Detail).	
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another	 separated	 by	 a	 thick	 wedge	 of	 soil	 (fig.	 21	 and	 22).	 The	 upturned	 tables,	

vulnerable,	their	legs	in	the	air,	have	tiny	holes	drilled	in	their	surfaces	and	through	these	

holes	 grow	blades	of	bright	green	grass.	The	grass	 appears	 to	 force	 its	way	 through	 the	

upturned	tables	in	a	show	of	resilience,	yet	its	ferocious	growth	also	points	disturbingly	to	

what	it	covers	up.	The	grass	in	Plegaria	Muda	speaks	of	overgrown	mass	graves,	hiding	the	

remains	 of	 those	 lost,	 but	 also,	 and	 perhaps	 more	 disturbingly,	 of	 the	 possibility	 that	

beneath	the	grass	there	may	be	nothing	but	more	soil.487 Here	one	experiences	an	artwork	

that	does	not	provide	answers	but	which	acknowledges	and	honours	the	pain	of	loss	and	

irresolution. 	

	

Sometimes	it	is	only	traces	of	the	people	who	are	missing	that	remain,	personal	items	such	

as	shoes	or	spectacles	are	a	link	to	the	victim.	In	such	cases	the	objects	themselves	can	

come	to	embody	the	presence	of	the	murdered	person.	“The	paradox	of	an	absent	body	

that	makes	its	presence	felt	is	central	to	Salcedo’s	work,”	and	offers	a	kind	of	agency	for	

the	socially	or	politically	invisible.488	This	quality	of	an	absence	very	palpably	felt	is	

poignantly	rendered	in	her	work	Atrabiliarios	(1992–2004)	(fig.	23).	The	problem	of	

communicating	absence	is	one	of	activating	negative	space.	In	Atrabiliarios	Salcedo	cuts	a	

series	of	shallow	rectangular	niches	into	a	wall	at	approximately	adult	head	height.	Each	

cavity	is	sealed	with	translucent	animal	skin	stretched	tautly	over	the	opening	and	

secured	at	the	edges	with	surgical	thread.	Every	niche	is	a	wound	made	visible,	sutures	

pulling	taught	the	skin	so	it	becomes	a	scar	that	remains	as	an	ever-present	reminder	of	

violence.	Scars	stay	with	us;	they	endure	and	tell	a	story.	Like	a	“gesture	of	excavation,”1	

inside	each	space	is	a	shoe	(fig.24)	or	pair	of	shoes	partly	obscured	by	its	covering.	The	

shoes	are	unreachable,	like	a	distant	disturbing	memory,	but	they	are	also	shut	off	from	

the	world,	compartmentalized	each	in	its	own	singular	void.	Yet	they	are	not	alone	for	the	

installation	presents	an	entire	room,	its	walls	riddled	with	cavities,	a	reference	to	mass	

graves.	An	artwork	can	hold	the	wounds	of	violence	and	be	a	scar	that	remains	to	mark	an	

absence.	Despite	the	terror	to	which	it	alludes,	Atrabiliarios	is	a	restrained	work,	once	

more	the	spectacle	of	violence	is	absent	but	its	force	remains.	

																																																								
487	Bal,	Of	What	One	Cannot	Speak,	253.	
488	Julie	Rodrigues	Widholm	“Presenting	Absence:	The	Work	of	Doris	Salcedo,”	in	Julie	Rodrigues	Widholm	
and	Madeleine	Grynsztejn,	eds.	Doris	Salcedo	(London	and	Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2015),	19.	
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Figure	23.	Doris	Salcedo.	Atrabiliarios	(1992–2004).	Shoes,	drywall,	paint,	wood,		

animal	fiber,	and	surgical	thread.	43	niches	and	40	boxes;	overall	dimensions	variable.	

Installation	view,	San	Francisco	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	2005.	
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Figure	24.	Doris	Salcedo.	Atrabiliarios	(1992–2004).	(Detail).	
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Doris	Salcedo	is	most	often	a	maker	of	objects	but	on	occasion	her	installations	become	

public	performances.	One	such	performative	work	was	Noviembre	6	y	7,	an	act	of	memory	

created	in	2002	to	mark	the	1985	siege	of	the	Palace	of	Justice	in	Bogota	by	Marxist	rebels	

and	the	subsequent	raid	by	the	military	to	retake	the	building	 in	which	over	 100	people	

died.	 In	 the	aftermath	of	 the	siege	many	relatives	of	victims	did	not	attend	government	

memorial	 services	 in	 protest	 at	 what	 they	 perceived	 to	 be	 the	 governments	 failure	 to	

negotiate	and	save	lives.489	Rumours	of	drug	cartel	involvement	in	the	siege	also	curtailed	

public	displays	of	mourning	for	fear	of	reprisals.490	Eighteen	years	later,	Salcedo’s	artwork	

created	a	memory	where	previously	none	existed,	the	name	of	her	work,	Noviembre	6	y	7	

gave	a	name	to	the	event	where	hitherto	it	had	gone	unmarked	and	largely	unremarked	in	

the	public	sphere.	The	installation	involved	the	lowering	hundreds	of	wooden	chairs	from	

the	roof	of	the	Palace	of	Justice	down	over	the	sides	of	the	building	at	barely	perceptible	

but	 slightly	 varying	 speeds	 over	 the	 duration	 of	 the	 performance.	 The	 commemoration	

took	place	within	the	same	time	span	as	the	earlier	event,	fifty-three	hours.	Time	and	its	

trace	were	 intrinsic	 elements	 to	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 act	 of	memory	 that	would	 become	

Noviembre	6	y	7	(fig.25).	

	

The	fifty-three	hours	of	 terror	enacted	on	November	6	and	7	1985	were	a	moment	erased	

from	history,	a	moment	that	Salcedo’s	work	returns	to	collective	memory.	The	title	omits	

the	year	of	the	violent	events	but	in	doing	so	heightens	our	awareness	that	this	locating	

factor	is	missing.	Between	the	act	of	violence	and	its	aftermath	there	lies	a	terrible	gap	that	

cannot	be	 filled.	This	absence	points	 to	a	 tragic	belatedness	where	 the	viewer	arrives	 too	

late	 even	 to	 bear	 witness.491	In	 order	 to	 activate	 this	 sense	 of	 belatedness	 in	 the	 work	

Salcedo	employs	empty	wooden	chairs	and	the	shadows	they	cast	upon	the	building	walls	

(fig.26)	to	speak	of	the	past.	Shadows	are	a	trick	of	both	light	and	duration,	growing	longer	

with	the	hours.	A	trace	of	the	past	is	evoked	by	the	shadows	but	also	by	the	slowly	falling	

chairs	 themselves.	 The	 empty	 chairs,	 some	 upright	 others	 upended,	 were	 not	 quite	

suspended,	 not	 quite	 falling	 but	 somehow	 time	 itself	 seemed	 to	 have	 been	 interrupted	

(fig.25).	By	disrupting	the	passage	of	time	the	work	captures	the	events	of	November	6	and		
																																																								
489	Geoffrey	Matthews,	“Relatives	of	Bogota	Dead	Shun	Service,”	The	Times,	November	12,	1985. 
490	Geoffrey	Matthews,	“Drug	dealers	accused	of	inciting	Colombian	siege,”	The	Times,	November	11,	1985.	 
491	Charles	Merewether,	“After	the	Fact,”	in	Eztetyka	del	Sueño,	ed.	Tim	Yohn	(Madrid:	Museo	Reina	Sofía,	
2001),	137–38.	
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Nov.	6,	11:45	am	 	 	 	 	 				Nov.	6,	12	pm	

	

													 	
	

Nov.	6,	2:15	pm				 	 	 	 				Nov.	6,	4:30	pm	

	

Figure	25.	P117-118.	Doris	Salcedo.	Noviembre	6	y	7	(2002)	

Two	hundred	and	eighty	wooden	chairs	and	rope.	

Dimensions	variable.	Ephemeral	public	project,	Palace	of	Justice,Bogota.	
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Nov.	6,	8	pm		 	 	 	 	 				Nov.	7,	11:30	am	

	

														 	

	

Nov.	7,	4	pm		 	 	 	 	 				Nov.	7,	7:40	pm	
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Figure	26.	Doris	Salcedo.	Noviembre	6	y	7	(2002)	

Two	hundred	and	eighty	wooden	chairs	and	rope.	

Dimensions	variable.	Ephemeral	public	project,	Palace	of	Justice,Bogota.	
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7	1985	and	commits	them	seemingly	to	eternity.	While	the	viewer	arrives	too	late	to	change	

history	they	can	change	its	elision	from	public	memory.	This	they	can	do	by	consciously	

experiencing	and	engaging	with	the	work,	by	devoting	some	of	their	time	to	it	and	refusing	

to	be	complicit	in	the	erasure	of	the	historical	event.	As	Walter	Benjamin	warned,“Every	

image	of	the	past	that	is	not	recognized	by	the	present	as	one	of	its	own	concerns	

threatens	to	disappear	irretrievably.”492	In	making	an	act	of	memory	to	the	violent	events	

of	November	6	and	7	1985	Doris	Salcedo	has	rendered	visible	the	buried	history	of	the	

siege	and	honoured	those	who	died.	

	

The	making	and	the	experiencing	of	works	of	art	such	as	those	above	is	a	way	of	being	

attentive	to	our	relationships	with	others.	But	more	than	that,	art	activates	memory	where	

the	media	refuses	it.	Art	opens	a	space	for	alterior	voices	to	be	heard	and	a	space	where	

those	who	experience	the	artworks	have	an	opportunity	to	perform	an	act	of	witnessing.		

These	artworks	acknowledge	the	particular	trauma	of	mourning	those	whose	remains	are	

unaccounted	for:	who	remain	forever,	restless	ghosts.	And	so	it	is	towards	an	exploration	

of	the	value	of	mourning	that	this	thesis	now	progresses.	

	

	

	

	

	 	

																																																								
492	Walter	Benjamin,	“Theses	on	the	Philosophy	of	History,”	in	Illuminations:	Essays	and	Reflections,	ed.	
Hannah	Arendt,	trans.	Harry	Zohn	(New	York:	Schocken,	1968),	255.	
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Chapter	4	

The	Topopoiesis	of	Mourning	

	

	

Mourning	necessarily	 involves	thinking	 into	the	past	and	engaging	 in	a	kind	of	memory	

work	 that	expresses	grief	 for	 someone	or	 something	 lost.	Freud	writes	 in	Mourning	 and	

Melancholia	 that	“mourning	 is	 regularly	 the	reaction	to	 the	 loss	of	a	 loved	person,	or	 to	

the	 loss	 of	 some	 abstraction	 which	 has	 taken	 the	 place	 of	 one,	 such	 as	 one’s	 country,	

liberty,	an	ideal,	and	so	on.”493	Mourning	is	a	state	that	asks	one	to	remember	what	is	lost	

and	yet	this	focus	on	loss	also	prompts	one	to	ponder	on	what	remains.	Theorists	David	L.	

Eng	and	David	Kazanjian	argue	 that	 “loss	 is	 inseparable	 from	what	 remains,	 for	what	 is	

lost	 is	known	only	by	what	remains	of	 it,	by	how	these	remains	are	produced,	read,	and	

sustained.”494	Paying	attention	 to	what	 remains	allows	 for	a	politics	of	mourning	 that	 is	

generative,	open	and	hopeful.		

	

In	Mourning	and	Melancholia,	Freud	conceives	of	mourning	as	a	positive	process	through	

which	 the	 past	 is	 resolved,	 finished	 and	 closed	 whereas	 melancholia	 is	 characterized	

negatively	in	opposition	to	it	as	being	unresolved	and	remaining	with	the	past,	unable	to	

move	 on. 495 	Theorists	 David	 L.	 Eng	 and	 David	 Kazanjian	 propose	 to	 reinterpret	

melancholia’s	 relationship	 with	 the	 past,	 recognizing	 it	 as	 both	 active	 and	 politically	

positive	 precisely	 because	 it	 is	 neither	 fixed	 nor	 complete.496	By	 staying	 in	 relationship	

with	 loss	 and	 paying	 attention	 to	 what	 remains,	 the	 past	 may	 continue	 to	 live	 in	 the	

present.	A	reconceived	melancholia	that	persists	 in	a	relationship	with	the	ghosts	of	the	

past	 can	 constitute	 an	 ongoing	 and	 open	 relationship	 with	 history.	 This	 kind	 of	

engagement	“generates	sites	for	memory	and	history,	for	the	rewriting	of	the	past	as	well	

as	 the	 reimagining	 of	 the	 future.”497	As	 Eng	 and	Kazanjian	 envision	 it,	melancholia	 can	

																																																								
493	Freud,	“Mourning	and	Melancholia,”	243.	
494	David	L.	Eng	and	David	Kazanjian,	eds.	Loss:	The	Politics	of	Mourning	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	
Press,	2003),	2.	
495	Freud,	“Mourning	and	Melancholia	243–4.	
496	Eng	and	Kazanjian,	Loss,	2.	
497	Eng	and	Kazanjian,	4.	
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literally	lay	the	groundwork	that	enables	the	work	of	mourning	because	as	they	write,	“it	

is	precisely	the	ego’s	melancholic	attachments	to	 loss	that	might	be	said	to	produce	not	

only	psychic	life	and	subjectivity	but	also	the	domain	of	remains.”498	In	other	words,	Eng	

and	Kazanjian’s	melancholia	 is	productive	of	space,	a	certain	realm	or	topos	 that	houses	

the	 traces	 that	 communicate	 what	 remains	 of	 loss.	 Because	 this	 creative	 melancholia	

produces	the	psychic	landscape	in	which	mourning	can	take	place	it	is	the	precondition	of	

mourning.	Without	a	productive	melancholia	mourning	is	not	possible	because	it	has	no	

space	from	which	to	operate.	In	his	later	work	The	Ego	and	the	 Id	(1923),	Freud	adjusted	

his	 viewpoint	on	melancholia,	 concluding	 that	 the	ego	 is	 formed	 from	 the	 traces	of	 the	

losses	it	has	accrued.499	Judith	Butler	takes	up	this	revised	version	of	melancholia	in	The	

Psychic	Life	of	Power	(1997)	explaining	that	melancholia	is	“precisely	what	interiorizes	the	

psyche,	that	is,	makes	it	possible	to	refer	to	the	psyche	through	such	topographical	tropes.	

The	 turn	 from	object	 to	ego	 is	 the	movement	 that	makes	 the	distinction	between	 them	

possible,	 that	 marks	 the	 division,	 the	 separation	 or	 loss,	 that	 forms	 the	 ego	 to	 begin	

with.”500	What	Butler	means	 is	 that	the	ego’s	melancholic	attention	to	 loss	 is	productive	

both	of	psychic	 life	and	subjectivity	but	also	of	 the	space	of	 remains,	 the	psychic	site	of	

mourning.	Addressing	lost	histories	through	a	melancholic	process	one	might	describe	as	

‘remaining	with	 ghosts’	 offers	 a	way	 to	 continuously	 engage	 in	 open	 dialogue	with	 the	

past.	 As	 Eng	 and	 Kazanjian	 argue,	 “avowals	 of	 and	 attachments	 to	 loss	 can	 produce	 a	

world	of	 remains	as	a	world	of	new	representations	and	alternative	meanings.”501	Such	a	

world	of	remains	embodies	an	open,	ongoing	and	hopeful	politics	of	mourning	that	brings	

the	past	into	the	present	in	a	space	of	ethical	encounter.		

	

This	 chapter,	 ‘The	 Topopoiesis	 of	 Mourning’	 begins	 by	 documenting	 how	my	 own	 art	

practice	 employs	 what	 I	 call	 an	 ‘apparatus	 of	 topopoiesis’.502	It	 then	 examines	 what	

																																																								
498	Eng	and	Kazanjian,	4.	
499	Sigmund	Freud,	“The	Ego	and	the	Id,”	in	The	Standard	Edition	of	the	Complete	Psychological	Works	of	
Sigmund	Freud,	vol.	19,	trans.	and	ed.	James	Strachey	(London:	Hogarth	Press,	1955),	1–59.	
500	Judith	Butler,	The	Psychic	Life	of	Power:	Theories	in	Subjection	(Stanford:	Stanford	University	Press,	
1997),	170.	
501	Eng	and	Kazanjian,	Loss,	5.	
502	I	understand	the	word	topopoesis	-	originating	from	the	Greek	topos:	place	and	poesis:	to	make	-	to	mean	
making	from	place	based	thinking.	I	will	explain	the	term	and	its	function	as	an	apparatus	in	more	detail	
later	in	the	chapter.	
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Jacques	Derrida	understands	to	be	the	work	of	mourning	and	its	relationship	to	“memory,	

inheritance	and	generations.”503	I	 employ	 the	 ‘apparatus	of	 topopoiesis’	 to	 reflect	on	 the	

place	and	practice	of	mourning	as	theorised	by	Derrida	in	his	collected	essays,	The	Work	

of	 Mourning	 (2001)	 and	 Specters	 of	 Marx	 (2006).	 The	 spacio-temporal	 aspects	 of	

melancholy	 and	 mourning	 are	 then	 considered,	 including	 the	 ambiguity	 and	 the	

inaccessibility	 of	 memory	 and	 I	 explain	 why	 I	 consider	 my	 own	 art	 practice	 to	 be	 a	

topopoiesis	 of	 melancholy.	 I	 conclude	 by	 analysing	 several	 of	 my	 artworks	 using	 the	

frameworks	 identified	 above	 to	 argue	 that	 art	 is	 capable	 of	 creating	 a	 space	 of	 ethical	

encounter	between	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	Australians.		

	

I	argued	in	chapter	three	for	the	importance	of	topologically	based	philosophical	thinking	

to	 questions	 of	 being,	 and	 that	 ethics	 are	 both	 properly	 situated	 and	 relational.	 In	 this	

chapter	I	argue	for	a	topopoiesis;	a	thinking	inspired	by	place	(topos)	that	is	expressed	in	

making	(from	the	Greek	poiesis:	to	make)	and	which		enables	transformative	experiences	

for	 those	 who	 engage	with	 it.	 In	 short,	 a	making	 from	 place	 based	 thinking.	 Although	

working	with	concepts	of	topos	and	poetics	 is	not	new	to	either	philosophy	or	the	arts	I	

have	 found	 employing	 the	 term	 ‘topopoeisis’	 a	 useful	 strategy	 to	 locate	 my	 work	 in	

relation	to	those	traditions.	I	understand	this	topopoiesis	not	as	a	fixed	concept	but	as	an	

‘apparatus’	 in	 the	 sense	 deployed	 by	 Giorgio	 Agamben	 in	 his	 work	 What	 is	 an	

Apparatus?504	Here	 Agamben	 is	 working	 with	 Foucault’s	 term	 dispositif,	 ‘apparatus’	 in	

English.	Agamben	expresses	the	apparatus	as	follows:	

“a.	It	is	a	heterogeneous	set	that	includes	virtually	anything,	linguistic	and	

nonlinguistic,	under	the	same	heading:	discourses,	institutions,	buildings,	

laws,	 police	 measures,	 philosophical	 propositions	 and	 so	 on.	 The	

apparatus	itself	is	the	network	that	is	established	between	these	elements.	

	

b.	 The	 apparatus	 always	 has	 a	 concrete	 strategic	 function	 and	 is	 always	

located	in	a	power	relation.	

	

																																																								
503	Derrida,	Specters	of	Marx,	p.	xviii.	
504	Giorgio	Agamben,	What	is	an	Apparatus?,	trans.	David	Kishik	and	Stefan	Pedatella	(Stanford	CA:	
Stanford	University	Press	2009).	
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c.	As	such,	it	appears	at	the	intersection	of	power	relations	and	relations	of	

knowledge.”505	

	

Topopoiesis	 is	 for	me	 then	 a	 network	 of	 elements	 comprising	 at	 least	 topology	 and	 art	

making.	 The	 strategic	 function	 for	my	 art	 in	 this	 project	 is	 to	 create	 a	 space	 of	 ethical	

encounter	 that	 enables	 the	 decolonisation	 of	 settler	 subjects	 and	 which	 operates	 in	 a	

power	relation	with	settler-colonialism.	Topopoiesis	appears	at	the	intersection	of	power	

relations	 and	 relations	 of	 knowledge	 and	 especially	 in	 the	 case	 of	 this	 thesis,	 of	 the	

spheres	of	history,	politics,	philosophy,	jurisprudence	and	art.	It	 is	a	method	of	thinking	

and	 process	 of	 acting	 that	 attempts	 to	 respond	 to	what	 I	 perceive	 as	 a	 need	 for	 settler	

decolonisation	 in	 order	 that	 settlers	 may	 engage	 in	 ethical	 relations	 with	 Aboriginal	

peoples.		

	

Topopoiesis	allows	one	to	think	about	how	the	space	of	art	is	produced	and	in	turn	how	

the	space	of	art	produces	those	who	interact	with	it.	Henri	Lefvebre	in	his	1974	book	La	

production	 de	 l’espace,	 argued	 that	 “humans	 create	 the	 world	 around	 them	 and	 that	

humans	 are,	 in	 turn,	 created	 by	 the	 world	 around	 them…	 In	 this	 view,	 space	 is	 not	 a	

container	 for	 human	 activities	 to	 take	 place	within,	 but	 is	 actively	 “produced”	 through	

human	 activity.	 The	 spaces	 humans	 produce,	 in	 turn,	 set	 powerful	 constraints.”506	The	

space	of	art	 is	 then	to	be	understood	as	being	created	by	humans	but	 it	can	also	create	

them;	 it	 is	 both	 produced	 but	 also	 productive	 because	 it	 creates	 a	 space	 of	 inquiry,	 of	

ethical	 encounter	 that	 offers	 transformation.	 Agamben	 notes	 that	 apparatuses	 produce	

their	 subject,	 implying	 a	 process	 of	 subjectification.507	My	hope	 it	 that	 the	 apparatus	 of	

topopoiesis	 produces	 subjects	 capable	 of	 transformation	 through	 the	 experience	 of	 the	

space	 of	 art.	 If	 one	 accepts	 that	 human	 existence	 is	 “the	 production	 of	 material	 life	

itself”508	and	that	human	activities	are	inextricably	spatial,509	then	there	is	every	reason	to	

																																																								
505	Agamben,	What	is	an	Apparatus?,	3.	
506	Trevor	Paglen	“Experimental	Geography:	From	Cultural	Production	to	the	Production	of	
Space”	in	Kirsten	Swenson	ed.	Critical	Landscapes:	Art,	Space,	Politics	(Oakland:	University	of	California	
Press,	2015),	36.	
507	Agamben,	What	is	an	Apparatus?,	11.	
508	Karl	Marx	and	Friedrich	Engels,	The	German	Ideology,	ed.	C.	J.	Arthur	(New	York:	International	
Publishers,	1947),	48.	
509	Henri	Lefebvre,	The	Production	of	Space,	trans.	Donald	Nicholson-Smith	(Oxford:	Blackwell,	1991).	
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imagine	that	new	ways	of	thinking	for	ethical	relations	and	new	ways	of	being	can	emerge	

through	the	production	of	new	spaces	such	as	those	created	by	art.		

	

The	 value	 of	 a	 topopoietic	 engagement	 with	 creative	 melancholia	 is	 that	 both	 are	

processes	engaged	with	the	production	of	space	as	a	means	to	change.	As	I	have	argued	at	

the	beginning	of	this	chapter,	it	is	the	state	of	creative	melancholia,	with	its	attention	to	

what	 remains	 and	 to	 bringing	 the	 past	 into	 the	 present,	 which	 produces	 the	 ‘world	 of	

remains’	 in	which	 the	 process	 of	mourning	may	 take	 place.	 Indeed	mourning	 becomes	

possible	through	a	melancholic	reflection,	which	offers	the	catharsis	proper	to	the	work	of	

mourning.510	Mourning	is	located	in	a	psychic	site	created	through	melancholic	processes	

that	 are	 open	 and	 ongoing.	 My	 artworks	 are	 created	 through	 a	 process	 of	 making	

generated	from	place-based	thinking.	In	my	artworks	I	aim	to	actively	engage	with	history	

and	 in	 so	doing	 “bring	 the	past	 to	memory…and…induce	actively	a	 tension	between	 the	

past	 and	 the	 present,”511	this	 production	 of	 creative	 tension	 is	 a	 similar	 process	 to	 that	

employed	by	productive	melancholia	in	its	refusal	to	let	the	past	disappear.	To	my	mind	a	

topopoietic	art	practice	is	well	suited	to	commune	with	a	revised	notion	of	melancholia	in	

the	pursuit	of	a	cathartic	space	of	mourning.	

		

	

The	work	of	mourning	

	

The	 editors’	 introduction	 to	Derrida’s	The	Work	 of	Mourning	 is	 called,	 ‘Reckoning	with	

the	Dead.’	To	‘reckon	with’	is	to	calculate	the	value	or	cost	of	something	or	to	punish	for	

past	misdeeds.	In	the	context	of	settler-colonial	Australia,	reckoning	with	the	dead	holds	

both	 these	meanings	as	non-Indigenous	Australia	attempts	 to	 reckon	 the	cost	 to	 settler	

being	and	the	cost	to	settler’s	relationships	with	Indigenous	Australians,	of	remembering	

or	of	eliding	their	violent	shared	history.	The	price	of	responsibility	that	must	be	paid	by	

non-Indigenous	 Australians	 by	 virtue	 of	 being	 part	 of	 a	 human	 political	 community	 of	

occupiers	needs	 also	 to	be	 considered.	When	 Jacques	Derrida	 speaks	of	 learning	 to	 live	
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with	ghosts	or	specters	as	a	“politics	of	memory,	inheritance	and	generations,”512	he	could	

be	speaking	directly	to	the	problems	of	contemporary	settler-colonial	Australia.		What	is	

at	 stake	 for	 settlers	as	 they	consider	 this	 situation	 is	how	 they	choose	 to	 remember	 the	

past,	how	they	make	sense	of	the	socio-political	situation	they	have	inherited	from	their	

forebears	and	what	legacy	they	will	leave	for	future	generations.	In	changing	their	identity	

and	 becoming	 something	 other	 than	 occupier,	 non-Indigenous	 Australians	 may	 feel	 a	

sense	 of	 great	 loss.	 This	 loss	 of	 occupier	 identity	 should	 not	 be	 viewed	 as	 loss	 in	 the	

negative	 sense	 but	 as	 Derrida	 repeatedly	 advises	 in	 The	 Work	 of	 Mourning, 513 	as	

relationality;	as	the	work	of	living.	Living	in	relation	to	others	is	the	business	of	being;	we	

cannot	be	alone.	

	

Jacques	Derrida’s	collection	of	essays	published	as	The	Work	of	Mourning	are,	in	a	sense,	a	

collection	 of	 funeral	 orations,	 works	 of	 mourning	 for	 friends	 who	 have	 died.	 	 In	 this	

context	particularly,	the	act	of	mourning	requires	friendship.		For	whom	do	we	mourn	but	

for	those	we	loved	or	cared	for.	So	if	one	is	to	mourn	the	death	of	another	there	must	be	

established	a	relationship	of	care	or	at	least	respect.		As	part	of	the	‘human	condition,’	as	

defined	by	Hannah	Arendt	and	explained	in	previous	chapters,	I	am	responsible	to	others,	

so	by	extension	I	can	mourn	the	deaths	of	other	humans	simply	by	virtue	of	my	relational	

humanity	and	theirs.	 	 	When	Derrida	writes	in	Specters	of	Marx,	of	learning	to	live	with	

ghosts	he	states	that	to	do	so	is	to	act,		

“in	 the	 name	 of	 justice.	Of	 justice	where	 it	 is	 not	 yet…	 and	 no	 justice…	

seems	possible	or	thinkable	without	the	principle	of	some	 responsibility…	

before	the	ghosts	of	those	who	are	not	yet	born	or	who	are	already	dead,	

be	 they	 victims	 of	wars,	 political	 or	 other	 kinds	 of	 violence,	 nationalist,	

racist,	colonialist,	sexist,	or	other	kinds	of	exterminations.”514	

So	 for	Derrida	 the	 act	 of	mourning	 is	undertaken	by	 virtue	of	 our	humanity	 and	with	 a	

sense	of	justice	and	responsibility	to	others.	This	attentiveness	to	justice	and	responsibility	

to	the	other	 is	 the	essence	of	Derrida’s	concept	of	 ‘hauntology’	expounded	in	Spectres	 of	
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Marx.	Part	of	this	responsibility	to	the	other	is	to	bear	witness	to	the	singularity	of	each	life	

lost	and	it	is	through	the	act	of	mourning	that	one	can	do	this.	

	

For	Derrida,	the	act	of	mourning	is	not	merely	bearing	witness	and	is	prone	to	dangers	and	

complexities.	 In	 remembering	 the	 dead,	 he	 is	 very	 keen	 for	 us	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 the	

infidelities	 we	 commit	 against	 their	 memory	 but	 which	 in	 a	 sense	 we	 cannot	 help	 but	

commit.515	We	 are	 compelled	 to	 perpetrate	 such	 betrayals	 because	 our	 memory	 of	 the	

other	is	of	our	own	making	and	thus	cannot	by	definition	be	a	faithful	record	of	the	dead,	

the	task	of	remembering	the	dead	consists	in	this	aporia.	It	is	a	task	described	in	The	Work	

of	 Mourning	 as	 being	 “beset	 on	 all	 sides	 by	 bad	 faith,	 self-delusion,	 and,	 of	 course,	

denial.”516	We	mourn	in	the	security	of	the	knowledge	that	the	dead	cannot	speak	back	to	

us,	 should	 we	 misrepresent	 them.	 Nevertheless,	 as	 Derrida	 counsels,	 in	 consciously	

maintaining	 an	 awareness	 of	 the	 dangers	 of	 using	 the	memory	 of	 the	 dead	 for	 our	 own	

political	and	personal	purposes,	of	avoiding	point	scoring	 for	oneself	or	one’s	cause,	one	

endeavours	to	act	respectfully	towards	the	dead.517	

	

Derrida	suggests	that	perhaps	the	best	(if	still	imperfect)	way	we	can	express	our	fidelity	

to	the	dead	is	by	interiorizing	them,	to	keep	them	alive	within	oneself,	for	it	is	only	‘in	us’	

that	the	dead	may	speak	and	only	by	speaking	of	or	as	the	dead	can	we	keep	them	alive.518	

An	art	of	mourning	can	be	an	effective	way	of	 interiorizing	 the	dead	 in	order	 that	 they	

may	 continue	 to	 act	 in	 the	 world	 through	 us.	 	 The	 act	 of	 engaging	 with	 art	 produces	

sensations	in	a	viewer.	In	the	process	of	producing	sensations	when	viewing	an	artwork	of	

mourning,	a	person	experiencing	it	can	interiorize	the	dead	and	in	this	way	retain	fidelity	

to	 them.	 Indeed	 Derrida	 contends	 that	 this	 interiorizing	 the	 dead,	 which	 he	 names	

‘possible	mourning519’	consists	in	recognizing	that	the	dead	are	now	only	‘in	us,’	now	only	

images	 ‘for	us.’520	In	describing	the	interiorized	dead	as	being	‘in	us’	Derrida	is	using	the	
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language	of	location,	of	space.	He	says	of	mourning,		

“when	 we	 speak	 so	 easily	 and	 so	 painfully	 of	 inside	 and	 outside,	 we	 are	

naming	 space,	 we	 are	 speaking	 of	 a	 visibility	 of	 the	 body,	 a	 geometry	 of	

gazes,	 an	 orientation	 of	 perspectives.	We	 are	 speaking	 of	 images.	What	 is	

only	 in	 us	 seems	 to	 be	 reducible	 to	 images,	 which	might	 be	memories	 or	

monuments,	but	which	are	reducible	in	any	case	to	a	memory	that	consists	

of	visible	scenes	that	are	no	longer	anything	but	images.”521	

Above	we	find	Derrida	describing	the	topopoiesis	of	mourning,	a	creative	topology	that	is	

both	embodied	and	grounded,	located	in	a	body	in	space.	Topopoiesis	is	also	inherent	to	

visual	art	when	it	creates	sensations	in	a	body	in	a	place.	Derrida	writes	of	‘images’,	‘gazes’	

and	 ‘monuments’	 all	 of	which	pertain	 to	 the	world	 of	 visual	 art.	 	Deleuze	 and	Guattari	

write	 of	 works	 of	 art	 being	monuments,	 not	 in	 the	 form	 of	 columns	 of	 granite	 but	 as	

compounds	of	 created	 sensations.522	Art	and	mourning	 share	a	way	of	working	with	 the	

sensory,	that	while	different	and	specific	to	each,	is	both	embodied	and	located.		Derrida’s	

‘possible	mourning’	is	not	however,	without	flaws,	indeed	he	claims	mourning	must	fail	in	

order	to	succeed.	He	says	of	mourning	that	“in	order	to	succeed,	it	would	have	to	fail,	to	

fail	well…and	while	it	is	always	promised,	it	will	never	be	assured."523	This	is	why	he	says	

that,	 “the	 possibility	 of	 the	 impossible”	 commands	 “the	whole	 rhetoric	 of	mourning.”524	

Although	a	viewer	might	gaze	at	the	faces	of	the	dead	in	a	work	of	art,	the	dead	cannot	

meet	our	gaze,	intimating	the	impossibility	of	interiorizing	the	other.	Derrida	reminds	us	

that	 the	 other	 is	 forever	 beyond	 us,	 alterior	 to	 us,	 and	 remains	 the	 source	 of	 our	

responsibility,	describing	the	impossibility	of	interiorization	as	the	“unbearable	paradox	of	

fidelity.”525	The	work	of	mourning	and	the	work	of	art	are	both	 imperfect	processes,	but	

this	 is	not	 a	 reason	 to	discard	 them,	 as	 each,	 in	 their	 engagement	with	 the	 sensory	 are	

invaluable	to	that	which	makes	us	human,	if	flawed,	beings.		

	

	

																																																								
521	Derrida,	159.	
522	Deleuze	and	Guattati,	What	is	Philosophy?,	164.	
523	Derrida,	The	Work	of	Mourning,	144.	
524	Derrida,	Memoires	for	Paul	de	Man,	34-5.	
525	Derrida,	The	Work	of	Mourning,	159.	
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An	art	of	melancholia	

	

The	obituary	belongs	to	writing,	the	funeral	oration	to	speech,	and	many	of	the	orations	

in	The	Work	of	Mourning	begin	by	extolling	the	difficulty	of	finding	the	right	words	in	the	

act	of	mourning.526	Because	visual	art	does	not	require	words	as	an	intermediary	but	goes	

directly	 to	 the	 sensory	 experience	 it	has	 an	 advantage	over	 spoken	or	written	mediums	

when	it	comes	to	the	task	of	mourning.	Painter	Francis	Bacon	talks	about	the	immediacy	

of	visual	art	in	acting	directly	on	the	nervous	system527	and	bypassing	the	brain.528	Derrida	

writes	 repeatedly	 in	 the	 essays	 contained	 in	The	Work	 of	Mourning	 about	 the	 ‘force	 of	

mourning’,	and	forces	(as	argued	in	chapter	one)	belong	to	the	experiential,	to	the	sphere	

of	sensations,	the	realm	of	art.	Visual	art	is	a	medium	well	suited	to	the	work	of	mourning	

because	mourning	is	doing	a	kind	of	sensory	work,	a	similar	sensory	activity	to	the	work	

of	art.	

	

Derrida	 makes	 reference	 to	 the	 topological	 aspects	 of	 the	 work	 of	 mourning	 when	 he	

speaks	 of	 mourning	 consisting	 in	 the	 “geometry	 of	 gazes,	 an	 orientation	 of	

perspectives.”529	When	grieving	for	those	lost	to	us,	one	speaks	of	being	‘in	mourning’	as	

though	in	a	place,	we	locate	ourselves	as	being	‘in	mourning’.	When	one	engages	with	an	

artwork	of	melancholy	this	topology	of	melancholy	becomes	located	‘in	us’	since	through	

the	 production	 of	 sensations	 we	 attempt	 to	 perform	 Derrida’s	 ‘possible	 mourning.’	 By	

interiorising	 the	 dead	 we	 memorialise	 them,	 imperfectly,	 in	 us	 because	 the	 aporia	 of	

mourning	 commands	 the	 alteriority	 of	 the	 other	 and	 thus	 of	 the	 impossibility	 of	

mourning.	The	topology	of	mourning	may	be	embodied	in	us	when	we	create	sensations	

of	mourning	through	our	interactions	with	art,	but	it	consists	also	in	the	space	of	art	itself.	

Art	that	seeks	to	engage	with	melancholia	embodies	not	merely	reflections	on	the	past	but	

itself	creates	a	site	of	mourning.	When	artworks	engage	with	a	particular	historical	place	

or	time	where	an	event	of	violence	happened,	they	evoke	that	spacio-temporal	plane	 ‘in	

us’.	When	an	artwork	includes	objects	or	materials	from	the	location	of	a	violent	event	or	

																																																								
526	Derrida,	5.	
527	Sylvester,	The	Brutality	of	Fact,	12.	
528	Sylvester,	18.	
529	Derrida,	The	Work	of	Mourning,	159.	
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alludes	 to	 that	place,	 it	 embodies	 the	 topology	of	 the	place	 itself	 because	 traces	of	 that	

violent	past	remain.		

	

The	 artworks	 created	 for	 this	PhD	embody	 a	 topopoiesis	 of	melancholia.	They	 examine	

the	relationships	of	violence	between	the	constituent	agents	in	the	experience	of	invasion	

and	occupation	but	 they	do	 so	with	a	particular	 awareness	of	 the	 spatial	dimensions	of	

violence	as	concerns	bodies,	place	and	bodies	in	place.	They	are	works	of	melancholia	or	

perhaps	more	precisely	artworks	in	melancholia	because	I	see	them	as	actions	in	a	process	

of	remembering,	a	process	of	bringing	the	past	into	relation	with	the	present.	My	art	does	

not	represent	melancholia	or	mourning	but	rather	opens	a	space	to	allow	an	experience	of	

mourning	 itself.	 In	 opening	 a	 space	 for	 mourning	 I	 hope	 to	 create	 spaces	 of	 ethical	

engagement,	 of	 understanding.	 Colombian	 sculptor	 Doris	 Salcedo	 makes	 artworks	 in	

response	to	the	political	violence	in	her	homeland	and	in	recent	years	of	political	violence	

more	 universally.	 Working	 with	 concepts	 of	 mourning	 as	 a	 process	 towards	 restoring	

humanity	she	states,			

“Our	very	humanity	resides	within	the	devotion	or	contempt	that	we	assign	to	

our	 practices,	 processes,	 and	 rituals	 of	mourning.	 An	 aesthetic	 view	 of	 death	

reveals	an	ethical	view	of	life,	and	it	is	for	this	reason	that	there	is	nothing	more	

human	than	mourning;	it	restores	humanity.”530	

When	she	speaks	of	an	‘aesthetic	view’	of	death	revealing	an	‘ethical	view	of	life’	Salcedo	is	

using	 her	 own	 terms	 to	 speak	 about	 the	 creation	 of	 what	 Deleuze	 would	 identify	 as	

sensations	 and	 the	 transformative	 possibilities	 this	 process	 offers.	 My	 art	 attempts	 to	

create	a	space	for	an	ethical	view	of	 life,	yet	this	 is	a	 fraught	endeavour	because	it	takes	

place	 at	 the	 unstable	 intersection	 between	 the	 desire	 to	 remember	 and	 the	 impulse	 to	

forget.	 Traumatic	 violence	 is	 both	 remembered	 and	 forgotten,	 appearing	 and	

disappearing,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 locate	 and	 difficult	 to	 speak	 of	 with	 certainty.	 It	 is	 a	

reflection	of	the	complexity	of	being	wherein	“all	people	remember	and	forget,	are	beset	

by	contradiction,	and	recognize	and	misrecognize	themselves	and	others.”531		

																																																								
530	Doris	Salcedo,	‘The	Work	of	Mourning’,	in	Julie	Rodrigues	Widholm	and	Madeleine	Grynsztejn,	Doris	
Salcedo	Museum	of	Contemporary	Art	Chicago	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2015),	215.	
531	Avery	F.	Gordon,	Ghostly	Matters:	Haunting	and	the	Sociological	Imagination	(Minneapolis:	University	of	
Minnesota	Press,	2008),	4.	
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The	anamnetic	work	of	mourning	 in	 the	context	of	 settler	violence	 is	certainly	beset	by	

contradiction.	 Derrida’s	 concept	 of	 the	 impossibility	 of	 mourning	 whereby	 one	 only	

recognises	 a	 relationship	with	 an	 object	 by	mourning	 its	 loss	 is	 pertinent	 and	 pertains	

particularly	 strongly	 to	 Australian	 settler-colonialism.	 Settler	 Australians	 may	 become	

aware	of	the	significance	of	their	relationship	to	Indigenous	Australia	through	the	act	of	

mourning	the	 loss	of	 its	peoples,	 languages	and	cultures.	 Indeed,	 it	may	be	through	the	

imperfect	 and	 humanising	 act	 of	 mourning	 the	 deaths	 of	 others	 that	 settlers	 come	 to	

realise	 the	 inhumanity	 of	 their	 ancestors,	 express	 their	 humanity	 and	 decolonise	

themselves.	 Certainly	 the	 losses	 and	 trauma’s	 of	 Australia’s	 violent	 frontier	 history	

impoverish	settler	 identity	and	settler	Australians	might	mourn	 for	 this.	Or	do	all	 these	

questions	merely	use	 the	dead	 to	 assuage	 the	 guilty	 consciences	of	 some	 contemporary	

settler	Australians?	Who	and	what	 is	mourning	 for?	Art	doesn’t	 answer	 these	questions	

but	it	does	pose	them	so	that	each	of	us	might	find	our	own	answer.	

	

In	seeking	 to	 remember	violent	events,	 I	 strive	very	consciously	not	 to	use	 the	dead	 for	

political	purposes,	thus	my	artworks	do	not	hold	out	the	hope	of	redemption	for	settlers	

but	rather	attempt	to	embody	what	art	theorist	Kaja	Silverman	calls	a	heteropathic532	form	

of	 memory	 in	 relation	 to	 an	 ungraspable	 past.	 My	 art	 practice	 rejects	 idiopathic	

methodologies	 of	 memory,	 such	 as	 traditional	 monumental	 memorial	 forms, 533	

recognising	that	they	seek	to	absorb	the	other	into	a	metanarrative,	much	as	the	political	

campaigns	 to	 assimilate	 Australia’s	 First	 Nations	 peoples	 have	 tried	 to	 do.	 Refusing	 to	

remain	 complicit	 in	 what	 anthropologist	 W.E.H.	 Stanner	 called	 ‘the	 great	 Australian	

silence’534	and	acknowledging	that	terrible	events	occurred	and	continue	to	occur	in	this	

country,	 is	work	towards	heteropathic	or	ethical	relations	between	Indigenous	and	non-

																																																								
532	In	The	Threshold	of	the	Visible	World	1996,	Kaja	Silverman	posits	heteropathic	identification	with	others	
as	being	on	those	others	terms,	as	opposed	to	idiopathic	identification	which	absorbs	the	other	into	the	self.	
533	There	is	now	a	considerable	body	of	work	problematising	traditional	monuments	and	the	erasure	of	
memory	including;	Mieke	Bal,	Jonathon	Crewe	and	Leo	Spitzer	eds.,	Acts	of	Memory:	Cultural	Recall	in	the	
Present		(Hanover:	University	Press	of	New	England,	1999);	Andreas	Huyssen,	Twilight	Memories:	Marking	
Time	in	a	Culture	of	Amnesia	(New	York:	Routledge,	1995);	Dominick	LaCapra,	History	and	Memory	After	
Auschwitz	(Ithaca:	Cornell	University	Press,	1998);	James	E.	Young,	The	Texture	of	Memory:	Holocaust	
Memorials	and	Meaning	(New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	1993);	Adrian	Parr,	Deleuze	and	Memorial	
Culture	Desire,	Singular	Memory	and	the	Politics	of	Trauma	(Edinburgh:	Edinburgh	University	Press,	2008).	
534	W.E.H.	Stanner,	The	Boyer	Lectures	1968	–	After	the	Dreaming	(Sydney:	Australian	Broadcasting	
Commission,	1969).	
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indigenous	Australians.	 Topopoietic	 artworks	 that	 engage	with	melancholia,	 act	 from	 a	

place	of	responsibility	because	they	answer	the	call	of	the	dead	and	re-call	the	past.	Such	

artworks	 are	 active,	 resisting	 fixity	 and	 remaining	 in	 process,	 always	 open-ended,	 as	 is	

melancholia.		

	

Artists	who	work	with	melancholia	and	mourning	could	be	described	as	making	portraits	

of	grief.		Not	portraits	of	grieving	people	but	of	the	sensations	of	grief	itself.	These	artists	

are	composing	sensations	of	mourning,	grief,	 loss,	anxiety	and	expressing	them	through	

materials	and	processes	to	form	works	of	art	that	respond	to	particular	historical	episodes,	

political	 events	 or	 ways	 of	 thinking.	 In	 such	 instances	 an	 artist	 must	 consider	 how	 to	

express	the	materiality	of	grief	and	which	processes	to	use	that	might	embody	violence	or	

trauma.	Grief	 and	melancholia	 are	processes	not	 yet	 resolved	 and	one	way	 to	 show	 the	

unresolved	nature	of	such	processes	is	to	employ	materials	that	are	in	themselves	in	states	

of	 transition,	 such	 as	 the	 electrolysis	 of	 metals	 whereby	 water	 becomes	 a	 vector	 of	

materials	 which	 causes	 an	 exchange	 of	 ions	 and	 instigates	 oxidisation	 over	 time.	 	 This	

treatment	of	metal	 is	often	used	by	Anselm	Kiefer;	with	the	sediment	of	 the	electrolysis	

being	worked	into	paintings	as	 in	Morgenthau	Plan	 (2013)	(fig.27)	or	the	sheets	of	metal	

themselves	 providing	 a	 support	 for	 a	 work	 as	 in	 Salt	 of	 the	 Earth	 (2011)	 (fig.28)	 or	

comprising	part	of	a	sculpture	as	in	Language	of	the	Birds	(1989)	(fig.29).		
	

For	 Kiefer	 materials	 that	 are	 unfinished	 or	 in	 transition	 have	 a	 relationship	 to	

transformation	 and	 the	 possibility	 of	 change.	Mutable	materials	 like	 straw,	 clay	 or	 acid	

treated	metals,	 give	 a	work	 the	 ability	 to	 continue	 to	 change	 even	 in	 the	 gallery	 space.		

Speaking	 of	 rubble	 as	mutable	 he	 says,	 “rubble	 represents	 not	 only	 an	 end,	 but	 also	 a	

beginning.”535 		 The	 use	 of	 unstable	 materials	 creates	 works	 that	 have	 the	 ability	 to	

continue	becoming,	both	literally	and	in	the	philosophical	sense	of	the	word.	Such	works	

offer	a	 sense	of	active	melancholia	 that	 involves	 the	possibility	of	 transformation	 rather	

than	courting	the	dangers	of	amnesia.	

																																																								
535	Anselm	Kiefer,	“Acceptance	Speech,	Peace	Prize	of	the	German	Book	Trade,”	Speech,	Frankfurt,	October	
19,	2008,	https://www.friedenspreis-des-deutschen-
buchhandels.de/sixcms/media.php/1290/2008%20Peace%20Prize%20Speeches.pdf.	
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Figure	27.	Anslem	Kiefer,	Morgenthau	Plan,	2012.	Acrylic,	emulsion,	oil,	shellac,	metal,		

fragments	of	paint,plaster,	gold	leaf	and	sediment	of	electroysis	on	photograph,	mounted	on	canvas.	

	

	

	

	

Figure	28.	Anselm	Kiefer,	Salt	of	the	Earth,	2011.	27	unique	photographs	on	lead	on	steel	frame.	
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Figure	29.	Anselm	Kiefer,	Language	of	the	Birds,	2013.	Lead,	metal,	wood	and	plaster.	

	

	

	
	

Figure	30.	Anselm	Kiefer,	The	Women	of	the	Revolution,	2013.	Lead	beds	and	lead	sheet	with	photograph.	
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Figure	31.	Anselm	Kiefer,	Ash	Flower,	1983-97.		

Oil,	emulsion,	acrylic	paint,	clay,	ash,	earth,	and	dried	sunflower	on	canvas.	

	

	

	

	

	

	
	

Figure	32.	Anselm	Kiefer,	Germany’s	Spiritual	Heroes,	1973.		

Oil	and	charcoal	on	burlap	mounted	on	canvas.	
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There	 is	 no	 easy	 way	 to	 make	 art	 about	 traumatic	 events.	 It	 is	 impossible	 to	 fully	

communicate	the	suffering	of	others	who	have	experienced	great	trauma,	as	Wittgenstein	

says	“What	we	cannot	speak	about,	that	we	must	pass	over	in	silence”536	and	any	attempt	

to	 illustrate	 such	 suffering	 can	 itself	 be	 seen	 as	 an	 act	 of	 violence.537	Because	 of	 the	

impossibility	 of	 illustrating	 trauma,	 art	 works	 that	 engage	 with	 what	 remains	 of	 that	

which	is	lost	don’t	usually	deal	directly	in	representation	but	in	absences	and	traces.	What	

remains,	the	negative	space	once	inhabited,	often	reveals	most	poignantly	that	which	has	

been	lost.	A	work	that	exemplifies	the	principle	of	using	traces	to	speak	of	those	no	longer	

with	 us	 is	 Anselm	 Kiefer’s	 sculptural	 installation	 The	 Women	 of	 the	 Revolution	 (2013)	

(fig.30).		In	this	work	two	rows	of	metal-framed	beds	face	each	other	across	a	room	as	in	

an	 institution.	 The	 empty	 beds	 are	 shrouded	 in	 oxidised	 metal	 sheets	 that	 bear	 the	

indentation	of	bodies	no	longer	present.	Above	each	bed	are	written	on	scraps	of	paper,	

the	 names	 of	 women	 who	 were	 active	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 the	 French	 Revolution.	 In	The	

Women	of	the	Revolution,	where	we	might	expect	to	find	comfort,	the	beds	are	hard	and	

cold,	made	as	they	are	from	lead.	Only	traces	of	the	women	are	palpable,	as	is	often	the	

case	with	the	lives	of	women	in	history;	one	struggles	to	access	them.	What	we	are	made	

aware	of	 through	the	hollows	 in	 the	beds	 is	 the	absence	of	women	revolutionaries	 from	

the	 larger	 story	 of	 the	 struggle	 for	 democracy	 in	 France.	 In	 this	 artwork	 we	 find	 both	

objects	(in	the	form	of	the	beds	and	their	 institutional	arrangement)	and	materiality	(in	

the	form	of	the	lead	and	the	scraps	of	paper)	deployed	to	provoke	affective	outcomes	on	

our	senses	in	order	to	create	a	powerful	act	of	melancholia.		

	

In	 working	 with	 melancholia	 and	 remembrance	 one	 must	 engage	 with	 time	 and	 the	

impossible	 tension	 of	 attempting	 to	 hold	 the	 past	 and	 the	 present	 together.	 The	 Stoic	

tradition	 of	 ancient	 Greek	 philosophy	 gives	 us	 a	 dual	 theory	 of	 time:	 on	 the	 one	 hand	

there	is	aiôn,	comprising	an	infinite	past	and	future	which	is	unbounded	and	eternal;	on	

the	 other	 there	 is	 chronos	 the	 extended	 present	 which	 is	 divided	 into	 linear	 parts	 and	

from	 which	 we	 take	 our	 modern	 concept	 of	 chronological	 time.538	Artists	 try	 to	 evoke	

these	different	 forms	of	 time	using	many	different	methods,	 some	of	which	 (the	use	 of	
																																																								
536	Ludwig	Wittgenstein,	Tractatus	Logico-Philosophicus,	trans.	C.	K.	Ogden	(London:	Routledge,	1922),	75.	
537	Mieke	Bal,	Of	What	One	Cannot	Speak,	222–3.	
538	Gilles	Deleuze,	The	Logic	of	Sense,	trans.	Mark	Lester	(New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	1990),	162-
168.	
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multiple	panels	 in	a	painting,	or	using	figural	distortion	to	show	the	forces	of	time	on	a	

body)	 have	 been	 outlined	 in	 chapter	 one.	 Writing	 about	 Francis	 Bacon’s	 strategy	 of	

employing	triptychs	to	invoke	the	immensity	of	an	aion	space-time	that	unites	all	things,	

Deleuze	remarks	that	this	can	be	done	by	invoking	between	space	and	time	“the	distances	

of	a	Sahara,	the	centuries	of	an	aeon.”539	When	during	the	1970’s	Anselm	Kiefer	turned	his	

attention	 to	painting	 landscapes	 it	was	as	an	embodiment	of	 the	political	and	historical	

concerns	he	was	working	with.	 	 Problems	of	 time	 and	 its	 relationship	 to	 the	politics	 of	

memory	 then	 became	 a	 focus	 for	 his	 work.	 In	 many	 of	 his	 paintings	 from	 this	 point	

onward	the	horizon	is	a	central	concern	“depicting	it	as	the	place	from	which	both	time	

and	collective	meaning	unfold	to	human	beings.”540	Kiefer	 is	renowned	for	working	on	a	

massive	scale	and	the	immense	size	of	his	paintings	is	another	strategy	to	invoke	a	sense	

that	a	painting	contains	the	enormity	of	aion	time.	Other	methods	of	including	time	in	an	

artwork	may	simply	involve	the	amount	of	chronological	time	taken	to	create	a	work,	as	

in	Kiefer’s	Ash	Flower	(fig.31),	which	took	from	1983	to	1997	to	build	up	the	layers	of	paint	

and	other	materials.	Chronological	 time	may	also	be	evoked	 through	 the	archaeological	

layering	of	materials	and	subsequent	carving	back	of	surfaces	to	reveal	buried	elements.		

	

One	of	the	problems	of	working	with	memory	of	any	kind,	but	particularly	with	trauma	

memory,	is	that	there	may	be	gaps	in	narrative	or	in	the	details	of	events	or	time	may	not	

conform	to	linear	frameworks.541	Memory	is	difficult	to	access.		Yet	to	obviate	these	gaps	

in	memory	is	to	be	unfaithful	to	it,	rather	the	gaps	should	be	acknowledged	as	part	of	the	

imperfect	process	of	remembering.	Any	search	for	 fixity	of	memory	 is	also	disingenuous	

because	 of	 the	 existence	 of	 multiple	 points	 of	 view.	 An	 artist	 might	 engage	 with	 this	

aspect	of	memory	by	using	multiple	perspectival	 viewpoints	within	a	work	or	 they	may	

seek	 to	 draw	 viewers	 into	 a	 work	 using	 a	 single	 central	 viewpoint	 that	 is	 inescapable,	

forcing	the	viewer	to	embody	a	specific	subjectivity	and	follow	a	particular	path.		Such	a	

work	is	Kiefer’s	claustrophobic	vision,	Germany’s	Spiritual	Heroes	(1973)	(fig.32)	where	the	

perspective	 lines	 inexorably	 lead	 to	 the	 darkness	 of	 the	 vanishing	 point,	 perhaps	 an	

																																																								
539	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	85.	
540	Biro,	Anselm	Kiefer,	21.	
541	Dori	Laub,	“Bearing	Witness	or	the	Vicissitudes	of	Listening,”	in	Testimony:	Crises	of	Witnessing	in	
Literature,	Psychoanalysis	and	History,	eds.	Shoshana	Felman	and	Dori	Laub	(New	York:	Routledge,	1992),	
57–74.	
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allusion	to	the	inevitable	catastrophe	of	a	single	exclusory	viewpoint.	

	

The	topopoesis	of	mourning	occupier	being	

	

In	 the	 following	 section	 I	 will	 discuss	 a	 small	 sample	 of	 the	 works	 created	 during	 the	

studio	research	conducted	for	this	PhD	project,	Being	Occupier.	In	my	exploration	of	non-

Indigenous	 identity	 I	 have	 examined	 how	 I	 view	my	 own	 settler	 identity	 and	 whether	

there	 is	 a	 way	 to	 be	 anything	 other	 than	 an	 occupier	 in	 Australia	 if	 one	 is	 not	 an	

Indigenous	person.	In	an	effort	towards	decolonising	my	occupier	being	I	have	addressed	

buried	history,	 brutal	 politics	 and	 the	 culture	of	 violence	perpetrated	by	 settler	 society.	

Conscious	of	the	un-representable	nature	of	trauma	I	have	in	my	work	taken	a	‘sideways	

glance’542	at	the	violent	history	of	settler	Australia	using	materials	and	processes	to	create	

the	 sensations	 necessary	 to	 communicate	 such	 concepts.	 Living	 at	 close	 quarters	 with	

such	distressing	material	over	the	years	of	this	project	has	not	been	easy	nor	has	it	been	

without	struggle	that	I	have	found	a	way	to	make	art	about	such	violence.		I	am	personally	

compelled	to	ask	myself	how	one	can	be	an	artist	in	Australia	once	becoming	aware	of	the	

violence	 and	 destruction	 of	 invasion	 and	 occupation	 here	 in	 this	 place.	 Each	 artwork	

made	during	this	project	has	been	in	some	way	an	effort	to	answer	my	question	to	myself,	

and	part	of	a	process	of	transformation	towards	becoming	other	than	occupier.			

	

I	will	 begin	 by	 exploring	 the	 ideas,	materials	 and	 processes	 utilized	 to	 create	Eumeralla	

Wars	(2017)(fig.33).	The	historical	context	for	the	artwork	relates	to	a	series	of	battles	for	

country	that	took	place	from	1834-1849	between	the	Gunditjmara	clans	of	South	Western	

Victoria	and	settlers	of	the	Portland	Bay	District.	These	battles	came	to	be	known	in	settler	

diaries	 and	 the	 local	 press	 as	 the	 Eumeralla	 Wars.	 During	 this	 fifteen	 year	 period	

Aboriginal	 children	 grew	up	 in	 a	war	 zone,	 traditional	 practices	 and	 rituals	 to	 keep	 the	

country	strong	and	the	spirit	world	in	balance	were	disrupted	and	it	might	have	seemed	as	

though	a	catastrophic	‘end	of	the	world’543	was	near	at	hand.		

	
																																																								
542	Slavoj	Žižek,	Violence:	Six	Sideways	Reflections	(Picador:	New	York,	2008),	3.	
543	In	Derrida’s	The	Work	of	Mourning	he	describes	each	death	as	an	‘end	of	the	world.’	The	singularity	of	
each	death	means	that	‘the	end	of	the	world’	can	be	repeated.	See	especially	p15	of	The	Work	of	Mourning.	
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Figure	33.	Rachel	Joy,	Eumeralla	Wars,	2017.		

Angle	grinder	drypoint	etching	on	Hahnemuller	paper.	Picture	Credit:	Pixels.	

	

	

	

	

	
	

Figure	34.	Rachel	Joy,	Eumeralla	Wars,	2017.	(Detail.)		

Angle	grinder	drypoint	etching	on	Hahnemuller	paper.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	
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Figure	35.	Rachel	Joy,	Eumeralla	Wars,	2017.	(Detail).		

Angle	grinder	drypoint	etching	on	Hahnemuller	paper.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	

	

	

I	 think	of	Eumeralla	Wars	 as	 something	 like	my	Guernica,	 a	 tribute	 to	 the	Gunditjmara	

peoples	fighting	to	defend	their	lives	and	their	country,	and	an	acknowledgement	of	the		

horrific	violence	they	faced	in	response.	While	it	shares	with	Picasso’s	Guernica	a	response	

to	 the	destruction	of	 innocent	 lives	by	 the	horrors	of	war,	Eumeralla	Wars	 (fig.33)	does	

not	enter	 into	the	figurative.	 	Rather,	my	work	attempts	to	capture	the	power	of	violent	

mark	making	to	present	viewers	with	sensations	that	might	cause	them	to	reflect	on	the	

terror	of	a	life	under	siege	and	the	brutality	of	battles	and	massacres.		

	

The	massive	scale	of	the	work	(3.5	metres	long	x	80	cm	high)	is	intended	to	overwhelm	the	

viewer,	 there	 are	 27	 panels,	 (3	 repetitions	 of	 an	 original	 9	 panel	 series),	 each	 slightly	

different	 in	 their	printing,	differing	 in	 the	 intensity	of	 red	 ink	 and	 richness	of	 the	black	

tones	 of	 the	 line	 work.	 	 The	 differences	 are	 deliberate	 and	 reflect	 a	 randomness	 and	

variance	 in	 each	 skirmish	 or	 battle,	 even	 where	 similar	 events	may	 have	 occurred.	 The	

huge	scale	of	the	work	is	also	intended	to	evoke	both	the	duration	of	the	wars	themselves	

and	 the	 enormity	 of	 the	 spatio-temporal	 and	 generational	 consequences	 of	 the	 violence	
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and	 subsequent	 dispossession,	 especially	 on	 the	 Indigenous	 community.	 Although	 the	

multiple	panels	are	 to	be	 read	as	a	 single	work	 there	are	gaps	 intentionally	 left	between	

each	panel	that	speak	to	the	gaps	in	history	regarding	these	events.	The	edges	of	the	panels	

don’t	always	meet	neatly	(fig.34)	and	certain	marks	end	abruptly	as	an	unfinished	story	is	

cut	 short.	 Yet	 some	 of	 the	 longer	 sweeping	 passes	 of	 the	 grinder	 have	 scored	 across	

multiple	plates	(fig.35)	carrying	a	viewers	eye	through	the	work,	tying	the	various	episodes	

together,	thus	there	is	a	kind	of	halting,	unpredictable	rhythm	to	the	work.	This	is	a	“logic	

of	 the	 senses,”	 as	 Cezanne	 remarked,	 which	 is	 neither	 “rational	 nor	 cerebral.	 What	 is	

ultimate	is	thus	the	relation	between	sensation	and	rhythm.”544	Spatially,	Eumeralla	Wars	

is	like	a	panoramic	view	of	a	landscape;	long	and	skinny	it	stretches	like	the	horizon	and	in	

the	same	way,	it	is	unknowable,	unreachable.		Standing	just	a	few	metres	from	the	work	it	

fills	your	vision,	for	a	moment	it	becomes	your	world.	

	

In	making	this	work	I	held	in	my	mind	Francis	Bacon’s	distinction	between	“two	violences,	

that	 of	 the	 spectacle	 and	 that	 of	 sensation,	 in	 which	 he	 declares	 that	 the	 first	must	 be	

renounced	to	reach	the	second.”545	He	illustrates	this	point	by	stating	that	he	tries	to	paint	

“not	 the	horror	but	 the	scream”	and	 further	 to	 that,	 “the	sensation	of	 the	scream.”546		 In	

Eumeralla	Wars	I	was	trying	to	create	a	bloc	of	sensations	that	express	the	terror	of	siege	

and	 bloody	 violence	 and	 yet	 do	 not	 show	 the	 spectacle	 of	 violence.	 	 To	 capture	 these	

sensations	 I	have	attacked	 the	printing	plates	with	an	angle	grinder	creating	an	extreme	

version	of	the	dry-point	etching	process,	which	is	usually	conducted	by	applying	a	needle	

or	 burin	 to	 the	 plate.	 The	 energy	 and	 violence	 done	 to	 the	 plate	 is	 visible	 as	 the	 blade	

scores	the	surface	deeply	in	some	areas	and	skips	and	scratches	at	it	 in	others.	The	plate	

itself	 has	 become	 a	 contested	 location,	 a	 site	 of	 violence.	 The	 medium	 expresses	 the	

topopoesis	of	melancholia	in	that	the	manner	of	making	responds	to	an	historical	event	of	

violence	invoking	both	the	spatial	and	temporal	dimensions	of	the	event.	By	bringing	the	

past	and	the	present	into	agonistic	relation	a	space	of	mourning	is	produced	by	the	work	

in	response	to	the	ethical	requirement	to	engage	in	the	memory	work	of	mourning.	

	

																																																								
544	Deleuze,	Francis	Bacon,	42.	
545	Deleuze,	61.	
546	Deleuze,	60.	
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In	 order	 to	 acknowledge	 the	meaning	 of	 occupier	 being	 in	 Australia	 I	 made	 a	 work	 of	

melancholy	called	Cape	Grim	1828	(fig.36).	This	work	is	a	response	to	the	1828	massacre	of	

Indigenous	families	by	shepherds	 from	the	Van	Diemen’s	Land	Company	at	what	 is	now	

called	 Cape	 Grim,	 in	 North	 Western	 Tasmania.	 	 On	 February	 10th	 of	 that	 year	 the	

Pennemukeer	clan	were	mutton	birding	(an	activity	involving	the	entire	group)	when	they	

were	attacked	on	the	cliffs.	 	The	shepherds	had	recently	been	in	conflict	with	other	local	

clans	over	sheep	having	been	speared.	Estimates	are	that	between	30	and	40	people	were	

killed	that	day.547	The	support	for	this	painting	is	a	door	(fig.36)	so	its	dimensions	are	just	

larger	than	human	scale.		Doors	offer	a	way	in	or	out	of	a	location	and	I	wanted	the	work	

to	 present	 the	 viewer	 with	 an	 entry	 point	 to	 awareness	 of	 this	 historical	 event.	 The	

‘apparatus	of	topopoiesis’	is	apparent	in	Cape	Grim	1828	on	a	number	of	levels.	Location	is	

vital	to	the	work	and	is	expressed	through	the	use	of	the	door	as	support	and	via	materials	

that	hold	traces	of	the	site	itself.	The	painting	does	not	attempt	to	retell	or	illustrate	the	

killings	but	rather	responds	to	the	event	as	an	act	of	melancholy	by	bringing	the	past	into	

the	present.		Making	the	work	was	a	way	for	me	to	reflect	on	the	massacre	and	to	express	

through	materials	an	affective	response	to	this	horrific	event.		The	materials	and	processes	

used	 in	 the	work	 are	 chosen	with	 the	 intent	 to	 draw	 a	 viewer	 in,	 slow	 them	down	 and	

prepare	 them	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 events	 that	 occurred	 at	 Cape	Grim.	 	 A	materially	 driven	

work	allows	viewers	to	fill	in	the	gaps	and	come	to	their	own	conclusions	but	in	doing	so	it	

invites	them	in,	making	them	part	of	 the	work,	 thus	 it	 is	 inclusive	rather	than	exclusive,	

suggestive	rather	than	didactic.		To	this	end,	the	cliff	over	which	the	people	were	driven,	is	

represented	 by	 slabs	 of	 jagged	 edged	 lead	 sheet,	 a	material	 with	 strong	 connections	 to	

death	 and	 the	 afterlife	 in	 the	principles	of	Alchemy,	 lead	 also	 shields	us	 from	 radiation,	

alluding	 to	 the	 shielding	 of	 settlers	 from	 histories	 of	 massacres.	 	 A	 text	 describing	 the	

event	is	embedded	in	the	work	but	is	partially	obscured	with	paint	and	bees	wax	(fig.37)	as	

it	falls	down	the	length	of	the	panel,	evoking	the	difficulties	contemporary	viewers	have	in	

accessing	historical	memory.	Sand	is	mixed	in	with	the	paint	and	wax	at	the	bottom	of	the	

piece	and	delicate	grey-black	mutton	bird	feathers	have	been	crushed	and	drift	among	the	

text,	a	trace	of	the	birds	the	families	were	hunting	when	they	were	ambushed	and	an	echo	

of	the	falling	people	themselves	(fig.38).		
																																																								
547	N.J.B.	Plomley,	Friendly	Mission	(Hobart:	Tasmanian	Historical	Research	Association,	1966)	175,	181,	196.	
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Figure	36.	Rachel	Joy,	Cape	Grim	1828,	2017.		

Acrylic,	text,	bee’s	wax,	sand,	lead,	mutton-bird	feathers	on	door.	

Picture	credit:	Pixels.	
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Figure	37.	Rachel	Joy,	Cape	Grim	1828,	2017.	(Detail).		

Acrylic,	text,	bee’s	wax,	sand,	lead,	mutton-bird	feathers	on	door.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Figure	38.	Rachel	Joy,	Cape	Grim	1828,	2017.	(Detail).		

Acrylic,	text,	bee’s	wax,	sand,	lead,	mutton-bird	feathers	on	door.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	 	
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Viewed	 from	 a	 distance	Cape	 Grim	 1828	 is	 a	 quiet	 and	 restrained	 work	 with	 soft	 tonal	

qualities.	There	are	affective	elements	that	are	complex	and	beautiful	so	as	to	attract	the	

interest	of	an	audience.	Once	the	curiosity	of	a	viewer	is	captured	I	wanted	to	keep	it	for	

long	enough	that	the	viewer	invests	something	of	themselves	in	the	experience.		I	needed	

to	 slow	 down	 their	 encounter	 and	 involve	 them	 in	 the	 work.	 Techniques	 employed	 to	

achieve	 this	 involved	 using	 massive	 scale	 combined	 with	 tiny	 detail,	 layering,	 partially	

obscuring	or	obfuscating	elements	of	the	work	as	illustrated	by	my	use	of	bees	wax	to	blur	

the	text.	These	processes	mean	a	viewer	must	make	an	effort	to	look	in	a	different	way.		I	

also	wanted	to	open	a	space	for	viewers	to	engage	with	the	work	so	that	they	can	be	active	

participants	in	the	art	not	merely	passive	receivers	of	a	message	that	is	already	decided	for	

them.		In	slowing	viewers	down	the	work	obliges	them	to	give	something	of	themselves,	to	

allow	themselves	to	be	moved,	to	ponder	the	title	and	perhaps	to	feel	something.	This	is	

witnessing,	 it	 is	 acknowledging	 someone	else’s	pain.	 	The	 theorist	Mieke	Bal	 states	 “The	

past	is	always	out	of	our	grasp.		We	always	arrive	too	late.		What	can	art	do?		It	can	know.		

To	know	is	important.”548	

	

Questions	of	 responsibility	were	uppermost	 in	my	mind	when	 I	made	Your	World	 is	my	

Oyster	(cove)	(2016-17)	(fig.40).	The	title	Your	World	 is	My	Oyster	(cove),	is	a	play	on	the	

phrase	 ‘The	 world	 is	 your	 oyster’,	 meaning	 that	 the	 subject	 of	 the	 phrase	 may	 have	

anything	 they	 desire.	 The	 title	 speaks	 across	 time	 to	 property	 ownership,	 privilege,	 and	

entitlement.	My	 title	 places	myself	 (and	 also	 any	 viewer)	 in	 the	 picture	 as	 the	 property	

owner,	 she	who	 is	 able	 to	 desire	 and	 own,	while	 ‘your	world’	 addresses	 across	 time	 the	

Aboriginal	figures	in	the	painting	whose	possession	of	their	world	was	at	the	time	of	their	

internment	at	Oyster	Cove,	increasingly	threatened.	This	point	of	ownership	is	especially	

pertinent	to	me,	as	I	will	likely	inherit	property	from	my	parents	that	is	on	the	lands	of	the	

Nuononne	people	of	Bruny	Island	Tasmania.		Truganini,549	who	was	one	of	those	interned		

	

																																																								
548	Mieke	Bal,	Of	What	One	Cannot	Speak,	225.	
549	Truganini	(1812?-1876)	was	an	Indigenous	diplomat	and	linguist	who	travelled	extensively	with	Protector	
of	Aborigines	G.	A.	Robinson	around	Tasmania	and	to	Port	Phillip	after	her	family	were	murdered	by	
European	invaders.	Upon	her	death	she	was	wrongly	dubbed	‘the	last	Tasmanian’	and	her	body	was	on	
display	in	the	Museum	of	Tasmania	until	1947.	For	further	reading	see	especially,	Cassandra	Pybus,	
Community	of	Thieves	(Port	Melbourne:	Heinemann	Australia,	1991)	and	Henry	Reynolds,	Fate	of	a	Free	
People	(Camberwell:	Penguin,	2004).	



	 147	

	 	

Figure	39.	Copy	of	Land	Grant	to	James	Kelly	23rd	June	1818.	Tasmanian	Government	Archives.	
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at	Oyster	Cove,	was	a	Nuononne	woman	thus	it	will	be	her	ancestral	lands	(her	oyster,	as	it	

were)	that	might	inadvertently	pass	into	my	possession.		

	

After	the	‘Black	Wars’	of	the	mid	1820’s	to	early	1830’s	in	Tasmania,	many	of	the	surviving	

Aboriginal	 peoples	 were	 interned	 at	Wyballena	 on	 Flinders	 Island	 in	 Bass’	 Strait	 where	

over	 one	 hundred	 died	 due	 to	 the	 poor	 conditions.550	In	 1847,	 with	 the	 Flinders	 Island	

settlement	deemed	a	failure,	the	remaining	population	were	decamped	to	Oyster	Cove,	an	

old	 convict	 station	 near	Hobart.	 Some	 of	 what	 is	 known	 of	 these	 people	 comes	 from	 a	

series	 of	 ethnographic	 photographs	 held	 in	 the	 collection	 of	 the	Museum	 of	 Tasmania.	

Ethnographic	 images	 were	 often	 staged,	 as	 these	 ones	 are,	 with	 the	 people	 lined	 up	 in	

groups	in	front	of	a	small	timber	cottage.		Clad	in	European	clothes,	they	look	directly	into	

the	 camera	 with	 grim	 faces.	 	 These	 ethnographic	 images	 form	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 figures	

depicted	in	my	work,	Your	World	is	my	Oyster	(cove)	(2016-17).	

	

Oysters	 are	 a	 rich,	 succulent	 food	 associated	 with	 wealth	 and	 opulence	 and	 they	 are	

endemic	 to	Tasmanian	waters.	The	 insides	of	 the	 shells	 are	pearlised	and	 lustrous	while	

the	 contrasting	 exterior	 is	 all	 sharp,	 angular	 edges	 reflecting	 the	 tension	 between	 the	

beauty	of	this	environment	and	its	terrible	history.	All	the	oyster	shells	below	the	painting	

are	empty,	shucked:	they	have	been	stripped	of	their	bounty	and	discarded	like	ruins;	they	

are	the	trace	of	history	(fig.41).		The	shells	in	the	work	come	from	the	waterway	shared	by	

the	 cove.	 	 The	 locale	 is	 an	 important	 component	 in	 the	 work,	 embedding	 place	 as	 a	

strategic	 element	 within	 it.	 Sand	 is	mixed	 with	 the	 paint	 to	 create	 texture	 and	 volume	

(fig.42).	The	paint	is	applied	with	palette	knives	of	different	sizes	but	also	(in	the	case	of	

the	 figures)	 with	 small	 brushes	 giving	 contrast	 between	 the	 faces	 and	 the	 surrounding	

surfaces.	 	 The	 faces	 were	 executed	 with	 care	 to	 show	 sensitivity	 to	 eyes	 and	 mouths	

especially	 as	 these	 are	 the	 areas	 of	 the	 human	 face	 that	 tend	 to	 convey	 emotion	most	

expressively	 (fig.43).	 I	wanted	 to	 show	care	 and	 respect	 for	 the	memory	of	 these	people	

whose	plight	I	was	responding	to.	Although	the	figures	are	over-painted	and	partially		

																																																								
550	N.B.J.	Plomley,	Friendly	mission	(Hobart:	Tasmanian	Historical	Research	Association,	
	1966);	J	Clark,	The	Aboriginal	People	of	Tasmania	(Hobart:	Tasmanian	Museum	and	Art	Gallery,	1986);	H	
Reynolds,	Fate	of	a	Free	People,	Camberwell:	Penguin,	2004).	
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Figure	40.	Rachel	Joy,	Your	World	is	my	Oyster	(cove),	2016-17.		

Acrylic	and	sand	on	board	and	oyster	shells.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	

	

	

	
	

Figure	41.	Rachel	Joy,	Your	World	is	my	Oyster	(cove),	2016-17.	(Installation	view.)		

Acrylic	and	sand	on	board	and	oyster	shells.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	
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Figure	42.	Rachel	Joy,	Your	World	is	my	Oyster	(cove),	2016-17.	(Detail).		

Acrylic	and	sand	on	board	and	oyster	shells.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	

	
	

	

	
	 Figure	43.	Rachel	Joy,	Your	World	is	my	Oyster	(cove),	2016-17.	(Detail).	

Acrylic	and	sand	on	board	and	oyster	shells.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	
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obscured	to	indicate	the	difficulty	one	has	in	reaching	truths	about	people	who	inhabit	

the	past,	there	are	eyes	and	lips	clearly	visible.	The	eyes	looking	out	from	the	painting	

meet	those	of	viewers	returning	our	gaze	and	yet	they	are	lost	to	us	through	the	

‘impossibility	of	mourning’	and	the	distance	of	time.	Pairing	the	shells	from	the	waterway	

with	the	relatively	traditional	‘history	painting’	above	them	(fig.41)	creates	a	little	‘shock’	

in	a	viewer’s	experience.	This	combination	of	two	elements	that	are	not	usually	found	

together	provides	a	challenge	to	viewers	so	that	they	must	make	meaning	of	their	

relationship	to	one	another.		In	Deluezean	terms,	two	disparate	sensations	are	brought	

into	contact	on	the	plane	of	composition	to	create	a	new	bloc	of	sensations.	In	the	

moment	of	the	‘shock’	when	these	sensations	collide	is	meaning-making,	this	is	where	

something	new	is	born,	an	event	of	becoming	is	created	and	revealed	to	a	viewer.	

	

Compelled	 to	action	after	 reading	Bruce	Pascoe’s	Convincing	Ground:	 Learning	 to	 fall	 in	

love	 with	 your	 country	 (2007),	 during	 November	 2016	 I	 undertook	 a	 two-week	 artist	

residency	in	Portland,	Victoria.	During	this	time	I	made	site	visits	to	a	beach	on	Portland	

Bay	 now	 known	 as	 the	 Convincing	 Ground.	 In	 1832	 or	 1833	 bay	 whalers	 and	 local	

Gundidjmara	 people	 clashed	 over	 a	 beached	 whale	 which	 the	 Aboriginal	 people	

understood	as	a	gift	to	them	from	the	sea	and	which	the	whalers	viewed	as	their	property	

because	 they	had	killed	 it.551	Previous	 to	 this	 there	had	been	 a	history	of	disagreements	

over	Aboriginal	women.552	Estimates	are	that	the	whalers	killed	around	60	people.553	Only	

two	 of	 the	 group	 are	 reported	 to	 have	 survived	 having	 escaped	 and	 been	 taken	 in	 by	

neighbouring	 clans.554		 The	massacre	 site	 came	 to	 be	 known	 as	 the	Convincing	Ground	

and	 has	 special	 significance	 to	 the	 Gundidjmara	 community,	 Gundidjmara	 Elder	 Wal	

Saunders	explains,	 ‘It	 is	our	Gallipoli.	 It	 is	our	Wounded	Knee.	That’s	what	 it	means	 to	

us.’555		

		

																																																								
551	Ian	D.	Clarke	Scars	in	the	Landscape:	Western	District	Massacre	Sites	(Canberra:	Aboriginal	Studies	Press,	
1995),	18.	
552	Jan	Critchett,	A	Distant	Field	of	Murder:	Western	District	Frontiers	1834-1848	(Carlton:	Melbourne	
University	Press,	1990),	121-2.	
553	Richard	Broome,	Aboriginal	Victorians:	A	History	Since	1800	(Sydney:	Allen	&	Unwin,	2005),	81.		
554	Clarke,	Scars	in	the	Landscape,	19.	
555	Moreton-Robinson	and	Nicholl,	“We	Shall	Fight	Them	on	the	Beaches,”	159.	
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The	 work	 Convincing	 Ground:	 Gift	 from	 the	 Sea	 (2017)	 (fig.44)	 is	 part	 painting,	 part	

installation.	It	is	7.5	metres	long	and	2.4	metres	high	and	stretches	over	seven	panels	sand	

being	strewn	beneath	it.	The	work	towers	over	the	viewer	like	the	ribs	of	a	beached	whale		

	

	

	
	

Figure	44.	Rachel	Joy,	Convincing	Ground:	Gift	from	the	Sea,	2017.	

Acrylic,	sand,	found	ceramic	on	board.Picture	credit:	Pixels.	

	

	
	

	
Figure	45.	Rachel	Joy,	Convincing	Ground:	Gift	from	the	Sea,	2017.	(Detail).	

Acrylic,	sand,found	ceramic	on	board.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	
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giving	both	the	sense	of	the	overwhelming	experience	of	the	sea-sky	at	the	massacre	site	

and	the	significance	of	the	event	for	the	local	Aboriginal	community.	It	is	a	work	of	

melancholy	and	reflection.	Scale,	materials	and	techniques	are	all	mobilised	in	the	work	to	

capture	sensations	of	grief	and	loss	that	might	be	invoked	in	the	viewer.		

	

The	topopoiesis	of	mourning	is	extant	in	this	work	in	two	specific	ways.	Firstly,	sand	from	

the	 massacre	 site	 is	 worked	 into	 the	 paint	 giving	 the	 work	 a	 highly	 textured	 complex	

surface	by	making	the	topography	of	the	site	present	within	the	artwork	and	thus	directly	

connecting	 the	 site	 and	 the	 work.	 For	 me	 that	 beach	 sand	 is	 a	 melancholic	 object	

containing	 traces	of	 a	 lost	history	and	 its	 incorporation	 into	 the	melancholic	 artwork	 is	

similar	 to	 Freud’s	 melancholic	 process	 whereby	 “residues	 of	 the	 lost	 object	 are	

internalized	 by	 the	 grieving	 subject	 and	 taken	 up	 as	 parts	 of	 himself	 or	 herself.”556	The	

inclusion	of	the	sand	brings	the	contested	space	of	‘the	beach’	into	the	gallery	and	forces	

the	viewer	to	engage	with	the	question	of	sovereignty	over	that	space.	Secondly,	the	work	

of	melancholia	and	the	work	of	viewing	are	acts	of	process	through	which	the	topology	of	

the	work	becomes	present	within	the	viewers	themselves.	This	becomes	explicit	especially	

when	the	viewer	steps	close	to	the	painting	to	look	at	the	surface	texture	or	the	shard	of	

china	 and	 they	 step	 into	 the	 sand	 from	 the	 massacre	 site	 beneath	 the	 work.	 Their	

footprints	mark	the	sand	(they	have	literally	left	their	mark	on	history)	making	them	part	

of	 the	 artwork	 and	 implicating	 them	 in	 the	 silence	 around	 the	 massacre.	 Convincing	

Ground:	Gift	from	the	Sea	reveals	what	we	know	and	do	not	know	about	our	shared	history	

and	about	 the	 impossibility	of	knowing	or	 recording	 faithfully	 the	events	of	 that	day	or	

any	day.	It	also	reveals	an	absence,	asking	what	lies	in	the	in-between	spaces	and	how	we	

are	all	a	part	of	this	story.	When	I	exhibited	Convincing	Ground:	Gift	 from	the	Sea	at	the	

Portland	Arts	Centre	 in	Septemeber	2017	many	 local	people	were	 surprised	 to	 learn	 the	

history	 of	 their	 neighbourhood	 beach	 in	 a	 region	 where	 white	 possession	 has	 been	

thoroughly	normalised	and	the	war	memorials	only	speak	to	the	loss	of	the	ANZACs.557	

																																																								
556	Suzette	Min,	“Remains	to	Be	Seen:	Reading	the	Works	of	Dean	Sameshima	and	Khanh	Vo,”	in	Loss:	The	
Politics	of	Mourning,	eds.	David	L.	Eng	and	David	Kazanjian	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2003),	
232.	
557	ANZAC	is	an	acronym	for	the	Australian	and	New	Zealand	Army	Corps.	It	is	common	for	Australian	
towns	and	cities	to	have	a	memorial	to	the	ANZAC	soldiers	from	the	town	who	gave	their	lives	during	the	
first	and	second	World	Wars.	
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Fragments	 of	 story	 may	 be	 all	 one	 has	 access	 to	 in	 the	 search	 for	 knowledge	 about	

historical	events	so	meaning	making	will	always	be	incomplete.	And	the	unstable	ground	

that	 comprises	 the	 rubble	 of	 history	 is	 often	 difficult	 to	 reconcile	 with	 contemporary	

narratives.	Both	past	and	present	are	contained	simultaneously	within	Convincing	Ground	

through	materials	and	the	inclusion	of	particular	objects.	For	example,	in	the	bottom	right	

hand	corner	of	the	far	right	panel	a	piece	of	ceramic	(fig.45)	collected	from	the	site	of	the	

whaler’s	camp	is	embedded	in	the	paint.	This	object	acts	as	a	tiny	bridge	in	time	between	

the	era	of	the	massacre	and	our	contemporary	world.	Meaning	may	not	at	first	be	easily	

accessible	to	the	viewer	as	the	scale	of	the	work	makes	it	difficult	to	view	in	its	entirety.	

The	use	of	tiny	detail,	such	as	the	fragment	of	china,	contrasted	with	the	vast	coastal	vista	

means	the	viewer	has	to	look	at	specificity	and	totality	at	the	same	time;	a	frustrating	task	

that	requires	one	to	look	and	look	again.	In	this	way,	meaning	making	happens	by	a	slow	

and	 repetitious	 practice	whereby	 the	 viewer	must	 offer	 up	 their	 time	 to	 the	 process	 of	

relating	 to	 the	 artwork.	 This	 process	 is	 not	 dissimilar	 to	 that	 which	 created	 it,	 for	me	

artworks	 are	 born	 of	 a	 process	 of	moving	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 ideas	 and	materials,	

between	a	state	of	nothing	and	something	and	between	the	artwork	itself	and	the	space	

needed	to	reflect	on	it.	

	

In	Convincing	Ground	one	can	experience	a	work	that	is	at	once	singular	and	multiple.	It	is	

multiple	 in	 that	 many	 time	 frames	 exist	 simultaneously	 within	 it,	 evidenced	 by	 the	

inclusion	of	the	whale	(a	protagonist	from	the	past)	alongside	the	contemporary	ruins	of	

the	pier	and	the	bird	of	witness	that	mediates	between	the	two.	The	work	operates	as	a	

singularity	 comprised	 of	 multiples;	 in	 that	 it	 runs	 across	 several	 individual	 panels	 and	

disrupts	 the	 usual	 chronological	 time-space	 continuum,	 invoking	 the	 immensity	 of	 a	

unifying	 space-time	 (aion)	 that	 links	 the	various	elements.	Convincing	Ground	 creates	 a	

sense	 of	 unity	 and	 continuity	 within	 the	 work	 through	 bands	 of	 colour	 that	 stretch	

horizontally	across	all	the	individual	panels	and	through	the	ubiquitous	presence	of	sand	

both	invading	the	picture	plane	through	the	sand-laden	paint	and	in	drawing	the	panels	

together	as	it	reaches	along	the	floor	beneath	the	work.		
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A	 significant	 element	 of	Convincing	 Ground:	 Gift	 from	 the	 Sea	 is	 the	 horizon	 that	 can	

never	be	reached:	in	the	same	way	that	while	we	might	search	for	truth,	reaching	it	is	also	

an	 unattainable	 endeavour.	 Marching	 out	 into	 the	 sea	 towards	 the	 horizon	 but	 never	

realising	it	are	the	wooden	pylons	that	are	all	which	remain	of	the	whaler’s	pier	(fig.46).	

The	ruins	reach	out	to	the	beginning	point	marked	by	the	horizon	in	an	attempt	to	make	

meaning,	a	task	that	from	our	contemporary	vantage	point	is	impossible.	Rolling	in	dark	

bands	 from	 the	 horizon	 are	 waves	 that	 continue	 their	 inexorable	 journey	 towards	 the	

shore	regardless	of	whatever	horrors	are	taking	place	upon	the	sand.	The	waves	remind	us	

of	the	otherwise	ordinariness	of	the	day	on	which	any	terrible	event	occurs	and	this	fact	in	

turn	throws	into	relief	the	disparity	between	the	ordinary	and	the	terrible,	invoking	once	

more	the	unity	and	enormity	of	aion	space-time.	The	seven	panels	are	separated	by	gaps	

of	about	a	hand	width.	These	gaps	represent	all	 that	we	do	not	know,	cannot	grasp	and	

remind	us	 that	 history	 is	 an	 incomplete	 story:	 today	we	have	 some	notes	 from	 settlers’	

diaries,	we	have	the	oral	history	handed	down	by	survivors	of	the	massacre,	but	we	may	

never	 fully	know	the	 truth	of	what	happened	on	 that	day.	Perhaps	 it	 lies	 somewhere	 in	

those	in-between	spaces.		
		

The	absence	of	illustrated	violence	is	palpable	and	intentional	in	Convincing	Ground:	Gift	

from	 the	 Sea,	 there	are	no	human	bodies	on	the	sand,	nor	any	bloody	 footprints	on	the	

shoreline;	it	is	the	silent	imagined	thump	and	hiss	of	waves	sucking	at	sand	that	fills	the	

picture	 plane	not	 the	 retort	 of	 gunfire.	 But	 the	 landscape	 is	 not	 innocent;	 rather	 it	 has	

been	forever	steeped	in	the	violence	of	our	shared	history.	It	is	with	an	awareness	of	the	

traces	 of	 history	 saturating	 the	 beach	 at	 the	 Convincing	 Ground	 that	 the	 apparatus	 of	

topopoiesis	 functions	 to	 create	 a	 work	 of	 melancholy.	 The	 beach	 at	 the	 Convincing	

Ground	may	 appear	 ordinary	 but	 like	 so	much	 of	 Australia	 it	 remains	 haunted	 by	 the	

spectres	of	those	who	are	still	owed	justice.	Convincing	Ground:	Gift	from	the	Sea	reminds	

those	who	experience	it	of	what	it	means	to	learn	to	live	with	ghosts.	In	a	Derridean	sense	

it	is	to	act,	“in	the	name	of	justice.	Of	justice	where	it	is	not	yet…	and	no	justice…	seems	

possible	 or	 thinkable	 without	 the	 principle	 of	 some	 responsibility…”558	Through	 this	

artwork	I	try	to	take	responsibility	by	acknowledging	the	past	while	allowing	the	artwork		

																																																								
558	Derrida,	Specters	of	Marx,	xviii.	
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Figure	46.	Rachel	Joy,	Convincing	Ground:	Gift	from	the	Sea,	2017.	(Detail).		

Acrylic,	sand,	found	ceramic	on	board.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	

	

	

	
	

Figure	47.	Rachel	Joy,	Convincing	Ground:	Gift	from	the	Sea,	2017.		

Acrylic,	sand,	found	ceramic	on	board.	Picture	credit:	Pixels.	
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to	remain	purely	an	artwork	and	eschew	opinion.	 It	does	not	show	spectacle	and	rather	

invokes	meaning	through	the	inclusion	of	other	bodies	and	objects	in	relation,	within	the	

plane	 of	 composition.	 In	 the	 bottom	 left	 hand	 corner	 of	 the	 painting	 stranded	 on	 the	

beach	over	two	panels	lies	the	tail	of	the	whale	(fig.47)	over	which	the	battle	began.	The	

tail	 is	 lifeless	and	heavy,	alluding	to	 the	other	bodies	 that	must	have	been	strewn	along	

the	beach	that	day.	In	the	sky	drifting	between	two	panels	in	the	middle	of	the	painting	is	

a	sea	eagle,	 its	 feathers	 fluttering	 in	 the	wind.	This	bird	acts	as	a	kind	of	witness	 to	 the	

events	that	unfolded,	it	tells	us	those	deeds	did	not	go	unnoticed.		
		

Each	 of	 the	 four	 artworks	 discussed	 seeks	 to	 make	 visible	 the	 horrors	 of	 the	 wars	 for	

‘Country’	that	have	remained	largely	silent	in	Australian	history,	but	they	seek	to	do	so	not	

by	portraying	the	spectacle	of	events	but	through	the	expression	of	sensations.	Deploying	

materials,	 processes,	 objects	 and	 scale	 to	 evoke	 sensations	 in	 those	who	 experience	 the	

works,	 the	art	created	 for	Being	Occupier	works	as	an	apparatus	of	 topopoiesis.	Through	

affective	melancholia	it	communicates	to	audiences	the	remains	of	the	past.		The	artworks	

engage	with	visceral	experiences	of	violence	and	deliver	them	to	viewers	so	that	they	may	

make	 their	 own	meanings	 and	 perform	 their	 own	melancholic	 process	 of	mourning.	 As	

those	 who	 experience	 the	 artworks	 produce	 sensations	 in	 response	 to	 them	 they	

imperfectly	perform	 the	 impossible	 task	of	 internalising	 the	other	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	

become	 aware	 that	 such	 a	 feat	 is	 not	 faithfully	 possible.	 Art	 can	 make	 us	 aware	 of	

contradiction	 and	 failure,	 but	 also	 of	 connection,	 of	 unity	 through	multiplicity	 and	 the	

power	 of	 the	 sensory	 world	 to	 communicate	 what	 language	 often	 seems	 inadequately	

equipped	 to	 do.	 No	 words	 are	 required	 here	 for	 the	 artworks	 themselves	 replace	 the	

funeral	oration	and	make	a	space	for	mourning	which	functions	as	part	of	a	transformative	

process.	The	act	of	becoming	is	located	within	the	viewer	but	it	is	the	domain	of	remains,	

the	 space	 created	 by	 the	 topopoietic	 process	 of	 the	 artworks,	 which	 enables	 this	 act	 of	

transformation.	 It	 is	 a	 process	 that	 is	 beautifully	 rendered	 in	Rainer	Maria	Rilke’s	 poem	

Archaic	Torso	of	Apollo	where	he	evokes	the	transformative	experience	of	art	and	exhorts	

the	viewer	in	the	final	line,	“You	must	change	your	life.”559	

	 	

																																																								
559	Rainer	Maria	Rilke,	The	Selected	Poetry	of	Rainer	Maria	Rilke	(New	York:	Random	House,	1982).	
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Conclusion	

	

	

Today	as	I	write	this	conclusion,	the	European	trees	of	my	city	are	just	beginning	to	lose	

their	now	red-golden	leaves	and	the	local	wattles	are	coming	into	glorious	yellow	bloom,	

they	 are	 different	 but	 both	 are	 beautiful.	 Seasons,	 cycles,	 changes.	 As	 a	 completion	

process	for	the	final	part	of	my	PhD	journey	I	returned	to	the	caves	of	Gariwerd	that	had	

generated	 so	much	 of	my	 desire	 to	 understand	myself,	 in	 relation	 to	 place	 and	 to	 the	

peoples	of	 this	 ‘Country’.	Mythically,	caves	often	hold	danger,	but	also	untold	treasures.	

Some	two	and	a	half	thousand	years	ago,	Plato	in	book	VII	of	the	Republic	took	readers	to	

the	shadow	world	of	the	cave	to	show	us	what	the	play	of	 light	and	darkness	can	reveal	

about	 our	 nature	 and	 the	 journey	 towards	 the	 understanding	 of	 self.	 The	 caves	 of	 my	

childhood	were	sites	of	storytelling	and	learning	for	the	Jardwadjali	people	for	over	60,000	

years	and	have	for	me	also	become	a	location	of	learning.	My	ancestor	defaced	a	beautiful	

and	special	place	through	an	act	that	marked	his	white	possession	of	place	and	his	name	

still	remains.	As	a	child	I	felt	shame	and	confusion	at	his	graffiti	as	I	do	today	for	similar,	

different	 and	 more	 complex	 reasons,	 some	 of	 which	 have	 only	 been	 revealed	 to	 me	

through	the	process	of	doing	the	research	for	this	project.			

	

The	motives	behind	Being	Occupier	have	been	personal	and	political	but	their	expression	

has	been	primarily	through	art.	The	project	has	changed	my	art	practice	and	me.	I	have	

been	challenged	to	try	to	answer	my	own	question	of	how	to	be	an	Australian	artist	now	

that	I	am	aware	of	the	horrors	our	settler	society	has	perpetrated.	How	can	a	culture	that	

produced	 such	 suffering	 also	 produce	 works	 of	 beauty	 or	 meaning?	 Each	 time	 I	 set	

materials	to	work	in	my	studio	I	have	tried	to	answer	that	question.	As	part	of	this	riddle	I	

have	 grappled	 with	 the	 difficult	 and	 eternal	 problem	 that	 all	 artists	 who	 address	 the	

suffering	 of	 others	must	 face:	 how	 to	 represent	 the	 un-representable?	My	 response	 has	

been	 to	 move	 away	 from	 the	 figurative	 and	 towards	 the	 figural	 by	 embracing	 the	

expression	of	sensations.	 I	have	struggled	to	render	visible	 that	which	 is	 invisible	 in	 the	

hope	that	by	drawing	a	viewer	into	a	compound	of	sensations	they	will	be	transformed	in	
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some	 small	 way	 through	 the	 experience.	 In	 Difference	 and	 Repetition	 Gilles	 Deleuze	

explains	the	important	relationship	between	thinking	and	the	sensory	thus,		

“Something	in	the	world	forces	us	to	think.	This	something	is	an	object	not	

of	 recognition	but	of	a	 fundamental	encounter.	What	 is	encountered	may	

be	Socrates,	a	temple	or	a	demon.	It	may	be	grasped	in	a	range	of	affective	

tones:	 wonder,	 love,	 hatred,	 suffering.	 In	 whichever	 tone,	 its	 primary	

characteristic	is	that	it	can	only	be	sensed.”560	

That	which	we	sense	has	an	enormous	impact	on	us,	often	one	that	is	beyond	words	and	

that	is	the	promise	that	art	offers;	a	thinking	produced	by	the	sensory.	

	

My	research	has	taken	me	to	locations	where	terrible	things	were	done	to	people,	where	

their	remains	do	not	rest	in	peace.	I	learned	from	my	colleague	Ngardarb	Riches,	a	Bardi	

woman	 from	 the	 Kimberly	 region,	 that	 I	 should	 protect	myself	 and	 ask	 for	 permission	

from	the	ghosts	of	the	ancestors	before	entering	massacre	sites.	This	project	has	literally	

involved	communing	with	ghosts	and	responding	to	their	call.	It	has	wanted	an	attentive	

ear	 for	 the	 listening	needed	 to	hear	what	 Indigenous	peoples	 are	 telling	us	 about	what	

they	need	from	whitefellahs	and	what	they	don’t.	This	listening	has	led	me	to	understand	

that	 in	order	 to	enter	 into	meaningful	 and	ethical	 relationship	with	 Indigenous	peoples	

settlers	must	recognise	our	occupier	subjectivity,	acknowledge	and	take	responsibility	for	

the	 violent	 colonial	 past,	 make	 reparations	 and	 discontinue	 the	 possessive	 logics	 that	

perpetuate	 so	 much	 pain	 in	 Aboriginal	 communities	 today.	 These	 realisations	 have	

provided	the	basis	for	research	chapters	two	and	three.	

	

Chapters	 two	 and	 three	 attempted	 to	 reveal	 the	 specificities	 of	 Australian	 settler-

colonialism,	which	 I	 then	 addressed	 through	my	 artworks	 in	 chapter	 four.	Chapter	 two	

viewed	 identity	 through	 the	 prism	 of	 place	 and	 interpolated	 Heidegger’s	 theory	 of	

‘Dwelling’	 to	 argue	 that	 the	 occupier	 cannot	 dwell	 and	 is	 subsequently	 denied	 the	

possibility	of	living	in	meaningful	or	ethical	relation	with	others.	The	chapter	concluded	

by	briefly	touching	on	what	is	lost	to	occupiers	through	their	inability	to	dwell	prefiguring	

the	 topic	 of	 loss,	mourning	 and	 transformation	which	 began	 the	 final	 chapter.	 Chapter	

																																																								
560	Delueze,	Difference	and	Repetition,	139.	
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three,	 Imagining	 Otherwise,	 began	 by	 exploring	 the	 violence	 of	 the	 visible	 through	 the	

complexities	of	media	constructions	of	Australian	settler	identity	with	particular	attention	

to	the	aspects	of	whiteness,	property	ownership,	masculinity,	and	‘othering’	those	who	are	

reasoned	not	 to	belong.	 It	 aimed	 to	 establish,	using	 Judith	Butler	 and	Hannah	Arendt’s	

theories	of	human	relationality,	that	ethical	relations	require	settlers	to	give	an	account	of	

themselves	 and	 that	 a	 similar	 relational	 ethics	 proposed	 by	 Emmanuel	 Levinas	 insists	

settlers	 take	 responsibility	 for	 historical	 wrongdoing.	 The	 chapter	 concluded	 by	

employing	the	work	of	Marie-Jose	Mondzain	to	argue	that	art	facilitates	a	different	way	of	

seeing.	It	showed	the	artworks	of	Doris	Salcedo	to	make	a	claim	that	art	which	activates	

memory	 can	 give	 a	 voice	 to	 the	 silenced	 and	 that	 producing	 images	 by	 employing	 the	

sensory	enables	the	imagination	of	different	ways	of	being.	Chapter	four,	The	Topopoiesis	

of	Mourning,	reconceptualised	Sigmund	Freud’s	Melancholia	as	a	positive	force	for	change	

before	 engaging	 Jacques	 Derrida’s	 The	 Work	 of	 Mourning	 to	 determine	 the	 relational	

aspects	 of	 mourning	 that	 demand	 justice	 for	 the	 dead.	 The	 chapter	 concluded	 by	

exploring	 how	 a	 creative	 melancholia	 might	 be	 meaningfully	 invoked	 through	 the	

example	 of	 the	 art	 practice	 of	Anselm	Kiefer	 and	how	my	own	 topopoietic	 approach	 to	

mourning	is	applied	to	the	situation	of	settler-colonial	Australia.	

	

The	 artwork	 made	 for	 Being	 Occupier	 was	 the	 result	 of	 place-based	 thinking	 that	

attempted	 to	 capture	 the	 sensory	 expression	 of	 such	 thought	 work	 through	 the	 use	 of	

materials	and	artistic	processes.	This	is	what	I	have	called	an	‘apparatus	of	topopoiesis’:	an	

art	making	derived	from	place-based	thinking.	This	processual	think/making	attempts	to	

show	the	value	of	visual	art	as	a	method	of	responding	to	a	need	for	new	ways	of	thinking	

about	settler/Indigenous	relationships	in	Australia.	It	is	only	one	answer	to	this	problem	

and	 in	 a	 sense	 it	 is	 no	 answer	 at	 all	 because	 it	 seeks	 only	 to	 provide	more	 thoughtful	

questions	and	leaves	the	provision	of	answers	up	to	those	who	experience	the	art	works.	

In	 those	 artworks	 I	did	not	 seek	 to	make	a	 ‘roadmap’	 for	 reconciliation,	 that	 task	 is	 far	

beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 this	 thesis	 and	 of	 the	 remit	 of	 art.	 My	 artwork	 seeks	 to	 open	 a	

conversation	 about	 how	 Indigenous	 and	 Non-Indigenous	 Australians	 can	 live	 together	

ethically;	it	asks	what	that	would	take.	What	it	does	achieve	is	the	production	of	space.	It	

creates	 a	 special	kind	of	 space,	one	of	 ethical	 encounter	whereby	 settlers	 can	 reflect	on	

what	their	settler	subjectivity	entails	and	what	might	remain	were	they	to	discard	it.	It	is	
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the	production	of	a	space	that	hopes	to	make	us	mindful	of	what	remains	when	occupier	

subjectivity	 is	 lost	and	which	provides	hope	that	a	relational	ethics	of	care	for	the	other	

might	one	day	prevail	in	a	decolonised	Australia.	

	

This	project	matters	because	it	opens	a	space	for	change	in	relationships	that	are	currently	

and	 historically	 characterised	 by	 violence	 and	 destruction.	 Historian	 Patrick	 Wolfe	

instructed	 that	 although	 colonialism	 is	 unethical	 it	 is	 notoriously	 resistant	 to	 regime	

change.561	While	 this	 project	 cannot	 hope	 to	 decolonise	 settler	 Australia	 it	 is	 part	 of	 a	

larger	movement	 of	 scholars,	 activists,	 artists	 and	 others	who	 seek	 ethical	 relationships	

between	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	people	in	this	country.	However,	my	work	holds	

an	unusual	place	in	the	decolonisation	movement	in	that	Being	Occupier	emerges	from	an	

Australian	 art	 world	 in	 which	 the	 overwhelming	 majority	 of	 artists	 addressing	 settler-

colonialism	are	First	Nations	artists.	While	a	survey	of	these	artists	was	outside	the	scope	

of	 this	project,	 some	of	 their	work	 figured	 in	 chapter	 two.	My	project	 is	 the	product	of	

settler	 self-reflexivity;	 it	 problematizes	 settler	 subjectivity	 and	 asks	 that	 we	 take	

responsibility	for	colonialism	rather	than	blaming	its	survivors.	Such	a	problematic	is	an	

uncommon	one	for	a	settler	artist.	Being	Occupier	has	yielded	the	‘apparatus’,	topopoiesis,	

which	I	hope	will	be	a	contribution	to	both	the	worlds	of	topological	thinking	and	broad	

based	 arts	 practices	 of	 all	 kinds.	 Because	 settler-colonialism	 is	 a	 transnational	

phenomenon	this	project	also	has	an	international	reach,	and	while	I	am	conscious	of	the	

specificities	 that	 pertain	 in	 different	 countries,	 Being	 Occupier	 may	 offer	 valuable	 new	

ways	of	thinking	to	an	international	settler	audience.	 	 I	certainly	aim	for	 it	to	be	part	of	

that	conversation.			

	

My	thinking	has	changed	substantially	during	the	course	of	this	research	project.	When	I	

returned	 to	 Gariwerd	 and	 looked	 out	 across	 the	 plains	 from	 the	 mouth	 of	 the	 cave	 I	

realised	that	although	I	still	see	from	my	white	woman’s	subjectivity	I	am	now	much	more	

conscious	that	this	informs	how	I	make	meaning.	I	have	learnt	that	there	are	elements	of	

the	view	that	I	will	never	see,	 that	because	they	are	sacred	are	not	 intended	for	me	and	

this	is	as	it	should	be.	Yet	there	is	much	that	Aboriginal	people	generously	offer	that	one	

																																																								
561	Patrick	Wolfe,	“Settler	Colonialism	and	the	Elimination	of	the	Native,”	402.	
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can	learn.	I	continue	to	try	to	decolonise	myself,	my	thoughts,	actions,	ways	of	being,	but	

now	I	realise	 this	on-going	attentiveness	 is	my	 inheritance	as	a	child	of	colonialism	and	

the	price	of	being	part	of	the	human	community.	There	is	still	much	thinking	to	be	done	

towards	 understanding	 how	 to	 be	 other	 than	 occupier	 as	 a	 non-Indigenous	 Australian,	

and	indeed	in	thinking	about	the	significance	of	relationality	between	people	and	place,	

and	people	and	the	non-human	world	more	broadly.	I	am	therefor	excited	to	pursue	the	

applications	that	a	practice	of	topopoiesis	may	yet	hold	for	my	thinking	and	my	artwork.	
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