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Abstract 

  

This thesis investigates how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge and cultural traditions 

are remembered and practiced within the framework of a colonial society. I develop an Indigenous 

methodology utilising a participatory mode of enquiry through yarning, sharing and deep listening, 

drawing on my own experience and standpoint to relate to and elicit knowledge from collaborators. 

The research brings together investigations centring on practices utilised in remembering heritage 

and culture from my time growing up in South-Eastern Queensland and Northern New South Wales. 

I draw on original research including reflections on my own experiences living and working as an 

Indigenous musician, performing artist, Arts Strategy writer, and festival organiser in Perth, Sydney 

and Melbourne. My research also takes into account interviews and research with elders and 

cultural practitioners in Canada and New Zealand as well as secondary sources in order to 

understand the methodology of colonisation and the ensuing disruptions to the cultural practices 

and knowledges of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders within the colonisation continuum of 

Australia. 
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Foreword  

 

My name is Frederick Emanual Gesha (Geesu). I was born in Brisbane in 1966 and during my 

early childhood I was raised in the Yuggera nation until 1975. The latter part of my 

childhood was spent in the Bundjalung nation on Minjungbal country Tweed Heads. I am of 

mixed Aboriginal, Torres Strait, and South Pacific Islander heritage. I am the son of Frederick 

Emanual Geesu, a traditional Meriam man born and raised on Murray Island, the most 

Eastern islands of the Torres Straits in 1927. He was the son of Meriam man Esara Geesu 

and Cape York Aboriginal/Chinese woman Lillian Ah’Sam. My mother, Cecelia Togo, is of 

South Sea Island heritage (Kanaka) with a mix of Danish and Maltese decent. She is the 

daughter of South Pacific Islanders Lindo and Isabel Togo (Nee Itong). Her heritage is most 

predominantly that of the Tuku-Tuku Kwarri Clan from the Island of Ambae in Vanuatu in 

the South Pacific, and was born in Murwillumbah in the Tweed Valley (Bundjalung Country) 

in 1936. As any black fella can tell you, this is the very simplified version of my heritage. 

Both the homelands of my parents have played a significant role in the history of Australia. 

Murray Island, of course, is well known for the Mabo case in the overturning of ‘Terra 

Nullius’ and ‘Native Title’ (“LawCite” n.d.). My Mother’s island home of Ambae, like many 

other islands of the South Pacific, became synonymous with ‘Blackbirding,’ or Australia’s 

slave trade practice of kidnapping South Sea Islanders to supply the sugar industry with so-

called ‘indentured labour.’1 

                                                           
1

Gregoire and Nedim explain that the ‘Queensland sugar industry currently generates $2 billion annually. But it’s a little-

known fact that the industry was built upon the backs of Pacific Island people, who were coerced, deceived and 

even kidnapped from their islands of origin to work in slave-like conditions. The practice known as Blackbirding saw an 

estimated 62,500 South Sea Islanders sent to Queensland and northern NSW to work in the development of sugar cane, 
pastoral, and maritime industries.’ (“‘Sugar Slaves’: Australia’s History of Blackbirding” 2017) 
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I am a Journeyman, song man, musician, singer-songwriter and performer. My heritage is of 

both a seafaring and freshwater people. Water, both fresh and salt water, is central to my 

people’s existence, to all aspects of our everyday life, including our cultural and traditional 

practices and spiritual belief systems. To my people, water is the very reason for our being, 

with the power to give life, and take away life.  

It is only now that I am in my mid-fifties that I feel I have acquired enough of life’s 

experience and knowledge as a black man to offer an informed opinion. I often felt during 

my twenties and even into my thirties that I didn’t know enough to have a voice. I often felt 

that I should have some understanding and be able to find some logical reasoning to the 

disadvantage and suffering of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. However I have 

to honestly state that, even in my fifties, I am still as bewildered by the past and current 

state of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander affairs as I was growing up. Having lived 

through five decades as an Indigenous man, I still have found no plausible, justifiable 

reasoning for the violent dispossession of Indigenous peoples from their lands, waters and 

cultures through the continued expansion of colonial frontiers. I can state quite confidently 

that I utterly fail to comprehend this train of thought. 

 

 

 

                                                           
‘The people came from more than 80 islands in the Pacific. The majority were from Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands, 
along with people from Papua New Guinea, Tuvalu, Kiribati, and Fiji.’ (“‘Sugar Slaves’: Australia’s History of Blackbirding” 
2017) 

 



10 
 

Introduction  

Before European invasion, Aboriginal people mapped spatial history and named 

geological formations so that they became directional devices. Places of significance 

were also named and these would be related, or linked through stories and other 

material property. Dreaming stories created connections based on localised stories, and 

these intangible concepts were presented in a concrete way as signposts. Australia’s 

topography creates a context for Aboriginal ways of knowing and being. The chronicling 

of history, time, rhythmic time and events, place and ecology brings together notions of 

Aboriginal consciousness .In doing so, Aboriginal peoples had the technology for 

map-making and the production of orienteering devices in the form of story 

strings and songlines (Kerwin 2011, 27).  

 

This thesis investigates how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander traditional knowledge and 

cultural practiced in Australia are remembered and practiced within the continuum of a 

colonial framework. I employ an Aboriginal methodology of yarning, sharing, and listening, 

and more specifically I draw on my own experiences to relate and elicit knowledge from 

collaborators in through the telling of my story. Throughout this research, my methodology 

includes continuously returning to my ‘Country’ as a point of reference, as I bring together 

five investigations centring on the impact that colonisation has had on present day cultural 

practices in Tweed Heads in South-Eastern Australia, Western Australia, Torres Strait 

Islands and Victoria.  

The objective of my research is to make explicit the deep, ongoing spiritual and physical 

connection Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have had with the land since time 

immemorial, and to highlight the forces of colonisation that have attempted to discontinue 

this relationship. The thesis gives an insight into traditional cultural practices of my home in 

the Tweed Valley prior to colonisation, the disruptions to cultural practice throughout the 
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devastation of the colonisation process, and how the continuing expansion of the colonial 

frontier has affected and continues to affect cultural practices. This research follows my 

personal journey throughout Australia, living and working off country in other Aboriginal 

nations and practicing culture in diaspora. The latter chapters will also highlight how aspects 

of Aboriginal culture such as cultural practices of music, art, dance, and storytelling, once 

known as ceremony2, have now been separated out into singular art forms and relegated to 

‘the arts.’ This research investigates how Aboriginal cultural practice has become a 

commodity that is now reliant on arts and health funding to enable culture to be practiced  

or to be showcased as entertainment for the masses and, even more degradingly, to be 

seen as profit as a tourism attraction.   

Returning to Country 

My closest friends, family, and my ‘cousin brothers’ have described me as a journeyman. In 

calling me this, I assume they are referring to my somewhat bohemian lifestyle resulting in 

many journeys across Australia, working in other Aboriginal Nations, or ‘Off Country’. I feel 

honoured to have been able to work and live in other nations where the laws of respect for 

people and country taught to me by my parents have served me well. While it is both an 

honour and privilege spending time in other Aboriginal nations and making connections 

with other Indigenous people, there is always a longing, not only in myself, but for many 

other ‘Blackfellas,’ to ‘Return to Country,’ or our ancestral and spiritual homelands. In doing 

so we look to refresh our spirit and remind ourselves of the old ways: of our own unique 

culture, language and stories, song and dance. We yearn to reconnect with the spirits of our 

ancestors within our own unique cultural and physical landscape. Having said that, 

                                                           
2 For example, the Boon Wurrung word ‘Ngargee’ meaning ‘Gathering for Ceremony’. 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are finding that ‘Returning to Country’ has 

become an increasingly difficult cultural practice considering the continuing intrusion of 

colonial frontiers into Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lands which in turn has affected  

traditional cultural practices over the last two hundred and thirty-one years.  

In my own lifetime over the past fifty-four years I have witnessed the destruction of the 

natural habitat on the Gold Coast and Tweed Heads which included the loss of the 

paperbark forests and natural swamps and wetlands and animal habitats. Population 

growth has meant the expansion of towns and suburbs and the development of newer and 

larger housing estates. This has led to man-made interference in the landscape. Natural 

wetlands and swamps have been reclaimed to give way to accommodate housing and high-

rise complexes. The ongoing expansion of the colonial frontier has continued at such an 

unforgiving pace that beaches are at the mercy of constant erosion. The man-made 

structures of groins placed along beaches to stop sand erosion only serve to funnel sand 

directly into the mouths of rivers, thereby blocking the entrances and disrupting the 

seasonal migration of a huge variety of fish. As a result the fish are becoming smaller and 

smaller every year, and the constant blockage of the river mouths has resulted in the 

installation of a permanent river sand dredge to stop the inevitable erosion of beaches and 

the blocking of the river mouths (“No End to Palm Beach Sand Woes Soon” 2016) . The 

continuous destruction of the natural landscape has directly contributed to the loss of land, 

life, and culture, which has also resulted in the inability of the Aboriginal people of the 

Tweed to practice and maintain their cultural heritage.  

Now, when I return to country, my family can no longer access most of their traditional 

fishing and hunting spots because most of these areas no longer exist. The fishing spots that 
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do exist are not accessible, because they have become someone’s backyard, and you now 

run the risk of being arrested for trespassing. But despite the distortions to the landscape I 

have always endeavoured to return home whenever I’ve needed to find respite and refresh 

my spirit and connection to country, which remains alive and well in my heart, despite the 

changes. Despite radical alterations to the landscape and cultural practices, I continue to 

feel the spiritual connection, and feel that the blood memory of country can still be 

celebrated.  

Standpoint  

The use of Aboriginal cultural practices of an oral story-telling traditions are never seen as 

truly viable methodologies. However, In the course of my research I employ the principles of 

Malo’s Law and a concept of ‘Indigenous Standpoint’ as my methodology. As Aboriginal 

people, we are expected to live within the social structure of the dominant society and 

operate outside the boundaries of our own cultural frameworks. Aboriginal epistemology 

and our theory of knowledge has long been discounted by the dominant Western culture as 

having no basis for credibility, and dismissed as myth. My methodological approach in 

conducting this research is guided by the laws of my Meriam Mer cultural heritage, which in 

turn is governed by “Malo’s Law”. Malo’s Law involves a moral code of respect, prescribing 

‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ for the Meriam people to respect other people, their land and personal 

property. 

Malo’s law, broadly rendered, states [in Meriam Mir]:  

Malo tag mauki mauki, Teter mauki mauki.  

Malo tag aorir aorir, Teter aorir aorir.  
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Malo tag tupamait tupamait,   

Teter tupamait tupamait.  

Translated from the Meriam language this means:  

Malo keeps his hands to himself; he does not touch what is not his. He does not permit his 

feet to carry him towards another man’s property. His hands are not grasping, he holds 

them back. He does not wander from his path. He walks on tiptoe, silent, careful, leaving no 

sign to tell that this is the way he took. All of this spoke to us of evidence of ‘custom and 

tradition’ and ‘traditional connection to land’. (“Mer Island Ceremonial Dance 1967” n.d.) 

The principles of Malo’s Law were instilled in me from a very young age by my father and 

are utilised wherever I go.  As such, the principles of Malo’s Law forms the basis of and 

establishes an Indigenous research methodology, or culturally sensitive and respectful mode 

of enquiry, when conducting research in other Indigenous nations. I therefore feel the need 

to identify what I consider to be the influencing factors that form the framework that assist 

me in the establishment of the personal standpoint that I  conduct this research from. My 

adoption of Malo’s Law as a guiding methodology is an example of Indigenous standpoint.  

As a method of inquiry, standpoint theory is utilised by a diversity of marginalised 
groups whose accounts of experience were excluded or subjugated within intellectual 
knowledge production (Martin N. Nakata “Disciplining the Savages: Savaging the 
Disciplines” 2015, 347).  

 

Therefore the terms of reference of my mode of inquiry will be framed through myself as 

the knower, as a person of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and South Pacific Islander 

heritage and lived experience informed by the standpoint of my family’s history as 

displaced, dispossessed people. 
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In utilising Indigenous standpoint as a method of enquiry, there are two significant 

factors to consider. Firstly, the social position of the knower is epistemically significant: 

where the knower is socially positioned will both make possible, and delimit, 

knowledge. Secondly, more objective knowledge is not a product of mere observation 

or a disinterested perspective on the world, but is achieved by struggling to understand 

one’s experience through a critical stance on the social order within which knowledge is 

produced (Pohlhaus, cited in “Disciplining the Savages: Savaging the Disciplines” 2015, 

347).  

The recognition of Indigenous standpoints has become evident throughout the process 

of determining what might be the most appropriate Indigenous methodology for 

research projects. Dennis Foley (2006) states that ‘the development of an Indigenous 

Standpoint will assist communities to be empowered and to preserve and retain 

Indigenous knowledge, be culturally acceptable to the practitioner, and be academically 

acceptable within the social sciences’ (Cited in Svoronos 2012, 27, p34). 

The purpose of this study is to contribute to Aboriginal lived histories and to interpret historic 

tangible and intangible knowledge of both the First Nations Australians and the new 

Australians (historic and contemporary). I approach my research by drawing on my own 

family’s rich cultural heritage. That is, I look for and remember the stories within my own 

countries of origin: the Tweed River in Tweed Heads in Bundjalung country and Murray Island 

in the Torres Straits. As I have reflected on my experiences growing up, I came to realise that 

my own family history plays a major role in recognising how traditional cultural knowledge 

and practice has survived and are still practiced in one form or another today within the 

colonial continuum. Whilst I focus on my personal standpoint, my research is also informed 

and takes into account the standpoints of people other Indigenous nations. Through these 

standpoints, I make explicit the special relationships Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people have with their natural surroundings by emphasising connection to country.  
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Cultural heritage practices reveals how people turn physical spaces into 

meaningful places through engagement with sites and landscapes as a result of 

daily activities, beliefs, and values.  Heritage management discourse recognises 

the multiplicities of meaning created by different individuals and communities at 

different times within a particular landscape. These meanings are remembered 

and passed down from generation to generation of Aboriginal people (Lavers 

2010, 1).  

Locating the Research   

As stated above, my research involves exploring the continuing practice of Aboriginal and 

Torre Strait Islander culture within the framework of the colonial continuum. I have a 

particular interest in the historical and ongoing colonial disruptions to cultural practices of 

land and water in the land where I grew up, as well as the lands of other sovereign Aboriginal 

nations. This research takes into account my experience of living and working off country in 

Western Australia and Victoria while continuing to practice culture in diaspora. This research  

also investigates how the effects of colonisation continues to impact lives and cultural 

practices in other Indigenous nations, and how these issues are being overcome to continue 

to practice culture.     

As such, Chapter One focuses on the literature regarding the possession and colonisation of 

Australia under ‘Terra Nullius.’ I consider this concept, used in conjunction with racial 

theories and thinking of the time to be the major influencing factor used to dispossess 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from their humanity, land, waters, and culture. 

This chapter also discusses ways in which these factors influenced the future development 

and implementation of a succession of racially discriminative legislation, policy, and 

practices by successive governments to the present day. I take into account the deep 

relationship and spiritual connections that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have 
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to the land and water. This is juxtaposed against the Western worldview of land and water 

as a commodity. This leads on to Chapter Two, which considers cultural belonging. In 

relation to this idea, I examine my connections and special relationship to growing up on a 

land and waters not of my cultural heritage, that being the land and waters of the 

Minjungbal nation, Tweed Heads and the Tweed River in Bundjalung country in northern 

New South Wales. I also focus on what reinforced my connections to the origins of my 

cultural heritage on Meriam Mer in the Torres Straits, despite not having grown up there.   

In Chapter Three I consider the legacy of colonisation and how the reshaping of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander identity and cultural heritage became a white construct used to 

justify the colonisation of Australia. This chapter examines how Western distortions of 

Indigenous identity have led to an identity crisis which is a major contributor to the pain and 

suffering of many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  In Chapter Four I focus on 

the cultural continuum of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural and arts practices, 

and the strategies being employed that enable the continuation of cultural practice while at 

the same time having to navigate living in and between two worlds. I draw on my 

experiences of working as a cultural practitioner within various arts organisations such as 

Abmusic, The Western Australian Music Industry Association Inc. (WAM) located in Perth, 

and the Australia Council for the Arts in Sydney. Finally, in Chapter Five, I examine the 

ongoing legacy of destruction left by colonisation and the influence this has had on the 

development of Indigenous festivals, events, and arts strategies. This chapter takes into 

account how colonisation has not only affected the lives of Indigenous people in the 

communities that I’ve worked in, but how the continued adversity inflicted by colonisation is 

a major influencing factor in the creation of the greater body of artistic works by Aboriginal 
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and Torres Strait Islander artists and cultural practitioners. To address this, I again reflect on 

my experiences of working at Abmusic, The Western Australian Music Industry Association, 

The Australia Council for the Arts, and my current experience of living and working in Boon 

Wurrung Country, producing the Yaluk-ut Weelam Ngargee festival and events in 

partnership with traditional owners, the Yaluk-ut Weelam Clan. This research intends to 

make explicit the fact that colonisation is a devastating force that permeates every aspect of 

the lives of Indigenous people on a daily basis. Most pointedly, colonisation has dramatically 

impacted on the way Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural heritage traditions are 

remembered and practiced within the confines of a colonial framework. 
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Chapter 1 

Literature Review   
 

Introduction 
 

In this chapter, I examine literature that demonstrates the opposing worldview philosophies 

regarding land and water that exist between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders and 

Europeans. The literature gives an insight into the violent disruptions that colonisation has 

inflicted on Indigenous people and how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural 

practices have been affected, remembered and maintained under these circumstances. I 

discuss the historical background of racial thinking and its influence on how Europeans have 

viewed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people throughout the colonisation of Australia. 

As a part of my Indigenous-based methodology I include a personal oral story that 

demonstrates my deep and spiritual connection to Australia, and that extends beyond the 

material world. I consider how the colonial worldview continues to inhabit current thinking 

in the treatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, land, water, Indigenous 

identity and creative and cultural practices.  

My contention is that the racial thinking that was theorised and developed prior to and 

during the initial time of colonisation is implicit in the declaration of Australia as terra 

nullius. The illegal acquisition of Australia under terra nullius, supported by the notions of 

the racial superiority of Europeans, ultimately resulted in the attempted erasure of 

Aboriginal history and the revoking of their human status to be reclassified as less than 

human. The mechanisms of imperialism and racial superiority enabled the enactment of the 

dispossession of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from their humanity, sovereign 
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land, waters, cultural heritage, and languages, thereby rendering them stateless and unable 

to practice and maintain traditional cultural practices.   

The planting of the Union Jack was not the only reason for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people to have lost possession of their ancestral lands.  

Colonisation entails a violent action or process of settling among and establishing control 

over the Indigenous people of an area by whatever means possible. In the case of the 

colonisation of Australia, this process was to become heavily influenced by the science of 

prevailing racial theory of the time.  

Charles Darwin was a noted English naturalist, geologist and biologist best 

known for his contributions to the science of evolution. Darwin was committed 

to a monogenic, rather than the prevailing polygenic, view of human origins, but 

he still divided humanity into distinct races according to differences in skin, eye, 

or hair colour. He was also convinced that evolution was progressive, and that 

the white races—especially the Europeans—were evolutionarily more advanced 

than the black races, thus establishing race differences and a racial hierarchy 

(Rose 2009, 297 -298).  

Racial thinking prescribed to the notion that the human race could be classified on a 

hierarchical scale of racial superiority. The following literature highlights this hierarchical 

idea whereby European colonists came to view the original inhabitants of Australia as less 

than human: 

When the first federal Parliament of Australia discussed questions over race there was 

near unanimity. Members and Senators agreed about the centrality of race. They 

agreed there was a demonstrable hierarchy with the North-Western Europeans, the 

Nordics or Caucasians at the top and the Africans, Melanesians and Aborigines at the 

bottom. (Reynolds 2005, 77) 
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Terra Nullius  

In August 1768, Captain Cook sailed for the Pacific with the following instructions:  

With the Consent of the Natives to take possession of Convenient Situations in the country 

in the Name of the King of Great Britain; or, if you find the County uninhabited take 

Possession for His Majesty by setting up Proper Marks and Inscriptions, as first discoverers 

and possessors. (Herne, n.d., 12) 

Australia was not uninhabited. Captain Cook did not obtain consent from the original 

inhabitants, but nonetheless he took illegal possession of the entire continent of Australia 

for the British under the now discredited legal term, terra nullius, derived from Latin and 

meaning ‘Land belonging to no one.’  

When the British first arrived in Australia, the estimations of the Aboriginal population 

varied greatly. In 1930 the anthropologist A. R. Radcliffe-Brown proposed the figure of three 

hundred thousand. In 1980, L. R. Brown (using linguistic models) estimated that three 

hundred and fifteen thousand was a minimum pre-1788 figure. As Herne notes, 

‘Archaeological evidence suggests a figure of up to 750,000 could have been sustained’ 

(Herne 2001, 8; Statistics 2007, 88–89).  

However, the existence of an established Aboriginal society posed major problems for the 

newcomers who were opposed to the idea of having to consider themselves as bound by 

the legal systems of Aboriginal laws already in place. Herne explains that the method or 

legal doctrine used by a few hundred new settlers to insert and justify their legal systems 

into this new land were supported by relevant legal principles of colonisation of the time, as 

crystallised in 1765 by the English legal writer, jurist, judge and Tory politician, Sir William 

Blackstone who wrote the ‘Commentaries on the Laws of England.’ Blackstone stated that 

‘the manner by which British sovereignty was acquired over a territory determined which 



22 
 

laws applied in the new lands’ (Blackstone 1979, 1:104–5). That is, in territories acquired by 

the settlement of unoccupied land (terra nullius), the presumption was that settlers were to 

be governed by English law, whereas in territories acquired by conquest or treaty, local laws 

remained in force until the King or Parliament changed them (Blackstone 1979, 1:104–5). 

Since 1770, Australia has always been considered a British colony, despite the fact that it 

was not unoccupied (these same legal principles were applied by the British in their 

occupation of Ireland) (Blackstone 1979, 1:104–5). However, as Herne explains, ‘once 

English law came to Australia, that law still had to make a policy decision about how 

Aboriginal interests in land were to be treated’ (Herne, 2001: 9).  

In his article ‘An Outline of Native Title Law in Australia, With a Brief Comparison to Native 

Title in USA, Canada and New Zealand,’ Stephen Herne, a former solicitor with the Northern 

Territory Attorney General's Department, provides an overview of the laws of Native title in 

Australia. He compares the enactment of Native law and treaty in the United States of 

America, Canada, and New Zealand, and contrasts this to the development of Native title in 

Australia and the lack of a treaty agreement. Herne highlights the fact that the glaring 

difference in the enactment of laws for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is that 

no treaty has ever been enacted by the British. Thus Australia remains the only colonised 

country in the world to not have a treaty with the original inhabitants.3 (Herne, 2001)  

                                                           
3 In the American Colonies, the ‘practice of the British government was to enter into treaties with the Aboriginal peoples 

for their land in accordance with instructions to colonial governors’ (Herne, 2001; “Johnson & Graham’s Lessee v. 
McIntosh, 21 U.S. 543 (1823)” n.d.). ‘Between 1823 and 1834 the United States Supreme Court established legal principles 
for the recognition of Indian Title, and the right of occupancy of the Indian tribes was recognised. That right of occupancy 
was good against all but the sovereign, and could only be terminated by a sovereign act’ (Herne, 2001, 9). Chief Justice 
Marshall describes the basis for this doctrine and states that ‘in the establishment of these relations, the rights of the 
original inhabitants were not entirely disregarded, but were necessarily, to a considerable extent, impaired’  (Herne, 2001, 
9). 

‘Native Americans were admitted to be the rightful occupants of the soil, with a legal as well as just claim to retain 
possession of it and to use it according to their own discretion’. However ‘their rights to complete sovereignty, as 
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After Gilling, Herne explains that ‘From first settlement in New Zealand, the British 

government did two things to recognise Native title’. Firstly, ‘it entered into treaties to 

acquire sovereignty and property interests in land from the Maori’, and secondly ‘it 

established courts to deal with property disputes under Maori law in respect of unceded 

Maori land’ (Gilling 1994, 136). In R v. Symonds (1847), the New Zealand Supreme Court 

discussed Maori Native title as follows:  

The practice of extinguishing Native titles by fair purchases is certainly more than two 

centuries old. It has long been adopted by the Government in our American colonies 

(i.e. Canada), and by that of the United States. It is now part of the law of the land, that, 

whatever may be their [the Maori] conception of their own dominion over land, it 

cannot be too solemnly asserted that it is entitled to be respected, that it cannot be 

extinguished (at least in times of peace) otherwise than by the free consent of the 

Native occupiers. (“R v Symonds SC Auckland [1847] NZHC 1; (1847) NZPCC 387 (12 June 

1947)”) 

This ‘treaty guaranteed to the Maori the full, exclusive, and undisturbed possession of their 

Lands and Estates, Forests, Fisheries, and other properties which they may collectively or 

individually possess, so long as it is their wish and desire to retain the same in their 

possession' (Te Weehi v Regional Fisheries Officer, 1986). The ‘Maori continue to have a 

                                                           
independent nations, were summarily diminished. Their power to dispose of the soil, at their own will, to whomsoever 
they pleased, was denied’ (Herne, 2001, “Johnson & Graham’s Lessee v. McIntosh, 21 U.S. (1823)” n.d., 573–74). As a 
consequence of this ultimate dominion, the different nations of Europe claimed and exercised a power to grant the land 
that was still in possession of the original inhabitants. These grants were ‘understood by all to convey a title to the 
grantees, subject only to the Indian right of occupancy. Indian title could be extinguished, causing Native Americans to lose 
their right of occupancy and this extinguishment could be accomplished “by treaty, by the sword, by purchase, by the 
exercise of complete dominion adverse to the right of occupancy, or otherwise,” thus Indigenous title could be taken 
without compensation’ (Herne, 2001; “Tee-Hit-Ton Indians v. United States, 348 U.S. 272 (1955)”). 

Herne explains that in Canada, the ‘British government made treaties with Aboriginal peoples to acquire their interests in 
land in most of the country. This recognition of Aboriginal interests is found in court cases going back to at least 1869. 
Canadian courts have subsequently set out tests for the recognition and extinguishment of Aboriginal rights, and Aboriginal 
rights survive to the extent that they have not been abandoned, extinguished or surrendered. As a result of the Calder 
decision in 1973, land claims agreements between Canadian governments and Aboriginal peoples,’ now known as modern 
treaties, have been made in respect of non-treaty land  (Herne 2001; Canada 2001). 
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customary title recognised by the common law and confirmed by Article 2 of the Treaty of 

Waitangi in 1840’ (Ibid). 

However the position of the British on land ownership in Australia was a very different 

situation. As Herne states: 

It is fact of history that, unlike Canada, New Zealand and the USA, no treaties were 

entered into between the British Crown and Aboriginal people in Australia. The people 

of Canada, New Zealand and the USA have been dealing with the recognition of 

Aboriginal interests in land for over a hundred and fifty years. However, for the people 

of Australia, there was generally thought to be no such thing until the landmark High 

Court Mabo land rights ruling in 1992. (Herne, n.d. p12)  

 

Stuart Banner’s 2005 study of anthropology and property law in early Australia states that; 

The British treated Australia as terra nullius—as unowned land. Under British colonial 

law, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders had no property rights in the land, and 

colonisation accordingly vested ownership of the entire continent to the British 

government. The doctrine of terra nullius remained the law in Australia throughout the 

colonial period, and indeed right up to 1992. Terra nullius is such a basic and well-

known fact of Australian history that it is easy to lose sight of how anomalous it was in 

the broader context of British colonisation. The British had been colonising North 

America for two centuries before they reached Australia, but by the middle of the 

eighteenth century, imperial policy in North America had turned away from terra 

nullius. Undoubtedly there were advocates of this policy in Britain and North America, 

and settlers trespassed in large numbers on the Indigenous Nations land. But in the 

eighteenth century, as a matter of official policy, the British acknowledged Native 

Northern Americans as possessors of property rights to their land, and in practice, 

settlers and colonial governments often acquired the ‘Indian’ lands in transactions 

structured as purchases (Seed 2001, 12-44)  
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The British treated other colonies, such as New Zealand, Canada and America, differently 

with regard to treaties and terra nullius (e.g., Te Weehi v Regional Fisheries Officer, 1986;  

Reynolds 1998, 1 – 98; Banner 2005, 2).  

Racial Theory  

Racial theory and the historical dehumanising of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

played an implicit role in the support of terra nullius.  

In the mid-seventeen hundreds, many European philosophers and scientists began to use 

the ideas and methods of pseudo-sciences such as craniology and phrenology to examine 

humans and human societies (“The Science of Race” n.d.). Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples were caught up by these racial beliefs, as their existence, physical 

appearance and so-called ‘stone age’ way of living was considered to be a contradiction to 

the attributes that were purported to constitute the makeup of a ‘Human Being.’  The 

sciences of ‘polygenism’ and ‘monogenism’, which are defined in the following paragraphs, 

were being used in an attempt to explain the so-called ‘Aboriginal Condition.’ As Kay 

Anderson and Collin Perrin state 

It was within the framework of polygenism, well supported by phrenological research that 

the anomalous Aborigine became an anachronism, so Australia’s Indigenous peoples came 

to embody the most devastating conclusion of evolutionary thought: that in the human 

struggle for existence certain races were destined not even to survive. (Anderson and Perrin 

2007, 2)  

The research of Anderson and Perrin (2007) establishes a rationale for the development of 

racial thinking, and they discuss the subsequent dehumanising of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islanders. This racial thinking has resulted in the violent disruption to an ancient way 

of life, of living, of expressing and practicing traditional culture and ceremony that had been 
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uninterrupted since time immemorial. Anderson and Perrin describe three phases of the 

development of racial thinking at the time of colonisation of Australia that would prove to 

have a deeply profound and long-lasting effect on every aspect of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islanders lives to the present day. 

Phase one their discussion is focused on the early 1800’s. Anderson and Perrin state that 

‘this period of time elicited a specifically humanist puzzlement at the unimproved condition 

of the Aborigines’ ( 2). To the early colonists the ‘Aborigine’ was an affront to humanity 

which directly challenged prevailing racial thinking of the time that ‘racial difference was a 

mere variety of human’ ( 2). Until European explorers encountered Aborigines, this was the 

accepted basis that described the ‘human’, but this was also a basis within which, Anderson 

and Perrin state, ‘the “Aborigine” could not be accommodated with.’ (2)  

This theory implied that because Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people could not fit 

neatly into the current and established description of what constitutes a ‘human being ’ 

they could not be considered human. The second phase that Anderson and Perrin discuss is 

‘polygenism,’ an idea that the human species is divided into distinct groups on the basis of 

inherited physical and behavioural differences. In discussing this theory, the authors look to 

establish an understanding of the ‘elaboration of polygenism’ of the early 1800’s as arising 

out of what they describe as a ‘humanist incomprehension … of the Australian Aborigine’, 

and an attempt by racial theorists to explain Aboriginal ontology (Anderson and Perrin 2007, 

2). The implications of this thinking was that Aborigines were delegated to the lowest rung 

of the human hierarchy, unable to be improved, ultimately deemed to be barely human and 

doomed to extinction (Reynolds 2005, 77).  
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The third phase, according to Anderson and Perrin’s research, applies to the legacy of the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and their place within the evolutionary thought 

of polygenism in the late 1900’s. Anderson and Perrin state that:  

 Despite a significant in shift in racial thinking back towards Monogenism, or the theory of 

human origins which posits a common descent for all human races, Aborigines were 

relentlessly subject to the polygenic train of thought. (Anderson and Perrin 2007, 2) 

It was here that the Aborigine was ‘invoked to support the claim that race constitutes a 

more or less permanent difference and, for certain races, a more or less permanent 

deficiency’ (Ibid, 3). The implications of this racial theorising has led to the destruction of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s culture, identity, and way of life from the time 

of colonisation to the present day.  

This thinking was integral to early conceptions of ethnology (Anderson and Perrin 2007, 3). 

Ethnology was a method used by race theorists to determine the differences between 

humans, with a purpose of ranking and placing into a hierarchy the human race. Anderson 

and Perrin demonstrate that early race theorists used the development and position of 

racial thinking to place Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people outside of the human 

race, stating that: 

Just as the uniqueness of Australian flora and fauna had perplexed European naturalists and 

their classificatory schema, so the non-cultivating Aborigine bewildered the early colonists. 

(Anderson and Perrin 2007, 4) 

The impact of this racial thinking, which reflected the Europeans’ puzzlement over 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s existence, cannot be understated.  Its effects 

were not solely in the construction of the so-called ‘lawfulness’ of their appropriation of 
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land that, as uncultivated, could be considered as terra nullius (Anderson and Perrin 2007, 

8).  

Anderson and Perrin’s research indicates that Aborigines continued, in all appearances to 

the colonist, to contradict the prevailing humanist framework around which ‘the human’ 

had already been defined. Their lack of ‘human traits,’ in particular physical appearance, the 

cultivation of land, and lack of structures was considered by colonists as proof of their being 

lesser than ‘human.’ (Anderson and Perrin 2007, 8–9) Anderson and Perrin’s research 

suggests that the perceived incapacity of Indigenous peoples to subdue, master, improve 

upon, and have dominion over the natural world had a great impact on Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders, who were subjected to significant and negative scrutiny by Western 

society in relation to their predetermined human evolution theory.  

This discussion is important to my research because it lends credence to the impact of racial 

thought on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, which led to the popular European 

belief that they were something less than human.  

The perceived ‘miserable’ condition of Australia’s Aborigines led the evolutionists to 

consider them as representatives of the earliest stage of human evolution (see, for 

example, Griffiths 1996; Hiatt 1996; and McGregor 1997; as well as, more generally, 

Brantlinger, as cited in Anderson and Perrin 2007, 6).  

 

It is within this belief system that I argue that early racial thinking has direct implications in 

Australia being declared unoccupied land, leading to the wholesale slaughter and violent 

acquisition of the traditional lands and waters, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people being declared a doomed or dying race. 
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The notion of a doomed race is further expanded in Robin Holland’s thesis that explores the 

rationale behind the development of Queensland’s Aboriginal Protection Act. Holland 

examines racial attitudes and beliefs of white society towards Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people between 1850 and 1870. She states that: 

The notion of Australian Aborigines becoming a doomed race manifested itself during 

the decades between 1850 and 1890. Scientific and anthropological studies argued that 

their ‘primitiveness’ retarded their social transition to the ‘more advanced’ culture of 

whites. (Holland 2013, 1)  

The theories became firmly established in the beliefs of the white population. As Edmund 

Foxcroft wrote in 1894, ‘the Natives are generally looked upon as a primitive race of lowly 

intelligence, for whom little or nothing can be done’ (Holland 2013, 1).  

Similarly, A.O. Neville, the chief protector of Aborigines in Western Australia, whole-

heartedly supported such theories and believed that Aborigines could be bred out of 

existence. In 1937, Neville declared:  

Are we going to have one million blacks in the Commonwealth or are we going 

to merge them into our white community and eventually forget that there were 

any Aborigines in Australia? (Neville 1937, 11).  

Neville believed that biological absorption was the key to ‘uplifting’ the Native race, and he 

vigorously and wholeheartedly promoted his views to the government. When Neville 

addressed the Moseley Royal Commission, which investigated the administration of 

Aborigines in 1934, he ‘defended the policies of forced settlement, removing children from 

parents, surveillance, discipline, and punishment,’ arguing that: 

They have to be protected against themselves whether they like it or not. They cannot 

remain as they are. The sore spot requires the application of the surgeon's knife for the good 

of the patient, and probably against the patient's will. (“Telling Our Story” 2009, 14) 
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The views of the Chief Protector of Aborigines of Western Australia were supported by 

other state governments, and subsequently racially discriminative legislation and acts were 

produced. Queensland’s “doomed race” theory found support and justification in such 

views and the prevailing racial theories of the mid to late 1800’s (Holland 2013, 107, 108). In 

addition to the denial of the fact that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders were the first 

inhabitants of Australia, there was also the denial of an existing economy and trade that 

flourished throughout Australia via their trading routes, as well as a flourishing international 

trade practice.  As such, restrictive trade acts were introduced to further deny Aboriginal 

sovereignty (Holland 2013, 25).  

Holland’s thesis investigates how Queensland’s first Aborigines’ Protection Act, the 

“Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act” (The Act), evolved to 

become law in 1897. Altman (1987) highlights the Australian government’s official 

interference in Aboriginal trade in his research into the activities of the Macassan Trepang 

fishermen, a trade which had flourished for more than three hundred years. In 1907, official 

Commonwealth Government policy was enacted to prohibit contact and trading between 

Aboriginal people and the Macassans. This in effect terminated the rights of Aboriginal 

people to negotiate with trading partners. This ban had the effect of marginalising 

Aboriginal economics to small pockets of subsistent living (Holland 2013). 

To further support the dehumanisation of Aboriginal people on the world stage, in 1866 a 

reviewer of Gideon S. Lang’s The Aborigines of Australia for the British-based Popular 

Magazine of Anthropology was able to interpret that book as a vindication of what was by 

then accepted to be ‘the world-wide fact that the savage hunter is irreclaimable by the 

civilized man.’ The ‘Australian savage,’ the reviewer went on to argue, was not an 
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‘uncultured type of civilized man,’ one ‘who may be schooled in civilisation,’ but instead was 

a lost cause (Anonymous 1866:50 cited in Anderson and Perrin 2007, 13). And, in the claim 

of an essential Aboriginal deficiency that was generalised, it was precisely a certain 

humanism that could no longer be taken for granted: ‘In the animal sphere we readily admit 

that there are both birds and beasts that practically defy domestication... But we are 

backward in applying this principle to man’ (cited in Anderson and Perrin 2007, 13).  

This prevailing racial thinking was given credence by so-called expert British anthropologists 

in popular academic literature of the time and permeated into the racially discriminative 

policies and acts such as ‘The Doomed Race Theory’ that condemned Aborigines as a dying 

race. As Holland explains: 

The anthropological determination of Aborigines as a doomed race gained further currency 

with the scientific understandings supporting white superiority. Consequently, the ‘doomed 

race’ theory became the dominant paradigm to emerge from previously explored social, 

anthropological and early settler society. (Holland 2013, 1) 

Kerwin’s research on Aboriginal pedagogy, or ways of knowing (2011), discredits the 

doctrine of terra nullius and the subsequent racist assumptions held by the early colonists 

that Aboriginal people were a dying race, devoid of culture and knowledge. In summarising 

his research Kerwin’s aim is to emphasise that even today, Aboriginal pedagogy has, and is 

still being seen as primitive, with no place in a modern world. 

As Holland notes ‘Chief Protectors of Aboriginals, appointed by the Government of the day 

to administer the Act, gained extraordinary powers to act and make decisions on behalf of 

successive governments with little interest in Aboriginal affairs. Amendments to the Act 

between 1897 and 1939 reflected the respective Chief Protectors’ personal agendas and 

attitudes towards Aborigines.’ Holland’s research shows that the ‘doomed race’ theory 
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became a means of masking the racism existing in society against the Aborigines (Holland 

2013, 1). This allowed governments to enact laws that provided power to the states to 

remove and dispossess Aborigines of their traditional lands without recompense. This action 

also served to allay any questions from whites seeking to capitalise on the economic 

fortunes unoccupied land offered.   Holland’s research demonstrates that Europeans 

positioned Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders as being less than human. Anna Haebich, a 

John Curtin Distinguished Professor and Senior Research Fellow in the Faculty of Humanities 

at Curtin University, states that: 

Demonising Aborigines as primitive and barbarian enhanced the belief that they would 

eventually become extinct. The spreading dogma of Social Darwinism added a terrible, 

inexorable evolutionary dynamic. Aborigines were not only incapable of change; they 

were doomed to extinction. (Haebich 2000, 70) 

This position encouraged intrusive scientific incursion into the fields of social anthropology, 

and consequently, according to Holland, 

White reconstruction anthropology (and some ethnocentric history) has provided a 

mental straightjacket for whites and blacks: a physical prototype, head banded, 

bearded, loin-clothed, and sometimes ochred, one foot up, a clutch of spears, ready to 

hunt or exhibiting eternal, mystical vigilance. (Holland 2013, 3) 

Holland’s thesis is important to my research as it supports the rationale for my investigation 

into the perceptions and treatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

throughout the colonial continuum. Through examining the literature, it is my contention 

that racial theory aided the belief that the ‘Aborigine’ was indeed a dying race, and a relic of 

the ‘the stone age.’ The prevailing racial thinking of the time considered Aborigines as a race 

of people stuck in time, with no capacity to develop beyond their current status, unable to 

compete with modern humans, and destined to die out. This accepted way of thinking 

became implicit in the dehumanising of Aboriginal people, to not only justify the superiority 
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of the white race, but also to legitimise the illegal acquisition of land under terra nullius and 

the removal of Aboriginal people from both lands and waters.   

The colonial intrusion has continued to ignore Indigenous interests and input into the 

development of policy and legislation that impact heavily on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander cultural practices, lands, and waters. As an example of this, I have witnessed the 

devastation caused by the expansion of colonial frontiers and the subsequent removal of 

the traditional custodians of my home in the Tweed River Basin. Like the Murray Darling 

River Basin, the Tweed River Basin has been under constant strain since the time of 

colonisation. The Tweed River has never run dry but has none the less suffered 

environmental, cultural, and social decimation. Like much of Australia, the Tweed River 

Basin was not immune to colonial forces as they expanded the ’Frontier,’ taking forcible 

possession of the land from the traditional owners.  

The clearance of land and overuse of water for cattle and farms for the growing of 

agricultural products such as cotton resulted in social, cultural, and environmental 

devastation. This farming practice has twice resulted in the draining of the Murry River, 

the sixteenth longest river in the world within a river basin slightly larger in area to that 

of Egypt This violent invasion and the use of insecticides on crops has resulted in these 

pollutants being washed into the river, causing mass fish kills from poisons and the de-

oxygenising of the water (Davies et al. n.d.). 

As an example of ignoring or devaluing Indigenous knowledge, Australian water policy and 

legislation has played a pivotal role in determining who controls and profits from Australia’s 

waterways.4 This example contextualises the changes in water management in the Murray-

                                                           
4 The researcher Chris Guest (2016) states that ‘conflict over the control and sharing of the waters of the River Murray is 

one of the most contentious issues of our time.’  After four failed attempts, the River Murray Waters Agreement was 
signed in 1914 and is the now called the Murray-Darling Basin Agreement (Guest and Authority [Australia] 2016). This 
agreement is possibly Australia's longest standing intergovernmental compact. Guest investigated the historical making of 
the first River Murray Waters Agreement in the early 1900s, and the formation of the River Murray Commission in 1917. 
Further, the investigation is developed through to Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory joining the Agreement 
in the 1990s, the Water Act in 2007 and the Basin Plan becoming law in 2012 (Guest and Authority [Australia]  2016).  
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Darling Basin in relation to attitudes towards Indigenous knowledge, management having 

often excluded or ignored advice on the sustainability of the river from the traditional 

custodians who live along the Murray. I argue that the inability of the powers-that-be to 

properly acknowledge Aboriginal interests and environmental knowledge directly influences 

how cultural water practices may be conducted. In contrast to political and profiteering 

interests, Weir (2009) discusses the Murray River water crisis from a unique perspective, 

that of ‘the intimate stories of love and loss from the standpoint of Aboriginal peoples who 

know the inland rivers as their traditional country.  By engaging with the Murray-Darling 

Basin, Australia's agricultural heartland, Murray River Country (Weir, 2009) goes to the core 

of our national understandings of who we are and how we can live in this country.’ This 

alternative world view perspective is important to my research in demonstrating the deep 

spiritual connection that Aboriginal and Torres Strait people have to their lands and waters 

(Weir 2009, 1). 

Cultural Practice  
 

Aboriginal access and rights to land and water are deeper and more meaningful than simply 

to gain profits. Land and water rights are vital to the maintenance of cultural heritage. 

Aboriginal researcher Dale Kerwin (2011) places an emphasis on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander People’s deeply intimate knowledge of Australia, gained from time immemorial of 

living in a landscape throughout uninterrupted occupation. The themes of ‘Aboriginal 

pedagogy and theoretical discussion of history, ideas of time and place, and the evolution of 

knowledge systems,’ form the basis for his thinking.  

For Aboriginal people, the dreamtime forms the foundation of their beliefs. In the 

dreamtime, spirits roamed the universe and created the oceans and rivers, mountains, 
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plains and valleys, sun, moon and stars and all living creatures. (cited Nayutah, Finlay, and 

Education (N.S.W.) 1988, 6) 

Spiritual Connection  

I’ve heard accounts of the ‘hairy man’ that have been told by Aboriginal groups across 

Australia that are known by many different names. As an Aboriginal person I’ve listened to 

the accounts of people who have encountered the ‘hairy man.’ In more recent times those 

‘Hairy Men’ are known as ‘Big Foot,’ ‘Yeti,’ ‘Yowie, ‘or ‘Abominable Snowman.’  In contrast 

the ‘Hairy Man’ is quite short in stature and is said to live along riverbanks. To a non-

Indigenous person these stories sound like fiction, myth, or legend. However, to myself and 

other Aboriginal people who have had experience in encountering the ‘Hairy Man,’ they are 

very real, and this demonstrates the very different relationship that Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people have with the natural world as opposed to the way non-Indigenous 

people view the world.  

Kerwin (2011) describes his son’s classroom experience:  

‘Today class we are going to learn about the Bunyip and Yowie’ said the year three 

primary school teacher, not knowing that in her class she had a couple of children of 

Aboriginal Australian descent. As the lesson progressed the teacher stated that these 

were mystical creatures that were not real and were only Aboriginal Dreamtime 

mythology. (Kerwin 2011, 1)  

This is one example of how Indigenous knowledges and beliefs are considered no more than 

mere myth and fairy-tale. In contrast, Kerwin argues that Aboriginal belief systems, 

cosmology and collective memory is inextricably tangible, stating that 

It can be posited here that Aboriginal belief systems and cosmology is the oldest collective 

memory of all the races of people. This is evident by archaeological evidence and Aboriginal 

stories of place and creation. (Kerwin 2011, 2)   
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The following account is an example of Aboriginal literature. It has not been written down 

until now. It is the story of my encounter with the ‘hairy man’ or as my mum calls them, the 

‘little people’. I consider Aboriginal traditional story-telling practice a form of Indigenous 

unwritten literature, and the following is an example of a living oral tradition. As a child I 

grew up listening to many stories told by my Elders. My Elders would educate and tell me 

stories with lessons to be learnt as we went on walks through the bush or just sitting around 

the campfire. One of the stories my mother often told was of her encounter with ‘little 

people’ or ‘hairy men’ who would come to visit her and her brothers and sisters when they 

were children. My mother would tell me that the ‘little people’ would come to play with 

them late at night at their family home on Tomewin Mountain in the Tweed Valley. As I was 

growing up listening to these stories, I tried hard to imagine what the ‘little people’ looked 

like. In my imagination the little people were the size of pixies or fairies. To be honest, as I 

grew into adulthood, I suppose I never really believed my mum, thinking that she was just 

telling a story to scare us. It wasn’t until years later in my mid-twenties when I was living in 

Perth Western Australia, when I had an experience of meeting a ‘little person’ or ‘hairy man’ 

in my travels, that I suddenly realised what my mother was describing when they appeared 

to me. They were not the size of pixies but more the size of a six or seven year old child or 

even maybe older. Suffice to say that I knew exactly what I was looking at by the way my 

mother described them. 

Thomas King states  

The truth about stories is that, that's all we are. The Okanagan storyteller Jeannette 

Armstrong tells us that "Through my language I understand I am being spoken to, I'm 

not the one speaking. The words are coming from many tongues and mouths of 

Okanagan people and the land around them. I am a listener to the language’s stories, 

and when my words form I am merely retelling the same stories in different patterns. 
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(“The Truth about Stories (PDF) by Thomas King - The Truth about Stories PDF Part1 - 

Wattpad” n.d., 1) 

It was to be my first encounter with this ancient being, but certainly not my last.  I had 

recently moved to Perth from Queensland to study music at Abmusic in 1993. Not knowing 

anyone in Perth at the time I had found myself accommodation at the Allawah Grove 

Aboriginal hostel in the outer Perth suburb of South Guilford. It was quite a trek travelling to 

Abmusic and back every day by foot, bus and train and I often returned to the hostel in the 

early evening or at night. I had to walk about two kilometres to and from the train station to 

the hostel along a secluded tree lined road that followed a waterway and eventually crossed 

a bridge. Walking at night along this road wasn’t one of my favourite parts of the day, as it 

was poorly lit and felt even more secluded at night—and if you come from my family, you 

don’t like walking at night, and especially by yourself.   

As I remember it, the day was quite overcast and windy with a few drops of rain. As the 

afternoon approached, the overcast conditions made the day grow darker. As usual, I 

disembark the train in the late afternoon and proceed on my long walk back to the hostel, 

heavily loaded up with my backpack and guitar. The road gradually gets lonelier and darker 

as I leave the well-lit streets of the township. Ten minutes down the road, I begin to hear 

rustling and what sounded like an animal walking or rummaging through the bushes off the 

edge of the road down by the water. I really don’t take too much notice of the noises at first 

as I grew up in a rural area and I’ve heard rustling noises like that many times.  

I dismiss the noises as either an animal or the wind blowing through the trees. I keep 

walking but the noises seem to keep getting closer and seem to be following me. When I 

stop walking to look round to see what it is, the rustling stops. Thinking it’s just my 

imagination, I brush it off and start walking again. As soon as I start walking the rustling 
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noises start again behind me. Again, I stop, and the noises stop. Now I’m starting to get 

worried, because the noises are not behind me anymore: they are at the side of me, then 

they are ahead of me, then back behind me. Each time I stop, the noise stops.  

By now I’m really worried and I start walking as fast as I can with my heavy load with the 

noise still pursuing me, almost harassing me. I can see the lights of the hostel and I’m 

exhausted and, to be honest, I’m freaking out. Getting to the door of the hostel, I can’t get 

inside fast enough. Dropping my bags and collapsing on a lounge chair, I start racking my 

brain trying to work out what just happened. I must look pale because the caretaker says I 

looked scared. I have to admit I am rattled, as I’ve never experienced anything like that 

before.  

Calming down and regaining my composure, I eat dinner, take my stuff to my room, and 

have a shower. At this time the hostel is almost empty with only a few residents, so each of 

us had our own room.  I had the top half of the top floor to myself, and at night the hostel is 

so dark you can’t see your hand in front of your face. Being the brave person I am, I leave a 

light on in the room, as I’m still a little on edge. Laying back on my bed I eventually drift off 

to sleep, but sometime later, I’m awakened by something shaking me, and I feel a tapping 

on my shoulder. Thinking it is one of the hostel residents, I open my eyes.  Half drowsy, I see 

a little hairy man of the likes I’ve never seen before hunched over me on the side of my bed. 

He is gnarled, bony, sinewy, and hairy, with pronounced eyebrows and piercing eyes, with 

bony hands and knuckles.  I stare at him and he stares at me. Not a word is said, but I don’t 

feel afraid, I feel comfortable. I somehow know that he is there to welcome me to his 

country. We have a conversation with our minds. After about ten minutes he waves his 

hand over my eyes and I fall into a deep comfortable sleep.  
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 After this I felt at home in Perth and I had made a new connection. This little person 

followed me around Perth and I still feel his presence to this day. The lesson I learnt from 

my mother was that I was connected to both the natural and spiritual world.  

Given that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander stories are not given any credence by 

Western society, Kerwin states that it’s ironic to think that the term ‘the dreaming’ was 

originally coined by non-Aboriginal scholars. For example Kerwin (2006) cites non-

Indigenous author Robert Lawlor, a mythographer and symbologist, who states: 

Everything in the natural world is a symbolic footprint of the metaphysical beings whose 

actions created our world. As with a seed, potency of an earthly location is wedded to 

the memory of its origin. (Lawlor 1991, 1–2)  

In Kerwin’s earlier writing (2006), he explores the interface between Aboriginal possession 

of the Australian continent and European colonisation and appropriation. He ‘highlights the 

valuable contribution Aboriginal people made in assisting European explorers, surveyors, 

and stockmen to open the country for colonisation’ (Kerwin 2006, 20). Kerwin also considers 

how European colonisation of Australia appropriated Aboriginal competence in terms ‘of 

their intimate knowledge of the landscape, by tapping into culinary and medicinal 

knowledge, water and resource knowledge, hunting, food collecting, and path-finding’ 

(Kerwin 2006, 20).  

As a consequence of this assistance, Aboriginal dreaming paths and trading routes also 

became the routes and roads of colonisers. Indeed, the European colonisation of 

Australia owes much of its success to the deliberate process of Aboriginal land 

management practices (Kerwin 2006, 20).  

On one hand, colonists derided Aboriginal people, but on the other hand, they could not 

have traversed across Australia and survived without their intimate knowledge of locating 

food and water within the landscape of the driest continent on earth. As an example of the 
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deep knowledge and spiritual connection that Aboriginal people have with the land and 

water of Australia, Aboriginal Art Gallery owner David Wroth states that:  

For Aboriginal people living a traditional life in the desert areas of Australia, water, and 

knowledge of where it could be found, was essential to survival. Ceremonies keep alive the 

memory of both the creation and the location of these sites. Aboriginal people meet for 

ceremonies beside water holes and their birthplaces are generally near one. Special 

ceremonies are performed seasonally to ensure that rains come to regenerate the plants 

and to provide food for both animals and people. (Wroth and Gallery 2015)  

Prior to occupation, it can be considered that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture 

was practiced relatively unimpeded. Languages were spoken freely and fluently. Traditional 

practices of ceremony were performed in sacred places in the landscape and especially 

around water – after all, ‘Water’ is the life blood of the Earth. Water is the one natural 

resource without which all life on Earth cannot exist without, and a resource that was worth 

its weight in gold to the early colonists. As the early so-called ‘explorers’ relied on Aboriginal 

knowledge of the land and its assets, they also took advantage of this knowledge to expand 

the frontier and furthered the dispossession of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

from their traditional homelands.  

Kerwin’s research is important to my argument in establishing seventy thousand years of 

continuous Aboriginal cultural practice and occupation of Australia’s land and waters prior 

to colonisation and the knowledge gained by our ancestors over tens of thousands of years 

is unfathomable and may never be fully comprehended. As a consequence of colonisation, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders way of life changed forever in ways so dramatic and 

devastating that it could never have been foreseen by our elders, Aboriginal culture was 

almost completely devastated. It’s difficult to say how much knowledge has been lost and 
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the extent of this loss may never be fully understood. In my writing I advocate for a return 

to country not only in the healing of my spirit but also to remember the old ways. 
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Chapter 2 – Connection to Country 

Introduction 

Like many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people today, the origins of my cultural 

heritage do not necessarily derive from the ‘country’ or ‘nation’ that I grew up in. Due to 

circumstances beyond our control, my family became displaced people.  The colonial history 

of Australia has predetermined the locations in which we were confined to, as well as the 

circumstances under which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have had to exist. 

The devastating effects of assimilation and segregation cannot be understated. The practice 

of the removal, displacement, and forced merging of cultures gave birth to a raft of 

detrimental social complexities that continues to be dealt with to the present day, and will 

continue to be dealt with well into the future. In ‘Disjuncture and Difference,’ there is an 

interesting quote which states that ‘one man's imagined community is another man's 

political prison’ (Appadurai 2003, 588). In the reality of Australia’s imagined community, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have been forcibly and violently removed and 

dispersed from their traditional homelands from the time of colonisation to the present day, 

as the colonial frontiers continue to expand. The removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders to other people’s lands was fully sanctioned and implemented through the 

government policies of assimilation and segregation. The function of these polices was to 

either absorb Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people totally into white society or to 

relegate them to living on the fringes of society, on the edge of towns and cities 

conveniently out of sight of white eyes.  

The policies of removal meant that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders were often taken 

thousands of miles from their traditional homelands. This meant that they would become 
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unwelcome aliens or strangers in other lands far beyond their own. They would be unable to 

speak the languages or practice the customs and traditions that belong to the foreign lands 

they were abandoned in. Removal would lead to the loss of language and identity of the 

individual. To try to adopt the language and identity of the traditional owners would be 

totally disrespectful and would lead to cultural appropriation. Displacement meant 

relegating the group or individual as a people or person of no status, no land, and no 

identity. The dispersal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders into other traditional lands 

could lead to tribal conflict. Strict traditional laws forbid you from entering another nation 

without permission or marrying outside your skin group. These were offences that could be 

punishable by death. These traditional laws of respect and protocol were not taken into 

consideration by the Western World who did not recognise tribal boundaries or laws and 

only recognised white law and state borders.  

As we have seen with the stolen generations, removal from traditional homelands and 

families has resulted in the loss of languages, identity, and culture, which has been the 

cause of lifetimes of sickness, mental health issues, suicide, drug, substance and physical 

abuse, rape, trauma, and intergenerational trauma (“Telling Our Story” 2009, 1–5). 

Bundjalung Nation - Minjungbal Country – Connection to Country not belonging to me 

As South Sea Islanders my mother’s family were relative newcomers to Minjungbal country 

in the Bundjalung nation in the Tweed Valley, having arrived in the mid-eighteen hundreds 

as so called ‘indentured labour’ (Kanaka slaves). They were taken from Island of Ambae 

Vanuatu to work for the white farmers who looked to exploit the extremely fertile 

landscape to grow sugar cane and bananas. It was considered at the time that the white 

man could not withstand the sun as well as the South Sea Islanders. My father was an 
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outsider as well and, like a lot of itinerant workers, he came to the Tweed from the Torres 

Straits to work the bananas and sugar cane plantations. My mother would tell me stories of 

the early days in the Tweed in regards to the forced cultural melding of different groups and 

the deep distrust they had not only of the white man, but also each other. She also told me 

about the conflict that occurred between traditional owners, the newly arrived South Pacific 

Islanders as well as Torres Strait Islanders. She told me stories of how these conflicts were 

sometimes dealt with in the traditional ways of physical conflict and even sorcery, or what 

the white man calls ‘Black Magic.’ These conflicts occurred because of the white man’s 

displacement of Aboriginal people, South Sea Islanders and Torres Strait Islanders into the 

one location of the traditional owners of the Tweed Valley. Each group had brought with 

them the language, customs, and traditional laws of their own lands that applied to their 

own cultures, but the forced mixing of such diverse cultural groups was the cause of much 

tension and conflict. Over time the conflicts began to abate as the different groups began to 

intermarry and give birth to the next generations. However this was to create another 

problem for Aboriginal people, South Sea Islanders, and Torres Strait Islanders: many could 

not return to their ancestral homes as intermarriage had made them social outcasts from 

their own people. Intermarriage was against traditional tribal law and would be severely 

punished. My grandfather Esara Geesu was forced to leave Murry Island when he chose to 

marry my Grandmother Lillian Ah’ Sam who was of Aboriginal/ Chinese heritage. When my 

grandfather was away working, the other Islanders opposed to their union, refused to feed 

my grandmother creating conflict in mission. A decision was made by the missionaries to 

remove my family hundreds of kilometres away to the Palm Island mission off the coast of 

Townsville Queensland. It was from the Palm Island mission at my Grandparents began the 

long process of applying to the Chief Protector Aborigines in Brisbane Queensland for 
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exemption certificates. After years of back and forth correspondence they were eventually 

granted exemptions and released from the mission. As a result of my Grandparents tireless 

efforts, my first cousins and I were the first generation in four generations of my family to 

not grow up on a mission. 

This is the backstory of my circumstances and how I’ve come to be where I’ve ended up. I 

have to acknowledge that I consider myself extremely fortunate and grateful not to have 

suffered the majority of what I have just described. I have to also acknowledge my parents’ 

strength and wisdom and to thank them for keeping my siblings and me safe from being 

removed. We didn’t grow up on country, but my parents were careful to observe respect 

and protocol by acknowledging traditional owners and not claiming the culture or land we 

were living on as their own.  

I have always been aware of my heritage for as long as I can remember. Having lived in 

various locations around Queensland, my mother would constantly remind me of where we 

came from. I remember helping my mother wash the dishes when I was very young, and she 

would all of a sudden ask, ‘Where you from?’ and I’d shout back, ‘Murray Island!’ … ‘And 

what else are you?’ And again I’d shout back, ‘I’m Kanaka too!’ Sometimes I’d get the 

Murray Island part wrong and say,’ Murray River!’, and mum would laugh and say, ‘Not even 

ya hard head’, and we’d both laugh. There has been some debate from my mother’s side of 

the family regarding the circumstances under which we arrived in the Tweed Valley from 

Vanuatu. There have been conflicting stories to as to whether our ancestors made the 

decision to come to Australia on their own accord or were taken by the British slave traders 

(otherwise known as ‘Blackbirders’). But whatever the circumstances, my ancestors were 

brought to the Tweed Valley as cane cutters and were seen as cheap labour. Regardless of 
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how my ancestors arrived, we were most definitely not considered equal to the white man. 

South Seas Islanders where considered ‘Nowhere People,’ or ‘Forgotten People.’  This is 

another part of my heritage that will have to be explored at a later date, as it falls outside 

the scope of this thesis. 

My father may not have been living physically on Murray Island, but he most certainly 

brought Murray Island with him in his heart, memories and daily cultural practices. Like the 

saying goes: ‘You can take the boy from the Island, but you can’t take the Island from the 

boy.’ My father died at the age of forty-one in 1970, but I have such strong memories of 

him. Unlike myself, my father grew up speaking his language and learning his culture, but it 

was only possible to practice culture outside the gaze of the missionaries and mission 

managers. Any perceived demonstration of culture or utterance of language could be met 

with severe punishment and sometimes exile far away from your family and traditional 

homeland. My father was one such person who took it upon himself to leave his homeland 

to be able to live his life and sustain his culture and language. I remember in our little fibro 

home in the suburb of Bardon in Brisbane, my father singing his language songs, performing 

his traditional dances, creating artworks and carvings and making models of the pearling 

luggers he worked on in his youth out of whatever materials he could find. I also remember 

him taking me hunting and fishing. One night I remember my father cutting up a turtle on 

the kitchen table. He was speaking to the turtle in his Meriam language, cutting off pieces 

and feeding them to me. I can only surmise that he was giving thanks and praise to the 

turtle for giving his life to sustain our lives. I was too young at the time to completely 

understand what he was doing, but I later learnt that it was a customary ritual of the 

Islanders giving thanks after the hunt.  
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However his island home was still under the control of the Queensland government and run 

by Catholic missionaries. Every aspect of his life was controlled by the state, and the mission 

managers enforced these laws. Life on the mission was harsh and culturally stifling to say 

the least, as the missionaries attempted to replace traditional cultural beliefs with the 

Catholic religion. In his youth, my father was an altar boy in the Catholic Church, but he also 

learned the ways of Malo’s Law through our Meriam elders.5  

 My father was a hunter-gatherer and a warrior. As a young man he risked his life working as 

a pearl diver, sometimes diving freestyle on a lung full of air, and sometimes being put into 

an iron diving suite with lead boots, dropped to the ocean floor to collect pearl shells while 

air was being pumped into the suit. He suffered from the bends on more than one occasion, 

which meant spending days in a decompression chamber. For all his efforts in risking his life, 

he was rewarded by the state by having most of his wages stolen, and he became a literal 

slave to the system. My father was never compensated for the injuries he sustained nor for 

the wages that were stolen. I can only speculate that these are some of the reasons my 

father and his siblings and parents decided to leave their homeland.  

These are just a typical example of some of the circumstances that Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people experienced in missions all over Australia, The truth, in total, is a 

horrific story. Although many people were forcibly removed, many people made the 

extremely difficult decisions to leave their families and homelands in an attempt to better 

their living and social circumstances. Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander applied for 

                                                           
5 ‘Central to the evidence in regards to the continuity of the Meriam traditional customary system, was Malo's Law, which 

according to local belief, was handed down by the Murray islander god, Malo.’ (Wellington et al., n.d.).  Malo's 
Law underpins the vitally important laws of respect and trespass. 
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exemptions to leave the missions and moved to different locations around the country, as 

did my grandparents Esara and Lillian Geesu. My father, having grown up under such soul-

destroying conditions on the Murray Island, would have dreamt of freedom and the right to 

make his own decisions on how to live his life just like any other Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander person would have hoped for.  

One of only ways to leave the missions was to be exiled to another mission or to apply for 

an exemption, yet the nature of the ‘Exemption Certificate’ was sinister. This ‘included the 

fact that once Aboriginal people gained the certificate they would in effect have to lose their 

Indigenous identity and culture, their family and their homelands, in exchange for living’ as a 

white person in the wider community. Despite the catastrophic ‘social impact on cultural 

identity for the certificate holders and their descendants, this remains largely unexplored by 

research and analysis. (Wickes 2008) 

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, a connection to country and staying 

connected to country throughout their lifetime despite changing conditions is vitally 

important in the practice of maintaining language, culture, heritage, and identity. 

Indigenous pedagogy reflects Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and doing which 

understands the interconnectedness of past, present, and future as parts of a whole 

universe, as well as the interplay of physical, political, geographical, environmental, 

emotional, social, historical, sensory, instinctual and intuitive elements of experience 

(Martin and Mirraboopa 2003). Dodson states that: 

For Aboriginal people land is a dynamic notion; it is something that is creative. Land is 

the generation point of existence: it is the spirit from which Aboriginal existence comes. 

It is a place, a living thing made up of sky, of clouds, of rivers, of trees, of wind, of sand, 

and of spirit that has created all those things; the spirit that has planted my own spirit 
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there: my country. It belongs to me; I belong to the land; I rest in it; I come from there. 

(Dodson Jan. 1976, 16 cited in Kerwin 2011) 

In my circumstance I did not have the privilege or opportunity to develop a firsthand 

connection to my traditional homelands. I’ve often wondered what that would be like. But I 

realise that this is something I’ll probably never know. So what does it mean to be 

connected to a country that’s not yours? I wasn’t born in Bundjalung country, so obviously 

in my case my connection doesn’t come down to a birthright.  For me, I feel it is something 

much deeper and meaningful than just having being born in a particular place that keeps me 

connected to the Tweed River district. Although my heritage belongs to that of my parents’ 

homelands in the Torres Straits and the South Pacific, I feel every bit as spiritually connected 

to Bundjalung country, and this means everything to me as I feel I’m a part of the landscape, 

and that it’s in my blood.  

Five years after my father passed away, my mother remarried and we relocated from 

Yuggerra country Brisbane to the Bundjalung nation in 1975, to the majestic beauty of Gold 

Coast hinterland on the edge of the Lamington National Park. As a result I spent rest of my 

early childhood growing up in what is known as the ‘Caldera’ of the Tweed Valley River 

district, on a sub-tropical mountain plateau known as ‘Beechmont,’ and also known by its 

traditional name Binna Burra, meaning ‘where the Beech trees grow’ (hence the place name 

‘Beechmont’ or ‘Beech Mountain’). Binna Burra is a magical and wondrous landscape. I was 

always in awe of the beautiful green mountains, valleys and rivers, as I still am today, and 

will be until the day I die. I have to admit that, at first, I didn’t like the move. In actual fact I 

hated it. I missed my old neighbourhood of Bardon, I missed catching the penny-farthing 

turtles down at the nearby creek with my friends, and I relentlessly harassed and begged my 

mother to let me return to Brisbane. But as time went by I gradually fell in love with 
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Bundjalung Country and soon forgot about the suburbs of Brisbane. Beechmont, Binna 

Burra and the Tweed Valley had become my spiritual home, and is now deeply ingrained in 

my heart and soul. 

As I spent time exploring my new surroundings, I grew more and more attached to the 

landscape. I would go exploring either myself, with my best friend, my parents, 

grandparents, uncles and aunties as well as the national park rangers.  As we walked 

through the landscape my elders would tell me stories and explain what the different plants 

were. They would explain what plants were poisonous, what plants were edible and what 

plants could be used as medicine or remedies. My elders would also explain the landscape. 

They would describe what the terrain was like on different parts of the mountain where 

certain types of poisonous snakes and spiders could be found. They pointed out the best 

places to find fresh water to drink. I was shown the best places to fish and advised of the 

best times of the year to fish for certain types of fish and when, where, and how to find 

pippies. It was a beautiful and enjoyable way to learn. Walking home from school we would 

feast on the abundant bush foods available off the side of the road, as my brother and I 

would pick the wild bush offerings to eat as an afternoon snack.  

Before contact with Europeans, the eastern coast of Australia was densely 

populated with Aboriginal tribal groups. This area had a fertile soil, a heavy 

annual rainfall and an abundance of species that provided food for its 

inhabitants. (Gummow 2002, 1:48–78) 

The lush rainforest growing in the rich red volcanic soil teemed with a variety of wildlife 

including plant foods such as cunjevoi, figs, wild grapes, native olives, gooseberries, and wild 

raspberries and currents. Bush turkeys, possums, echidnas, wallabies, kangaroos, platypus 

and snakes were abundant (Nayutah, Finlay, and North Coast Institute of Aboriginal 
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Community Education (N.S.W.) 1988). The richness of the soil in this area enabled my family 

to practice their Island traditions of growing taro and sweet potato as they had done in their 

homelands in the South Pacific and the Torres Strait. In fact the fertile red volcanic soils 

allowed my family to grow mostly any kind of fruit or vegetable that was planted. The 

freshwaters flowing from high in the mountain rainforests fed by the great artesian basin 

also supplied the pure fresh drinking water that filled the ancient lava tubes, mountain 

streams and limestone wells. Eels and catfish, watercress and freshwater fish and crays and 

mussels abounded, and my father would also utilise his hunting and fishing skills from 

Murray Island to free dive in the saltwater rivers and creeks to spearfish for octopus, mud 

crabs, and stingrays. A combination of gaining the local traditional knowledge of the land 

with the hunter-gatherer skills brought from the Islands sustained generations of my family 

as they hunted and collected the nourishing natural food stocks provided by the Tweed 

Caldera.  

For many thousands of years, the Tweed Valley was a green paradise resting in the 

Shadow of ’Wollumbin.’ The Minjungbal people enjoyed a warm sub-tropical climate. 

The landscape varied from the mountains to the sea. There was an abundance of food 

and raw materials that catered to all their requirements(Nayutah, Finlay, and North 

Coast Institute of Aboriginal Community Education (N.S.W.) 1988, 3).  

This knowledge was passed down thought the generations of my family and have helped my 

cousins and me to survive through hard economic times such as unemployment. My cousin 

Peanut and I had been unemployed for a period of time and living in a caravan park at the 

foot of the mountain known as Beechmont, which borders the Lamington National Park 

boundaries. Many of the white people living in the park were unemployed and hungry a lot 

of the time. Struggling to fill their cupboards with food, they had to survive by applying for 

food vouchers at Centrelink. My cousin and I had no such problems as we were well 
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equipped with the knowledge we were brought up with. We knew the landscape intimately, 

and knew that there was plenty of food to be had in our surroundings if you went out and 

looked for it. So as usual, in our family’s traditions, we grew our own vegetables, we hunted 

and gathered, and went fishing to supplement our food supplies. The eruption of Wollumbin 

formed many of the waterways where we were living and created many of the fresh water 

creeks, including Tweed River, Currumbin Creek, Tallebudgera Creek, Cudgen Creek, 

Canungra Creek, and the Nerang and Coomera Rivers, which supplied my family with many 

species of fish, eels, mud oysters, rock oysters, pippies, sand and mud crabs, mussels, and 

shellfish. We traded surplus fish and vegetables for chickens, eggs, and bread, and sold jars 

of oysters at the local pub. We never went hungry.  

Apart from living off the natural resources, I always loved to hear tales about the land, and 

as a young man I recall hearing a story from one of my Uncles about finding Aboriginal 

artefacts such as spears and shields in caves hidden in the mountain side. Unfortunately he 

never revealed what became of this treasure, but I suspect that the artefacts were either 

destroyed, removed to a private collection, or ended up in a museum. As a child I spent 

most of my free time exploring this paradise, imagining what life would have been like for 

the ancestors who occupied this land for millennia. Yet the evidence of Aboriginal 

occupation was all around me and I was experiencing it firsthand, although it wasn’t until 

some years later that I realised what I was looking at. This evidence still existed in the form 

of ceremonial grounds called ‘Bora Rings.’ Walking through the bush I would often see trees 

with various sized sections of the bark missing. I later became aware that these were scar 

trees. Whilst working for the Tweed Shire Council inspecting sites with traditional owners, I 

was made aware of the scatterings of stone implements unearthed on farms and housing 

developments. I was advised by an archaeologist working for the Tweed Shire Council at the 
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time that many of the stone implements were not indigenous to the Tweed landscape and 

were most likely brought here by travellers from other nations and traded for other goods. 

This gave support to the Tweed as a part of a traditional trade route and gathering place for 

ceremony and feasts, which can be evidenced by the numerous middens strewn along the 

banks of the Tweed River in which I had fished with my family for many years. Trekking 

through the Lamington National Park, you can often find remnants of shell fish in an ancient 

cooking cave high in the mountains of the hinterland in the sub-tropical rainforests, 

approximately twelve hundred feet above sea level. Much of what I’ve learnt about the 

Tweed has come from a direct interaction with the environment and from the knowledge of 

my elders and traditional owners who have shared information with me over the years. 

There is much I don’t know about the Tweed in regards to the traditional owner’s customs, 

ceremonies and languages, but this is not my business, and I cannot speak with any 

authority in regards to this traditional knowledge, as I don’t have that right and it would be 

totally inappropriate and completely disrespectful. And in saying this, the same has to be 

said in regard to my relationship to the language, culture, and most sacred traditions of 

Murray Island since I did not grow up there. I feel that although I have lived and grown up in 

the Tweed, I am still a visitor. Even though this country isn’t mine by heritage, I’ve always 

been aware that Aboriginal people had lived in Minjungbal country since the landscape was 

created in the ‘Buderim’ or Dreamtime.  

In researching this thesis I have also had to rely on my own research as well as the 

information collected by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers in educating 

myself about Minjungbal country in the Bundjalung nation. This has been somewhat 

problematic in my attempt to piece together an accurate picture of the settlement of the 

Tweed, as there are always two conflicting sides to the story of colonisation. For example, 
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before we moved to Bundjalung country, I went to primary school at Bardon State School. 

We were taught that Captain Cook had discovered Australia and that it was a peaceful 

settlement with no conflict. This was, and in some cases still is, presented as fact.  

‘European historic accounts of a peaceful settlement in the Tweed Valley differs greatly 

from that of the traditional owners’ (Boileau and Council 2006). 

Keats’ research states that  

The European invasion of Bundjalung territory had similar effects on Aboriginal people’s 

lifestyle, health and security as elsewhere in occupied parts of the colony. On the north 

coast of New South Wales, the creeping pattern of intrusion intensified decade by 

decade. All early signs of resistance or isolated killings by Aborigines were savagely 

suppressed… guns against spears. It would be incorrect to deny there were counter 

attacks and guerrilla movements by Aborigines in vain attempts to hold their territories 

against European invasion. (Keats 1990, 70) 

Having said that, much of the evidence of Aboriginal people’s occupation of the Tweed had 

been systematically destroyed over the years as a result of the expansion of the ‘Frontier’ by 

the timber cutters who decimated the ancient Cedar and Beech tree forests. Boileau states 

that: 

On first contact, the first explorers who journeyed along the east coast of Australia, 

such as Cook, Oxley and Rous, did not venture far into the hinterland of the Tweed 

Valley. Their contact with Aboriginal people was limited and there was little 

interference with the traditional hunting grounds of the Bundjalung people. It was the 

intrusion of cedar getters in large numbers into the Tweed Valley after 1844 that 

marked the start of the dispossession of Aboriginal people of their tribal lands and the 

decline of their rich spiritual and cultural life. (Boileau and Council 2006, 32)   

By 1861 The Robertson Land act was introduced which encouraged massive clearance of the 

rainforest vegetation in an attempt to make the apparently fertile soils available for 

agricultural pursuits. The Land Act effectively spelt a death sentence for the traditional way 
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of life of the original inhabitants of the Northern Rivers District. The impact of land 

clearance on the lives of people already weakened by introduced diseases was catastrophic 

(Museum 2019). 

This scenario was elaborated on in a bit more detail in a conversation I had with my Uncle 

Jimmy Togo, my mother’s older brother. Whenever I return to country, I will often sit and 

chat with him about the early days of the Tweed. It was during one of these chats that I 

asked about what happened to the traditional owners when the timber cutters came to the 

Tweed.  That question must have hit a nerve as he became quite serious, and told me quite 

bluntly that Aboriginal people of this area were also shot or driven off inland into other 

clan’s territories. Uncle Jim told me that if anyone tried to return they were either driven off 

again or shot on sight. The dispossession from their land, homes and hunting grounds 

resulted in the Aboriginal population plummeting. Chronic depression brought on by disease 

and malnutrition sapped their will to live. In little more than a decade, the centuries old way 

of life of the Tweed Valley people had virtually collapsed. By 1890 there were barely enough 

people to muster a quorum for initiation ceremonies.   

Frontier violence was an inescapable feature of Australian society for almost one 

hundred and fifty years. Almost every district experienced conflict between resident 

clans and incoming settlers (Henry Reynolds 1995:9).  

 

It’s also extraordinary to think that the killing off of the traditional owners can be evidenced 

by what’s not on display in the Minjungbal Museum in South Tweed Heads. The Minjungbal 

Museum is well resourced with many artefacts and pictures on display showing what life 

would have been like for the original inhabitants prior to European invasion. It was during 
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my field trip to the museum in 2019 that I discovered that not all was what it appeared to 

be.  

Prior to visiting the museum I had spent hours exploring the lush vegetated grounds via the 

walking tracks and making myself known to the spirits of the Ancestors.  My Uncle Buddy 

had always reminded me that, whenever I come home or visit another country, I should 

always go for a walk through the bush, acknowledge the spirits of the Ancestors, and thank 

them and let them know who I am and that I’m just visiting and mean no harm to the 

people, land, or animals. Exploring the museum, I was totally absorbed by the display of 

pictures and artefacts that depicted scenes of what I thought was what the everyday life of 

the Minjungbal people of the Tweed Valley would have looked like. I wrote down notes and 

took many pictures of the photographs and exhibits. It was only later that I was to discover 

(by sheer fate or accident and whilst researching other material) that many of the pictures 

displayed in the museum were taken by an oyster farmer and amateur scientist by the name 

of Thomas Dick. These pictures were actually taken of the Birpai people (the traditional 

custodians of the Hastings River District) hundreds of kilometres south of the Tweed in Port 

Macquarie.  I was shocked to say the least. At first glance of Thomas Dick’s pictures, you 

could easily mistake the Hastings River District for the Tweed River District, as the physical 

landscapes of the two regions are strikingly similar.6  

                                                           
6 Similar to the practices of the people of the Tweed River, the Birpai practiced firestick farming and benefitted from 

traditional trade routes. They were skilled hunters, gatherers, and fishers, who engaged with coast and hinterland as 
dictated by seasons and food sources (Urban, p.19; McLachlan, pp.85-94). Each clan moved seasonally throughout its 
territory in accordance with their cultural obligations and responsibilities (John Health, Liz Gillroy and Sue Hodges 
Productions, p.2). (“Thomas Dick Photographic Collection (Moveable Heritage Item)(under Consideration) | NSW 
Environment, Energy and Science” n.d.) Why two citations? However this is most probably the limit of their similarities, as 
these are two separate cultural identities. Minjungbal country is approximately four hundred and forty two kilometres 
north of Port Macquarie, and ‘is part of the larger Bundjalung nation located in North-Eastern New South Wales. 
Bundjalung country is bordered by the Clarence River and Gumbaynggirr country to the south; the Great Dividing Range 
and Ngarabal country to the west; the Nerang River and Yuggerra country to the north; and the Pacific Ocean to the east. 
Minjungbal country is bordered by Wollumbin in the south, the Pacific Ocean to the east, the Tweed River to the north and 
the Border Ranges to the west. Local people today generally refer to the Tweed as “Minjungbal country”’ (Keats 1990, 16).   
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The appropriateness of the use of the re-enacted or staged pictures of the Birpai to 

represent the people of the Tweed is somewhat questionable, however good the intent. The 

pictures on exhibition in the museum purportedly depict the original inhabitants of the 

Tweed wearing traditional garments made from possum skins and paper bark trees. They 

were adorned with feathers and necklaces of beads and shells, and were marked by the 

scarring of the skin. The pictures also depict groups hunting and gathering the abundant 

foods available in the lush bush supermarket, and family groups making bark canoes, 

wading through the shallows at low tide in the mangrove swamps, searching for shellfish in 

what are assumed to be the lava tubes and waterways formed from the eruption of 

Wollumbin twenty million years ago.  

The Thomas Dick Photographic Collection consists of hundreds of photographs that 

illustrate aspects of the traditional life of the Aboriginal people in the Hastings District of 

New South Wales.7 Yet however far the distance is between Port Macquarie and Tweed 

Heads, it would seem that the Birpai people had suffered much of the same violent fate as 

the people of the Tweed Valley as their lives were gradually and tragically transformed by 

the arrival of Europeans.8  

                                                           
7 They also illustrate Hastings District landscapes and townscapes, seeking to compare and contrast past and present land 
uses and to link these with different Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal attitudes to land use. Much of the collection depicts 
Aboriginal people, mainly Birpai, performing re-enactments of traditional activities at sites in and around the Hastings and 
MacLeay districts. These sites include Yarras, Boony Hills, Mount Seaview, Point Plomer, Kooloonbung Creek, Tacking Point 
beach, Shelly Beach, and Mud Creek. Thomas Dick is understood to have taken hundreds of glass plate negatives, some of 
which he transferred to magic lantern slides, of Aboriginal people and sites of the Hastings River District, in addition to 
landscapes and townscapes of the region (“Thomas Dick Photographic Collection (Moveable Heritage Item)(under 
Consideration) | NSW Environment, Energy and Science” n.d.). 
8 Even before the establishment in 1821 of the Port Macquarie convict station, many Birpai had died from European 

diseases, although other 'eruptive disease’—probably smallpox—followed in 1831 and 1832 (Sydney Gazette and New 
South Wales Advertiser [NSW : 1803 - 1842] 1832, 3). Violence followed the seizure of Birpai lands and food sources. This 
caused casualties on both sides, although the Birpai had the worst of the fighting (McLachlan, 1988, pp. 144-149, 176-178, 
179-182). Several massacres, such as that at Blackman's Point, are known to have occurred, drawing the condemnation of 
the press. (Asiatic Journal and Monthly Miscellany, 6 February 1838; Sydney Gazette and NSW Advertiser, 19 January 1839, 
p.2) (“Thomas Dick Photographic Collection (Moveable Heritage Item)(under Consideration) | NSW Environment, Energy 
and Science” n.d.). 
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The arrival of the Europeans has not only transformed the landscape of the Tweed Valley; 

their arrival also signalled the inevitable end of the traditional way of life of the original 

inhabitants forever. Colonisation not only erased their history: it transformed their identities 

and relegated them to myths and legends of the past. The display in the Minjungbal 

museum would seem to support this argument. In an effort to put forward an accurate 

depiction of the traditional way of the Tweed Valley people, staged pictures taken of the 

Birpai people by Thomas Dick have been put on display.  

The physical landscape of the Tweed Valley has been transformed dramatically in my 

lifetime and is still being transformed at a rapid rate. More so the cultural identity of the 

Tweed River people seems to have disappeared from history and is now covered up in a 

shroud of colonial romanticism for the original inhabitants that can only be viewed in 

historical contexts as museum exhibits. However accurate or inaccurate the exhibits may be, 

near enough is not good enough, as this is culturally inappropriate and disrespectful to the 

ancestors of the past and the living ancestors of Tweed Valley people.  

Much of the knowledge gained by people of my generation was passed down through our 

parents and grandparents as well as other elders of their generation. Travelling through the 

Tweed Valley today, it’s hard to imagine that its current agricultural fields were once 

luxuriant strands of sub-tropical rainforest that provided a wide range of edible and useful 

raw materials for the original inhabitants. Now, the only remaining impenetrable ‘bush’ 

grows on Stotts Island midway between Muwillumbah and Tweed Heads. It’s likely the 

younger generations will not benefit in the same way from interactions with the current 

landscape, as it doesn’t exist in the same form that it did when people of my generation 

experienced it. Yet remnants of what the land and waters once was still survive in the 
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Tweed Valley. We continue to fish, hunt, and live off the land as much as is allowed. By no 

fault of our own, our cultural identities have been forced to transform to reflect the current 

social and economic parameters that have been enforced upon us. The practices of cultural 

tradition have been forced to adapt to the continuing intrusion and expansion of the 

colonial frontier and the continual arrival of newcomers. Despite these intrusions, the 

cultural traditions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people continue to adapt and be 

practiced in one form or another. Now, the challenge is: how do we restore to ourselves our 

identity, culture, arts, dance, and languages of the past, when much has been lost and 

destroyed? How do we continue to maintain the identity that is the unique and authentic 

marker of our cultural being against past and present racially discriminative government 

legislation that would seek to absorb Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders into the so-called 

‘dominant culture’? 
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Chapter 3 

Cultural Identity as a white construct  

Introduction 

The democratic state that dominates Western political thought emerges from the 

liberal tradition, where each person is assumed to be freely in charge of their own 

actions, even though the distribution of such freedom is clearly unequal (“Arts and 

Communities Syllabus – Http://Dannybutt.Net” n.d. 2016).  

 

To contextualise this philosophical train of thought in regard to the colonisation of Australia, 

the social and economic position of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people can be seen 

as a demonstrative example of the exclusionary nature of democracy. It is within this so-

called democratic state that the Aboriginal and Torres Strait people’s story under 

colonialism is a familiar tale of brutal suffering, struggle for freedom and equality, and loss 

of identity. The rights to culture and humanity as well as the right to freely and openly 

identify with, live, and practice the age old traditions of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 

people were taken away. It is within this so-called democratic framework that Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander cultural practices such a hunting and gathering, ceremony and 

speaking languages, were criminalised, and people were confined to missions. Indigenous 

identities and traditional lands have been transformed, deconstructed, and reconstructed to 

appease the state. This lack of freedom and liberties – which are often taken for granted by 

white Australians and considered basic human rights – unceremoniously exposes the 

exclusionary nature of these supposed human rights which are espoused by and fought for 

by Western political thought and liberal tradition.  

On the crudest level, liberal regimes forcibly "pacified" Native peoples who 
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resisted colonization. On a more subtle level, their rule rested on a set of 

coercive practices that violated their own democratic values. Colonized persons 

were designated as subjects, not citizens. They had duties but few rights 

(Conklin 1998, 1).  

Coupled with the Western concept of humanism, a concept that is built on dualisms, it 

results in the distorted perceptions and deeply ingrained destructive generalisations that 

consider white people’s culture as sophisticated and civilised, and Aboriginal culture as 

primitive, uncivilised, and dying. This system excludes all those who do not fit the socially 

constructed models of what is considered to be an acceptable individual or citizen within 

the state. There are over five hundred different clans, groups, or 'nations' that collectively 

make up the continent of Australia, all with separate distinctive cultures, beliefs and 

languages. But not only have Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people been excluded 

from the so-called democratic state, they have been aggressively and deliberately denied 

the right to be accepted as having separate and unique identities. 

Cultural Identity  

The issue of identity in regards to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is a highly 

contentious and debated issue. Much has been written and theorised on who and what an 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander person is and how this is perceived and accepted in 

mainstream white society. In considering my approach to addressing this issue my main 

purpose was to identify a number of historical influences which have aided Western 

society’s construction of identity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The 

Australian government defines an ‘Aborigine’ as someone who: is of Australian Aboriginal or 

Torres Strait Islander descent and who identifies as an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander, and is accepted as such by the community in which s/he lives or has lived as an 
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Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person ( Gardiner-Garden 2003.). However, in reality, it is 

not quite so simple. Racism has been central to the construction of Indigenous identity.9 For 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people the terms ‘Aboriginality’ and ‘identity’ are not 

only terms for cultural identify but are terms that are also encompassing of the time 

continuum that is both the past and present in both traditional and contemporary settings 

that all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people live and operate in. The Western 

construct of an Indigenous identity has relied heavily on the degree of blackness of an 

individual’s skin to determine their level of Aboriginality. Other observations used by Western 

society to determine the degree of Aboriginality of a group or individual is that of the perception of 

the ‘Noble Savage.’ This is the belief that ‘real’ Aborigines are those, who, in the colonial mind, are 

frozen in time, unable to progress beyond their perceived status quo as ‘Stone Age’ people… or that 

‘real’ Aborigines still live in a traditional hunter-gatherer role and do not live in cities or have fine 

homes or drive nice cars or shop in a supermarket. The right to cultural diversity and separate 

identities had been removed from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people very early into the 

colonial occupation of Australia.  

So far, in my own personal experience, it would seem that as far as white Australians are 

concerned, one Aboriginal identity fits all. For as long as I can remember or was able to fully 

comprehend, I have been told by white people, ‘you don’t look Aboriginal… you couldn’t 

possibly be Aboriginal.’ They would say it in a way that made it sound like a compliment, for 

example, ‘you’re very handsome, like a white man’; they would say it with a grin on their face. 

I have been called Egyptian, Southern Italian, and South American -- anything but Aboriginal 

or Torres Strait Islander. When questioning a close friend’s identity, one white person asked 

                                                           
9 Prior to the time of British contact there was no notion of ‘Aboriginality’ as such; rather, there were approximately 500 

tribes throughout Australia, each with their own identity (Holland 1996:104: Flood 2006:17).  
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her: ‘Why don’t you call yourself south American? That’s much better than being called 

Aboriginal.’ Like many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, I have had to endure these 

infuriating interrogations about my identity not just out in public but also in my places of 

employment. I’ve been asked, ‘why do you call yourself Aboriginal when you don’t look 

Aboriginal?’ Predictably this is usually followed by the absolutely ridiculous requisite 

questions about all the free houses, cars, money, and education that Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people supposedly receive. What is it about me that has so confounded white 

Australians into disbelief in regards to my Indigeneity? Maybe it was the fact that in their 

eyes, I didn’t fit neatly into their image of what an Aboriginal or Torre Strait Islander should 

look or act like. In my experience -- and I’ve encountered this too many times to mention -- 

it’s likely that I didn’t conform to the stereotypical image so deeply ingrained into their 

psyche. After all, according to the self-proclaimed white experts, ‘real’ Aborigines don’t look 

like me, sound like me, or live in the City. Apparently ‘real’ Aborigines live in the Northern 

Territory, do dot paintings, carry boomerangs and play didgeridoo and clap sticks. I shudder 

when I think of how many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have faced this 

aggressive and invasive interrogation of their identity based solely on their appearance.  No 

matter how much I tried to convince the person making assertions with regards to my 

apparent lack of Aboriginality, they insisted that they knew me better than I knew myself. Not 

satisfied with and completely ignorant of or unaware of the pain and suffering caused by 

colonisation, the sheer arrogance, ignorance, and stupidity of non-Indigenous people making 

these assertions has never failed to disgust and enrage me.  

From a very young age it had become painfully clear to me that white Australians had 

unashamedly deemed themselves experts in all the characteristics and traits which they 
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considered to constitute the identity and appearance of Aboriginal people. The majority of 

white Australians, even today, have never met or interacted with an Aboriginal person or 

spent time in or even briefly visited an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander community. White 

Australians who’ve never had any meaningful interactions with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people or communities have based their so-called knowledge solely on books or 

documentaries produced by white researchers and theorists who’ve reached their 

conclusions through a Western methodological and ethical framework. Their research often 

excludes input and knowledge from the standpoint of their Indigenous subjects, as 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders methodologies of oral story telling traditions are rarely 

seen as truly viable methodologies in Western research. Their research is viewed and 

presented from a Western cultural perspective which is all too often inaccurate, ignorant, 

presumptuous, and out of touch, but in many instances has been accepted and presented as 

fact in universities, government reports and school curriculum.  

Kerwin states that; 

Non-Aboriginal theorists and philosophers have been quite clever in constructing an 

Aboriginal ‘reality.’ Their musings are interesting reads and at times hilarious, though 

they are very convincing to those who know no better. They posit their assumptions as 

fact and their theories become coinage for all studies on Aboriginal society (Kerwin 

2011, 1).  

I remember being taught about ‘Aborigines’ in primary school in the 1970’s. The white 

teacher confidently rattled off so-called facts from a text book that basically said that 

‘Aborigines live in ‘Gunya’s,’ play didgeridoos, and eat witchetty grubs, and that Truganini 

was the last Aborigine to die in Tasmania. This was basically the accepted school curriculum 

information taught to me throughout my time in primary school. 
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To further add insult to injury, the 1955 film Jedda10 is a demonstration of how Aboriginal 

people are typically represented in the media in general, through characters such as 

'Marbuk,' who is portrayed as a wild out of control black man, and Jedda herself, who is in 

turn represented as a weak and timid Aboriginal woman who succumbs to her naive Native 

instincts, in what is depicted as a betrayal of her so called 'civilised' upbringing by her 

adoptive white settler parents.  

Chauvel’s Jedda expresses all those ambiguous emotions, fears and false theories which 

revolve in Western thought around the spectre of the 'primitive.' It rewrites Australian 

history so that the black who rebels against white colonial rule is a rebel against the 

laws of their own society (Langton 1993, 45). 

Hollywood movie genre’s give credence to the 'upside down' way the 'make believe' media 

portrays colonial settlement and transforms Indigenous identities and landscapes. In films 

like Drums Along the Mowhawk (1939) or Shaka Zulu (1987), the settler coloniser is 

portrayed as the innocent victim whose fortified structure has become surrounded by 

aggressive blood thirsty ‘Natives,' which inverts the role of the aggressor so that colonialism 

is made to look like self-defence in similar scenarios throughout the history of frontier 

violence in Australia.  

Colonialism sought to legitimate its own domination by transforming identities 

and referring to Aborigines as savages. Land clearance for pastoralism, the 

mainstay of the colonial economy, was often based on the belief that Aborigines 

were ‘vermin,’ ‘scarcely human,’ and ‘wild animals’ (Glover, 1998; Tatz, 1999 

cited in “The Science of Race” n.d.).  

                                                           
10 ‘An Aboriginal woman dies in childbirth on a remote cattle station in the Northern Territory. The baby girl is raised by 

the station owner’s wife, Sarah McMann, after the death of her own child. Jedda (Margaret Dingle) grows up between 
cultures – forbidden from learning about her own, not fully accepted by the other. Her white mother Sarah (Betty Suttor) 
wants to 'civilise’ her. Sarah’s husband Doug (George Simpson-Lyttle) believes she will lose her “pride of race”’ (“Curator’s 
Notes Jedda (1955) on ASO - Australia’s Audio and Visual Heritage Online” n.d.). 
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In this, regard a colonial order arises when the State has annexed a territory 

formally and systematically discriminates between the conquering invaders as 

‘entitled,’ and the original inhabitants as the ‘aggressors,’ in such a way as to 

entrench the difference in some form of ideology that justifies the domination of 

the Indigenous population in terms of race, mentality, moral qualities, cultural 

advancement, religion, or historic destiny (Rowse, 1994: 189).  

Assimilation 

From the very moment of the planting of the Union Jack in Sydney Cove in 1788, the seeds 

were sown for the fate of future generations of Australian Aboriginal people, and for the 

social displacement that would be termed ‘dispersal’ in the nineteenth century. This created 

misery at levels that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people had never experienced 

before colonisation, but have experienced every day since.  

The first one hundred and forty years of white Australian history was marked by violent 

conflict and dispossession, the taking of Aboriginal land, the destroying of food and 

water sources, and antagonism to Indigenous habits and traditions that characterised 

the specific form of settler colonialism that took root in Australia (Reynolds 1989, 209–

11).  

Australia was not ‘a pure soil’ in 1788. Generations of Aboriginal people were 

‘displanted to the end to plant in’ European settlers. All too often, colonisation on those 

terms resulted -- as Bacon foresaw – in the extirpation of the Aborigines and the 

destruction of their society (Reynolds 1996, 9).  

The Australian Museum estimates that pre-European invasion in 1788, about 750,000 

Indigenous people (representing some 700 language groups) inhabited the continent that 

would become Australia. This figure may well be an underestimate. 
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The wars that raged across this continent claimed more Indigenous lives than the 62,000 

Australian soldiers who died in the First World War. (Daley 2019) It has been estimated that 

prior to the British invasion, more than 500 Indigenous groups inhabited the Australian 

continent with a population of approximately 750,000 (Read et al. 2003, 201). In 1920, 

biological thinking in terms of eugenics was raging; a whole society was disappearing or 

becoming institutionalised, as well as being put under the microscope and studied. Stanner 

calls these years the beginning of the ‘Protection’ and ‘Segregation years’ for Aboriginal 

society (Stanner 1968, 14).  

The practice of trying to absorb Aboriginal people into white culture through eugenics 

failed, but the fallout from the assimilation era has continued to resonate to the present 

day. This fallout has manifested itself in many ways, as Aboriginal people have continued to 

suffer from the loss of their cultural identity and the continued intergenerational transfer of 

trauma to their children and grandchildren. 

Many people of my generation and older grew up during the assimilation and segregation 

era of Australia. In 1951 assimilation in Australia had become official government policy and 

was being enforced on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander society. Government run 

institutions, religious missions, and camping grounds were established, and so called 

‘Aboriginal Protectors’ were appointed. As Reynolds states:  

The cultural merging of the indigenous and immigrants communities has been 

foreshadowed and planned for at varying times since the early settlements. It has 

invariably been seen as requiring the adaptation of Aboriginal people to introduced 

patterns of thought and behaviour. They were to become civilised, to adopt the 

Australian way of life (Reynolds 1996, 11).  

I was born in 1966, a year before the referendum where Australians voted in favour of 
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changes to the Australian Constitution to improve the services available to Indigenous 

Australians, but the policy of assimilation and the practice of segregation was still being 

practiced well after 1967, and unofficially came to an end in 1973. During this period, police 

officers were used to enforce the government-sanctioned law to remove half-caste 

Aboriginal people and keep them separate from the white population. As a result of these 

laws, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people came to view the police in another light 

and commonly referred to them as ‘bully men’ because of their use of brutal tactics in 

enforcing the law. Police were used to take away half-caste children and also beat 

Aboriginal people into submission. These government officers also enforced policies to stop 

cultural practices such as language, song and dance, spirituality, and traditional teaching 

methods. At a major symposium on ‘Social Anthropology’ held in Canberra in 1968, Ronald 

Berndt discussed a conversation he had with T.G.H. Strehlow in which both he and Strehlow 

predicted that in 1960 ‘Aboriginal traditional life as a functional reality and as a major 

emphasis will have virtually disappeared from the face of this continent’ (Berndt 1970, 5). 

Aboriginal historian Katherine Ellinghaus states that: 

in Australia of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, whites envisioned the 

‘assimilation’ of Indigenous people in two very different ways. Some believed in the 

possibilities of teaching Indigenous people to live and support themselves as white people 

through cultural assimilation, while others focused on the intentional loss of Indigenous 

physical characteristics through interracial relationships and biological absorption’ -- or in 

other words, eugenics. In most instances, however, the politicians, public servants and 

anthropologists involved in solving the 'Aboriginal problem' were cryptic when they referred 

to the future of Aboriginal peoples. A full explanation was never given about which outcome 

was the desired result of the above policies. (Ellinghaus 2003, 1) 
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In 1967 a parliamentary debate acknowledged that, 

Assimilation was a white desire that Aboriginals took as meaning that they are to be 

bred out. However they wish to be a distinctive people... The desire of the Aboriginals 

to be a distinctive people is something we should respect (Ellinghaus 2003, 2).  

The idea of modern Australia being converted into a white nation operates in accordance 

with the laws of natural selection that assumes a progress from the hunter-gatherer culture 

to Western civilisation. As Paine proposes:  

This is a construction bestowed by the Settler world in its own understanding -- an 

understanding of itself through the contrastive portraiture of the Aboriginal world. 

(Colonialism and the Science of Race Difference, n.d., 77) 

As Morris notes (1997:18), this demonstrates how:  

The representation of otherness imposes a truth which attributes to Aborigines an 

essential being and, in effect, denies the social reality of their existence. It is this fixity 

which renders them a knowable and recognisable totality. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples’ supposed ‘racial and cultural inferiority’ was measured against white 

modernity’s economic, social and cultural indicators. White superiority involves not only 

these white economic, social and cultural practices, but also the physical whitening of 

the landscape with superior animals and vegetal species, and is constituted by its 

comparison to a black inferiority. The Indigenous other is constructed into a generic 

racialised Aborigine -- the subaltern who is considered inferior and uncivilised. 

(Colonialism and the Science of Race Difference, n.d., 6)  

The general and rather vague rights and policies regarding Aborigines throughout Australia 

held no meaning for settlers who held the popular belief that Aborigines possessed no rights 

to the land and were not entitled to privileges usually afforded to human beings (Beyond 

the Act, 1980:20). 
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In 2007, the General Assembly -- the main deliberative, policymaking and representative arm of 

the United Nations -- adopted the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (UNDRIP). One hundred and forty-four states voted in favour for the adoption of these 

rights with eleven abstaining from voting and four countries voting against the declaration. 

Australia was one of these four countries. On the 15th of September 2007, the then Liberal Prime 

Minister John Howard provided the reason why Australia voted against the declaration for 

Aboriginal people of Australia: ‘The Indigenous peoples’ future lies in being part of the 

mainstream of this country. We do not support the notion that you should have customary law 

taking priority over the general law of the country’ (“Transcript 10361 | PM Transcripts”n.d.). A 

year later in 2008, Kevin Rudd, the new Labor Party Prime Minister of Australia, also refused to 

ratify the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (“PM Defends Refusal 

to Sign UN Indigenous Bill” 2007). 

Despite the laws of assimilation, in communities like Murray Island that were enduring 

extreme colonial rule, cultural practices and languages managed to survive and remained 

strong. As a young man my father defied the regime as best as he could without 

endangering his family and continued to practice his culture under the radar of the colonial 

occupiers. Forbidden languages were still spoken and culture was still practiced despite 

living under these extreme conditions. Due to the resourcefulness of the community elders, 

it is no coincidence that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and languages survived 

under the noses of the racially discriminative oppressive rule of the Queensland and 

Australian Governments.  

Until I started this research, I had never fully realised the importance of my own personal 

story in the context of the extremely discriminative social conditions Aboriginal and Torres 
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Strait Islander families were expected to live under. In retrospect, I have come to the 

realisation that there were many clues to the survival of my culture in my own story. In the 

recessses of my memory, I recall the determination for equality carried by my parents and 

other elders in the communities I was raised in. My parents had moved back to the suburb 

of Bardon in Brisbane in the early 1960’s where my siblings and I were born. At the time we 

were the only black family living in Bardon, an all-white neighbourhood. In the 

circumstances of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders living in all white neighbourhoods, 

appearances became vitally important. I remember my family always being well-dressed 

and presentable. In fact, despite being relatively poor, we were, in my opinion, the best 

dressed family in Bardon. This is a legacy of this era that I have carried with me all my life. 

To this very day I still feel the need to be well dressed and presentable for fear of being 

called a ‘typical black’ by disapproving white eyes.  

My parents were very strict in the discipline of my siblings and me, and doubly so in front of 

white people. My mother would constantly warn us that the welfare people would come 

and take us away and put us in a home or send us to live with a white family if we didn’t 

behave. Until I grew older I didn’t fully understand her fears and eventually came to realise 

how serious and how true my mother’s words were as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island 

families were being torn apart around us every day. We were constantly under pressure to 

be on our best behaviour, show respect and address our white neighbours as ‘mister’ or 

‘missus,’ ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am.’ My family went to great lengths to give the appearance of living as 

a white family would. To white eyes we appeared to have been assimilated. We attended 

school neatly dressed in clean and ironed school uniforms, we saluted the Australian Flag at 

morning parade and sang ‘God Save the Queen’ and pledged allegiance to the empire. In 
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class we were taught the romanticised colonial version of history, how Captain Cook 

discovered Australia and it how it was a very a peaceful settlement. On Sundays we were 

the Christian God-fearing family wearing our Sunday-best, attending Church and Sunday 

school paying homage to a white god. But beyond the prying white eyes, things were very 

different. At home, behind closed doors, we were a black family, paying respects to our 

creators and ancestors while re-educating ourselves in regards to a totally different version 

of colonial history. Visitors to our house included members of the Black Panthers who 

brought Aboriginal Land Rights stickers and posters that they had produced. Political 

meetings and civil rights strategy meetings were held where street marches and 

demonstrations would be planned. My father had studied for the church ministry and had 

become an ordained Methodist Minister. It was out of our church in Paddington that my 

father had become a community leader and civil rights activist alongside other prominent 

black activists and church ministers of the time in Brisbane, including Uncle Don Brady, also 

known as the boxing preacher, Uncle Charley Harris, and Uncle Stephen Mam. It was under 

the guise of church activities that the community was rallied and supported. Church 

meetings became a venue that would be attended by some of the most prominent 

Aboriginal leaders at the time including Aunty Kath Walker and her son Dennis Walker to 

discuss politics, land rights and legislation, civil rights and access to essential services such as 

health and education. The re-writing of history as well as the continuation of the practice of 

culture under the radar of the oppressive Queensland government were important topics of 

discussion. Most importantly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were determined 

to break free from the constraints of the white oppressors who were making decisions on 

every aspect of their lives.  
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In 1969 Aunty Kath Walker wrote that paternalistic attitudes can only perpetrate 

paternalistic relationships because white Australians persist in fooling themselves that they 

are doing it for black Australians, refusing to believe that black Australians can do it for 

themselves. The shock of black Australians deciding their own policies demoralises white 

Australians who have brainwashed themselves into believing in their own superiority.  

Black Australians, they argue, are inferior beings who cannot make their own 

decisions. When black Australian reformers take a staunch, militant stand, white 

Australians become frightened and confused. They object to being replaced by black 

reformers and immediately excuse their frustration by accusing the black reformer 

of being bitter, cheeky, insolent, and anti-white (Walker, cited by Pittock 1970, 2–3).  

The European brain was so intrigued by its own superiority that it rendered every 

civilisation they encountered as savages. It didn’t matter that prior to invasion and 

colonisation that India was one of the wealthiest economies in the world that 

commanded approximately one-quarter of the world’s sea trade. It didn’t matter that 

The First Nations people of Vancouver built two-storey houses, that the Pueblo had 

advanced cities, that the Aztec and Mayan were as wealthy as any other nation on 

Earth, or that the Australians invented bread and society. Yes, society, for the world’s 

oldest town, and oldest by many thousands of years, is found in western New South 

Wales. Of course white Australians refuse to visit the fount of civilisation because it 

questions every myth we make about ourselves (Pascoe 2018, 1).  

In defiance of these deeply ingrained racist attitudes, my father, along with other black 

leaders, created the opportunities for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community in 

our area to take control of their lives, to dispel the lies created by the white man, and to 

showcase and practice their culture, song, dance, language, and arts. What I used to think 

was a typical upbringing, I now know turned out to be anything but. As I grew older and 

processed these memories, I began to realise that the Elders in my community were masters 
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of knowing how to survive and continue to practice traditional language, dance, and song 

under the radar of one of the most oppressive regimes in the world. After all, what would 

you expect from a culture that has survived since time immemorial on one of the driest and 

harshest continents on earth? The oldest living culture on the planet has always been 

adapting to change and doing it with great success.  

My father continued his civil rights activism in 1970 by becoming a member of the National 

Tribal Council in charge of employment alongside prominent Aboriginal Torres Strait leaders 

of the time, including Chair Aunty Kath Walker, Dennis Walker, John Newfong, Chicka Dixon, 

Reuben Kelly, Pat Ochwell, and Pastor Douglas Nicholls. The position of the National Tribal 

Council was clear. The Council insisted upon Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander control, 

but was prepared to co-operate and receive help from anyone willing to do so without 

strings attached. The motto of the Brisbane Tribal Council resonated nationally: ’We stand 

for self-reliance. We hope for aide both morally and financially, but we cannot depend on it. 

We depend on our own efforts and on the united stance of our own people’ (Pittock 1970, 

4–5).  

Aunty Kath Walker’s paper in July 1969, prior to the 1970 meeting, was almost prophetic, 

although at the time it received little serious attention.  In part she said: 

If black Australians are to become masters of their own destiny, White Australia must 

recognise them as being capable of formulating their own policy of development. Prior 

to the white invasion of this country, history tells us that Black Australians had a high 

standard of moral and social pattern behaviours. White Australians must understand 

that what is good for them does not necessarily follow as being good for us. Coalitions 

cannot work effectively nor can they be sustained on the moral, friendly, or sentimental 

conscience of white behaviour patterns (Pittock 1970, 2–3).   
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Indeed Kath Walker was spot on in her evaluation of white goodwill, as good intentions 

have been killing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people since the beginning of 

colonisation. Many of the issues discussed by The National Tribal Council and other Tribal 

councils around Australia are still as relevant today as they were in 1970. Aboriginal society 

has shared the same social woes as other Aboriginal societies around the world that have 

been colonised and subjected to violent conflict and repressive regimes. These social 

indicators are manifested through such issues of low socio-economics, high dependency on 

welfare, very low home ownership rates, over-representation in the criminal justice system, 

over-representation in the child protection system, over-representation in the juvenile 

justice system, high rates of suicides, morbidity patterns (i.e. life expectancy), languages 

becoming extinct, and no political representation (“Number of Indigenous Australians in 

Prison; a ‘Catastrophe’” 2014). These communities also have the lowest educational 

standards and, according to government reports, are alcoholics and drug dependant. 

Historically the discourse of disadvantage, equality, and rights within an Australian context 

for Aboriginal people has been from an ethnographical and anthropological perspective. The 

major authorship on Aboriginal culture has focused on a culture that was theorised to be 

dying either as a consequence of colonisation or of natural selection. Social sciences became 

the major influences on public policy and opinions in regards to Aboriginal society (Lee 

2017, 1). Much empirical evidence on Aboriginal societies was overly influenced by 

discussions on the various models of Aboriginal society: biased European observers always 

knew what Aboriginal society’s salient features were. It is now apposite to slice through the 

dearly held misconceptions that are in the public minds, and are reinforced by popular 

caricature.   
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Australian government policies for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people  

have played a key role in structuring the race relations that have developed since 

colonisation. They have been influenced by the earlier attitudes of Christianity and official 

attitudes of benevolence, which have led to policies of ‘closed reserves’ and ‘separate 

development,’ and, in the twentieth century, led to an attitude that is analogous to 

paternalism. This history was marked by official policies of ‘assimilation’ and ‘integration’ of 

mixed-bloods into white Australian society. In the wake of what is called decolonisation, 

official Australian policy late in the twentieth century focused on providing Aboriginal people 

and Torres Strait Islander people with a mechanism to take control of their lives and have a 

say in the future development of their communities. This was enhanced within the concepts 

of social justice and equal opportunity, with Aboriginal people demanding that services 

which the Commonwealth government provided should be universally accessible to all 

Australians. There was a recognition that Aboriginal people had been for a long period of 

time shut out from equitable services and equal treatment within the Australian society 

(“Social Justice Report 2000: Chapter 2: Reconciliation and Human Rights | Australian 

Human Rights Commission” n.d., 17). 

Cultural Heritage  

In my lived experience, this is how I’ve come to view cultural heritage. We all have a 

different view of the world, and for me, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural 

heritage is something that moves beyond the material world. It not only recognises and 

values the tangible, but also the intangible elements that shape our cultural identity. It 

values and celebrates the history, knowledge, and wisdom of our Elders and Ancestors. It 

values the dreaming, the stories, thoughts, values, and ideals of both the material world and 

the world of other dimensions and beings who exist beyond the physical. Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people have a deep and profound spiritual connection to the land.  

Land and waterways are considered powerful living entities with the ability to give life and 

heal the body, mind, and spirit, and are remembered, revered, and spoken of fondly of as 
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the comforting arms of an old friend or mother. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

do not claim to own the land in a monetary sense, but instead co-exist with, respect and 

nurture the land which in turn provides the gift of life.  

The Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Council of Victoria describes Aboriginal cultural heritage as  

the knowledge and lore, practices and people, objects and places that are valued, culturally 

meaningful, and connected to identity and country. It shapes identity and is lived and 

spirituality fundamental to the wellbeing of communities through connectedness across 

generations. Aboriginal Cultural Heritage has been passed from the Ancestors to future 

generations through today’s Traditional Owners whose responsibilities are profound and 

lifelong (“Aboriginal Cultural Heritage” n.d.). 

The Laws of Australia (1993), describes ‘Cultural Heritage’ as an ethnocentric construct, 

stating that;  

The European concept of heritage may well be narrower than that of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander heritage. It is in any case clear that the concept of heritage has 

become critically important to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. (Boer and 

Brown 1993, 7)  

Further, The Laws of Australia also cites that cultural heritage is integrally related to issues of 

property and environmental law (Boer and Brown 1993, 7). It is within this ideology ‘under Anglo-

Australian law, that Anglo-Australian definitions and control of Aboriginal cultural heritage’ is to 

be administered by the state (Boer and Brown 1993, 7). White Australian principles of cultural 

heritage differ greatly to that of Aboriginal people and generally relate to a monetary value of 

material property (e.g. land), and also refers to chattels such as artefacts and other objects. To 

further define ‘Cultural Heritage,’ However The Laws of Australia (1993) concedes that there 

needs to be a redefinition to the laws governing property interest in Aboriginal cultural heritage 

(Boer and Brown 1993, 7). 
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When all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island cultural heritage values are deemed to be the 

same as those of white Australians, it may support Tamzyn Chapman’s argument (2008) 

that; 

Cultural heritage laws that are designed to protect Australian heritage are weak when 

these laws are applied to Aboriginal cultural heritage, and that they are weak at levels 

of both the State and the Federal government. Chapman also argues that these laws 

will ‘deprive future generations of outstanding universal heritage, as it is overly 

bureaucratic, subject to power legislative frame works, and lacks of bureaucratic co-

ordination (81-82).   

I would argue against Chapman’s use of the word universal when describing Aboriginal 

cultural heritage, as again this implies that we are all the same. Chapman further adds that 

‘the protection of Aboriginal cultural heritage requires an acknowledgement that Aboriginal 

heritage is part of the environment, and an effective means of sanction for its destruction’ 

(Chapman 2008, 81–86). 

Australian cultural heritage laws are inadequate in their protection of Aboriginal sites, which are 

significant not only to the Australian population, but to the world as a whole. Sites of outstanding 

universal value are being destroyed as Aboriginal cultural heritage is marginalised in Australian 

law (82). The Protection of Cultural Heritage in the Event of Armed Conflict (1956) provides that 

‘Damage to cultural property belonging to any people means damage to the cultural heritage of 

all mankind, since each people makes its contribution to the culture of the world: and... That the 

preservation of the heritage is of great importance for all people’ (83). In the preamble of the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 1968, cultural heritage 

is defined as being part of the heritage of humanity, noting that ‘Considering that cultural 

property is the product and witness of the different traditions and spiritual achievements of the 

past [it] is an essential element in the personality of the peoples of the world’ (Chapman 2008, 
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83). However, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation preamble does 

not mention Indigenous and Aboriginal cultural heritage.  

The authorship on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural heritage has moved 

direction to focus mainly on the highly politicised and contentious debates on land rights, 

Native title, and the more recent treaty debate. These debates have further exacerbated 

and inflamed the issues of cultural heritage and identity, and the questions of who is 

Aboriginal and who is not, who belongs to country and who doesn’t, who has the right to 

land and who does not. I have lived and worked in many locations around Australia and 

have witnessed the division this has caused between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people and communities.  

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community organisations have been put in the 

unenviable situation of determining the Indigeneity of an individual. They then have to 

determine whether or not to issue a ‘Certificate of Aboriginality.’ In any case, ‘Certificates of 

Aboriginality’ can only be approved by the board of directors of an incorporated Aboriginal 

organisation at a scheduled (once a month) full quorum board meetings. Approval of these 

certificates also depends on whether or not the individual is known in the community as an 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. This in turn creates a problem for individuals who are 

not originally from the area where they are currently living and are not known in the 

community, as obtaining a ‘Certificate of Aboriginality’ may not be possible. This in turn 

creates more problems of being rejected when applying for employment in Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Identified positions or enrolling in University. Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people are the only cultural demographic in Australia that are required to 
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continually prove their identity in this degrading fashion, with almost forensic scrutiny, and 

to also declare it on forms when applying for jobs or any other service.  

There are many notable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who have been 

influential in the direction of discourses regarding Aboriginal society, and have been major 

influences in public debates, and major critics of government policy with regards to affecting 

change for Aboriginal society. However the majority of grassroots Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people have had a great deal to say in regards to current issues and the ever-

changing direction of Aboriginal policy in Australia. One thing that is apparent is that 

Australia is a large continent with huge regional variants, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples all have different contact histories, cultural and religious differences and 

colonial influences. However, the circumstances that permeates the lives of all Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people is the settler violence, past government policies of 

assimilation, genocide and the renewed and regurgitated discourses of racism. Like other 

Aboriginal families in their homes, my family have sat around the table to discuss economics 

and poverty, authoritarian policies of paternalism, the new wave of the stolen generations, 

excessively high incarceration rates of Aboriginal men, women, and children, the early 

deaths of loved ones, the loss of languages and cultural heritage, health, and the new 

political language of neo-racism.11   

The concepts of privilege and the feelings of disempowerment within these discourses, 

especially within the policies of affirmative action where Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

                                                           
11 ‘Neo-racism is Étienne Balibar's term for the prevalent new modality of racism which he calls ‘racism without 
race,’ which emerged in the 1970s. Whereas racism used to be premised on the idea of race as biological and 
hereditary, presently (in the colonial era) it tends to be focused on ‘cultural differences.’ It surfaces in debates 
about immigration, assimilation, and multiculturalism, and although its tone tends to be respectful, its intent is 
always to preserve the pillars of racial segregation, both ideologically and practically’ (“Neo-Racism” n.d.).  
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Islander people have gained employment within the government sector, is of major concern 

to all.  Once Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are employed in a government 

position, or start to climb the ladder of ‘success’ to top managerial roles, they find 

themselves in an invidious position. They are employed because of their Aboriginality but 

are often not considered capable enough to function effectively amongst their peers.   

This scenario is a double-edged sword as these Indigenous government workers can also be 

regarded as sell-outs within their own communities, because they change their black skin to 

pull on the clothes of the dominant society. Unfortunately, I have been in this position many 

times. Is this another dubious tactic of the dominant society to divide and conquer? I think 

the answer is yes. It is often termed ‘exceptionalism,’ which is when a certain portion of an 

‘othered’ or disenfranchised group is allowed entry to the mainstream while others are even 

more ostracised (e.g. gay marriage that affirms a normative straight idea of relationships). 

It’s truly an unfortunate circumstance where successful Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people are not seen in a very pleasant light by the community and risk being compared to 

community leaders who were appointed by early colonists as Kings by the hanging of breast 

plates around their necks. Aboriginal breastplates were a form of regalia and were usually 

metallic crescent-shaped plaques worn around the neck. These were used in pre-

Federation Australia by white colonial authorities to recognise those they perceived to be 

local Aboriginal leaders. King plates were used by white colonial powers to appoint kings of 

tribes, contrary to the traditional Laws of Aboriginal culture.  

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander bureaucrats are expected to fulfil their duties as 

directed by non-Indigenous political masters and senior bureaucrats. It has certainly been 

my working experience that the majority of non-Aboriginal bureaucrats have had very little 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regalia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federation_of_Australia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_Australians
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association with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island culture, except to hang a painting on 

their wall or develop policies and programmes from an ideological view that has no basis in 

reality. In my employment in various parts of the country, I have often been expected by my 

white employers to make decisions on cultural matters on behalf of traditional owners 

when this is totally disrespectful and ignores the cultural protocols of consulting the 

recognised traditional owners in all cultural matters within their country.  There have been 

many times when I have had to explain to my white co-workers and employers that just 

because I’m black doesn’t mean that I know everything about all blackfellas. I don’t have the 

right to make decisions on their behalf. It has become extremely tiresome and draining 

when I’ve have had to explain time and time again that we have many Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait nations with many different laws, languages, identities, and cultural protocols that we 

must follow when consulting and negotiating with the recognised traditional owners of a 

particular  area. One cultural identity and one cultural heritage does not fit all.  

Historically, the authorship on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural identity has 

mainly come from non-Aboriginals with little or no insight into the internal dynamics of 

Aboriginal society. In rejecting the white construct of identity, the Anishinabek of Canada 

launched a campaign to get rid of the term ‘Aboriginal.’ According to a press release, ‘Chiefs 

from the forty two member-communities endorsed a resolution during their annual Grand 

Council Assembly that characterizes the word as another means of assimilation through the 

displacement of our First Nation-specific inherent and treaty rights’ and state;  

‘It’s actually offensive to hear that term used in reference to First Nations citizens,’ said 

Grand Council Chief John Beaucage. ‘Our Chiefs are giving us direction to inform 

government agencies, NGOs, educators and media organizations that they should 

discontinue using inappropriate terminology when they are referring to the 

Anishinabek. We respect the cultures and traditions of our Metis and Inuit brothers and 
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sisters, but their issues are different from ours.’ The resolution notes that ‘there are no 

aboriginal bands, aboriginal reserves, or aboriginal chiefs’ and that the reference to 

‘aboriginal rights’ referred to in Section 35 of the Constitution Act of Canada ‘was never 

meant to assimilate First Nations, Metis and Inuit into a homogeneous group.’ Chief 

Patrick Madahbee of Aundeck Omni Kaning said: ‘Referring to ourselves as Anishinabek 

is the natural thing to do because that is who we are. We are not Indians, natives, or 

Aboriginal. We are, always have been and always will be Anishinabek.’ (Schertow, 2008) 
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Chapter 4 –The Cultural Continuum – Living in Two Worlds 

Introduction 

There is a saying that goes: ‘History is written by the victors’, and has been attributed to 

Winston Churchill but its origins of its source are unknown.  It implies that history is not 

grounded in facts, but that it is rather the conquerors’ interpretation of history that prevails. 

The victors then have the power to enforce their narrative, however real or contrived, onto 

the people. From the very outset of the colonisation of Australia, the land and the identities 

of the original inhabitants were aggressively taken over, fractured and transformed. New 

invasive and destructive Eurocentric identities, landscapes, and historical narratives were 

created, written, and implanted. The constructions of new Eurocentric narratives were full 

of the hype, glorification, and arrogance of racial superiority and conquest, imbued with 

delusional colonial romanticism.  So called white ‘explorers’ and ‘trailblazers’ were lauded as 

heroes as they plundered their way through traditional Aboriginal lands, expanding the 

frontiers to make outrageous claims of great discoveries of new landscapes – landscapes 

that were never lost in the first instance. In the process, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

identities and landscapes were left out of history all together. Colonial narratives more 

often than not upend the inherent nature of colonialism to portray the coloniser as 

benevolent and as having a divine God given right in the name of King and Country to reign 

supreme over whatever places and peoples they perceive themselves to have the right of 

dominion over. As a consequence, the vanquished Indigenes then become the accused and 

are subject to total reinvention and fabrication to slot neatly into the colonial narrative. 
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Nowhere is this saying more applicable than to the British invasion of Australia in which two 

very different world-identities collided. 

When an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander child is born, they have no concept of the 

colour of their skin or the pre-constructed cultural identity and space they have been 

destined to exist in. The newborn Aboriginal child has no concept or knowledge of the 

harshness and cruelty of the colonial world awaiting to confront them. During the colonial 

continuum of Australia, Indigenous Australians have been made to feel ashamed to be 

Aboriginal. A major contributor to this mentality is the fact that white construction of an 

Aboriginal identity has largely been confined to the perpetuation of colonial narratives as 

invented and unsubstantiated racially biased stereotypes. The stereotypical negative racial 

rhetoric that has been spewed out over two hundred and thirty years has affected and 

forced many Aboriginal and Torres Strait people to feel extremely self-conscious and 

ashamed of their blackness. At the same time, non-Indigenous families and individuals 

who’ve suspected they have an Aboriginal bloodline have been made to experience shame 

and have also felt the need to keep secret and deny their Aboriginal identity or heritage, for 

fear of being shunned from society.  

As Charles Perkins put it poignantly,  

‘It is a crime to be an Aborigine in Australia.’ Having black skin is sufficient to draw 

down punishment for anything ‘defined’ as a crime, without any recourse to the 

courts (Perkins 1975, 188).  

As a consequence, under these circumstances, there was very little or no possibility of a 

positive identity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to relate to. Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders who successfully appropriated an identity offered by White society 
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under white terms, usually via an Aboriginal Exemption Certificate, were no longer deemed 

to be Aboriginal, and having this certificate didn’t mean that whites would automatically 

treat them as equals. 

The Dog Licence 

Aunty Dorrie Moore kept her father's Certificate of Exemption, issued in 1957, and she 

shared her story as part of ABC Open's Object Stories project.  

When her father applied for the certificate, Dorrie was working at the Adelaide Hotel in 

Moruya. But her own family could not have a drink in the hotel unless they had one of these 

certificates, which were commonly called 'dog licences.' Dorrie's niece, Maureen Davis, says, 

 It was a licence that stripped us of our culture, our language, our family. 

Because once this licence was issued, you couldn't visit your family who 

remained on Wallaga Lake Mission. You couldn't speak the language, or practise 

the culture. Our elders did practise the culture, but it was all kept under lock 

and key with these licences. It impacted on many families (Milton 2014) 

 

Displacement   

The ongoing practice of the violent displacement of Aboriginal peoples would prove to have 

long-lasting and profound effects on families and communities throughout Australia. First 

Nation people have suffered the effects of dispersal and removal on a number of levels, all 

of which interact and compound each other.  

Firstly, those removed have been affected at a deeply personal and psychological level. 

Secondly, they have been affected by being denied access to their culture. Finally, the 

removal and institutionalisation has affected the way Indigenous peoples are able to relate 

and cope in both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal society (“Telling Our Story” 2009, 40). 

 As a result, living in or between ‘two worlds’ became an unfortunate reality for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islanders from the very moment the British invaders took unlawful 
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possession of Australia.  An identity crisis has played out since invasion, exacerbated by 

numerous traumatic events coupled with racially oppressive policies and legislation 

implemented by successive governments during the ongoing colonisation process. As a 

consequence, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have been relegated to some 

middle, liminal, or in-between world, not able to live fully in their ‘Indigenous’ world nor in 

the ‘Western’ world.  

Living in Two Worlds 

What is this cultural space that is described as ‘being between two worlds’? Can Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people successfully develop and practice their cultural identity 

within the harsh demands and values of a contemporary colonial Australian societal 

framework? It is within the colonial era of recent Australian history that Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander identities and landscapes have been dramatically altered. Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people have had to adapt to living in, occupying, and sharing 

space in both the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal world, while those Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people who have struggled to adapt to either world have been relegated to 

occupying a cultural ‘no man’s land’ space in between the two. People in such situations are 

often described as ‘caught’ or ‘suspended’ and this has had significant negative social, 

emotional and health consequences.  

The power of people to say who they are, to define their own identity, and to relate their 

history, is fundamental to their existence. The right to Aboriginal identity is affirmed under 

article two of the United Nations, which states self-identification is a fundamental right 

underlined in a number of human rights documents (“UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples | Australian Human Rights Commission” n.d., Article 2). 

As Galarrwuy Yunupingu states,  
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‘You can only be a proud Aboriginal person if you carry your own learning and cultural 

lifestyle with you’ (Andersen 2019). 

 

Mick Gooda states; 

That anyone familiar with this nation’s history will know that colonial authorities used 

Aboriginality – and the extent to which anybody claimed it – as a powerful mechanism 

of control. He explains that from colonisation onwards, it was the privileged and the 

powerful who controlled the labels that applied to this land’s First Peoples. These labels 

were invariably toxic, with ‘fullbood,’ ‘halfcaste,’ and ‘quadroon’ becoming common 

parlance. People were herded on the basis of their skin colour and children were 

removed from their mothers, all as part of an unabashed legislative policy to assimilate 

and ultimately eliminate Aboriginal identity. This legislation defining Aboriginal identity 

was based on abhorrent notions of blood quantum, shaped solely from the perspectives 

of the colonisers, rather than our own feelings of belonging. The use of blood quantum 

was taken to extraordinary levels, with Western Australia in 1952 using fractions as 

minute as 1/128th Aboriginal descent to determine welfare benefits (“The Power of 

Identity: Naming Oneself, Reclaiming Community (2011) | Australian Human Rights 

Commission” n.d.).  

Yet because of the contrived complexity, certainty was not guaranteed. In fact, an ATSIC 

report, ‘As a Matter of Fact,’ describes one example as follows: 

In 1935 a fair skinned Aboriginal man of part Aboriginal descent was ejected from a 

hotel for being Aboriginal. He returned to his home on the mission station to find 

himself refused entry because he was not considered to be an Aborigine. He tried to 

remove his children but was told he could not because they were Aboriginal. He walked 

to the next town where he was arrested for being an Aboriginal vagrant and placed on 

the local reserve. During World War Two he tried to enlist but was told he couldn’t 

because he was Aboriginal. He went interstate and joined up as a non-Aboriginal. After 

the war he could not acquire a passport without permission because he was an 
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Aboriginal. He received an exemption from the Aborigines Protection Act, and was told 

he could no longer visit relatives on the reserve because he was not Aboriginal. He was 

denied entry into the Returned Services Club because he was Aboriginal (“ParlInfo - The 

Definition of Aboriginality.” n.d.).  

Aboriginal was ‘therefore was shaped to suit the purposes of the colonisers – self-appointed 

arbiters of who was Indigenous, who wasn’t, and exactly how much this identity counted’ 

(“ParlInfo - The Definition of Aboriginality.” n.d.). Given this legacy of colonial rule over the 

last two hundred and thirty years, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have had to 

fight to meticulously decolonise and deconstruct the utter confusion and chaos of the 

Eurocentric frameworks surrounding their identities, lands, waters, and histories. Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people have had to constantly wage an uphill battle to prove their 

ongoing deep spiritual relationship to Australia, and have had to fight on a daily basis to 

rewrite, reconnect, and wrestle back ownership of their history. Often Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people have been treated as enemies of the state and considered to be 

domestic terrorists, even though this reclaiming was acted out through a combination of 

political activism and demonstrations or retaliatory crimes against the police.  

You may well ask, ‘How can Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders be labelled terrorists in 

their own country?’ Journalist Michaela Whitbourne reported that New South Wales  

is using tough anti-terror laws against Aboriginal men imprisoned for other crimes, 

prompting calls for a review to ensure that the laws are used as intended. Under terrorism 

laws passed after the Lindt Cafe siege, offenders nearing the end of their prison sentence for 

serious crimes may be subjected to extended supervision or detention orders if a judge finds 

they pose an ‘unacceptable risk’ of committing a serious terrorism offence (Whitbourn 

2020).  
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These laws are a prime example of the power of the state to invert colonialism, thereby 

altering and transforming identities and turning the colonial invaders into victims and 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people into terrorists. As I discuss in the next section, 

the colonial distortions of Aboriginal history and identity are not, of course, a phenomenon 

unique to the Australian experience. 

Canada  

In the course of my research I had the great honour and privilege to travel to the city of 

Saskatoon in the Provence of Saskatchewan in Canada in June of 2019 to visit my brother 

Tim, who was, at the time, the director of the Saskatoon Wildlife Reserve. Tim offered to 

introduce me to a number of Metis’ representatives that he worked with in the course of his 

job. As I learnt through my meeting and discussions held with Metis Elder Senator Nora 

Cummings and Metis Council representative Gilles Dorval, that from its colonial roots, 

Metis is a French term referring to someone of mixed ancestry.  The word has been used 

since the 18th century to describe individuals with mixed Indigenous and European 

ancestry. But it was also pointed out to me that being Metis is more than having mixed 

Indigenous and European heritage. However, as in Australia, these all too common colonial 

labels attributed to Indigenous Identity  continue to  pervade Canadian Consciousness’s and 

are being seriously challenged, re-examined and rectified through Canada’s First Nation’s 

Researchers, Scholars,  literature, arts and artists such a Cathy Mattes and David Garneau 

who expose these terms for being seriously shallow and misguided. As with Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders who have become racially politicised, the meaning of being Metis has 

become a racial category rather that the cultural Identity. Metis author Chris Anderson 1973 

writes that he is often asked ‘What kind of Metis are you?’ Meaning: is he Cree Metis or is 
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he Ojibway Metis (Anderson 2012, 35)? He is often asked this question when issues of 

Indigeneity arise, even by people with a cursory knowledge of Metis history. Anderson 

explains that the implicit assumption of the question, even when asked by the most well-

intentioned inquisitor, implies that being Metis is somehow not enough. Anderson argues 

that a tacit yet no less firmly rooted presupposition underlies the questioner’s racial 

ontologies:  

‘I am somewhere ‘in between’, not quite or not yet ‘white’, yet not quite Native either’ 

(Anderson 2012, 36).   

As an example of this, Anderson explains that the true intentions of this line of questioning 

is to point out to him, presumably by well-intentioned people, that although he has chosen 

to self-identify as Metis, he is actually only half-Cree and half-French. Or that, although his 

mother is Metis and his father is Danish, he is really only a quarter-breed, as Metis is only a 

half-breed (Anderson 2012, 36). Of course this line of reasoning evokes shades of A.O. 

Neville’s classifications of Aborigines as the Chief Protector of Aborigines in Western 

Australia. But as I explained to the group, the way we see it in Australia, no matter how 

much milk you put in a cup of tea, it is still a cup of tea. 

My hosts explained to me that as individuals, Canadian First Nations people are officially 

recognised by their Government by the terms ‘Registered Indian’ or ‘Status Indians,’ and are 

entitled to benefits under the Indian Act only if they are listed on the Indian register. Those 

whose names are in the Indian Register established by the act were said to have Indian 

status, but an Indian who was not registered is deemed to be a non-Indian. Again, this 
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definition regarding Canadian Indigenous identity evokes the definitions of Aboriginality in 

Australia’s Aboriginal Protection Acts.  

Over lunch with the Metis Elders we introduced ourselves and where we were from, 

explained our cultural heritage, exchanged gifts and stories and talked at great length about 

our shared history of the struggle for equality and the right to maintain identity and culture 

during colonisation. As we spoke about all the issues we face as colonised people, I felt at 

ease, like I was speaking to old friends. I felt there was a knowing: we knew about each 

other’s grief. The similarities of our colonial contact history bound us together. We didn’t 

need to explain ourselves to each other when we identified ourselves, much in the way 

Indigenous Australians from different parts of the country do. We just accepted each other.  

I think that Nora and Gilles were as curious about me as I was about them, and we found an 

immediate common ground of similar identities and circumstances that connected us even 

though we lived on the other side of the world, over seventeen thousand kilometres apart 

from each other. The meeting was warm, inviting, and full of respect for one another. I felt 

like I was talking to my Elders back home. It was a beautiful experience. We spoke of the 

struggle to maintain identity and cultural practices and the struggles of those who were 

taken away. We spoke of the struggle of living in two worlds, and of the recognition of land 

rights and reconciliation, and of the many social issues that have inflicted the First Nations 

people of Saskatchewan and Australia as a result of colonisation. We spoke of the problems 

of maintaining and continuing to use traditional cultural practices in the present day and 

what the implications of this are in the context of the world we live in today. It was a great 

opportunity for me to meet a number of other traditional elders and other community 

members that represented the Cree, Dene, Assiniboine and Salteaux Nations. Observing 
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cultural protocols as I would in Australia, I acknowledged the traditional custodians and paid 

my respects to the Elders.  

I spoke at length with Gilles Dorval who works as a cultural consultant for the City of 

Saskatoon. During our meeting we discussed cultural security. ‘Cultural security is the 

capacity of a society to conserve its specific character in spite of changing conditions, or in 

the face of any real or perceived threats’ (Australia Council Protocol Guides).  It incorporates 

language, cultural and religious practice, identity, and associations. Given recent colonial 

history, Indigenous people are only now starting to experience the benefits of cultural 

security. In a contemporary society context, achieving the provision of cultural security must 

be the ultimate goal for Indigenous peoples. Gilles explained to me how they observe 

cultural security through the use the traditional practice of smudging or smoking 

ceremonies prior to commencing work on construction sites in the following description. 

Smudging before work 

So as an example, when we had a construction site, we were very shocked to learn that 

we had an indigenous scaffolding crew that were asked to leave the site, because they 

were smudging every morning.  So I found out the guys were driving out of the site to, to 

have a tailgate meeting and perform the smudging ceremony, because that's how they 

started every day.  So then we had to get the construction site guys together with health 

and safety to explain why this wasn’t a problem, because no one had complained about 

it before. So then we explained to them that it's only an open flame for two seconds. So 

then we had to ask, ‘how can we make you understand from the lens you're thinking from 

that the crew are talking about smudging in regards being a cultural safety practice that 

became the issue? We were able to say okay well. Would you rather someone coming 

into a construction site that didn't smudge? I explained that smudging is basically centring 

yourself and being present in yourself and acknowledging where you are and 

acknowledging that you are thinking clearly. So when you're practicing smudging you 
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know you're thinking straight, you're hearing the way things are intended to be heard 

and you're seeing and speaking good things. So then we said smudging is one-hundred 

percent about culture and safety, that this person is now going to a job site and being 

completely in their most centred and focused self.  So for the health and safety inspectors 

that was good enough, there they absolutely wished everyone in our construction site 

would smile, because that definitely impacts safety. (Dorval 2019)  

When I relate this concept of cultural security to my own upbringing, I should add that it 

was not something that was practiced or encouraged in my home after my mother was 

remarried to a non-Indigenous man five years after my father died. Despite having 

knowledge of my cultural heritage, I have at times over the years struggled and questioned 

my own identity and belonging. After all, you can’t help but question and wonder about 

yourself, especially when your identity and belonging are challenged over and over again by 

white people. There was a period of about seven years after my father died in 1970 when, 

as a child and into my early to late teens, I was definitely in an identity crisis, and felt, to 

some degree, lost in a cultural middle world. In 1975 my mother was remarried to a non-

Indigenous man, and this period (from that time to 1982) was to have the detrimental effect 

of isolating my siblings and me from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture. This 

scenario was in extreme contrast to how I remember my upbringing whilst my father was 

alive. There was absolutely nothing cultural about this white man who was married to my 

mother: he embodied the typical white Australian colonial mentality of racial superiority. I 

could only speculate on the reasons why my mother had married this man: maybe it was for 

security reasons, I really don’t know. Nonetheless, I chose to respect her decision. However 

this man’s absolute disdain and use of racial slurs against me and my siblings, as well as 

other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, had a profound effect on the way I began 

to see myself, and his abuse remains deeply ingrained into my memory to this day. This man 
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certainly did not contribute constructively to reinforcing my identity – rather, he made me 

question it relentlessly, as he chose to only recognise our Island heritage and not our 

Aboriginal heritage. This created a dilemma where I was put into the position of being 

conflicted by his repetitive suggestion that being Aboriginal was ‘bad,’ which almost coerced 

me into denying my Aboriginal heritage. I remember my teenage years as a time of gut 

wrenching confusion in which I was constantly asking myself, ‘Who am I?  Where do I 

belong? How do I fit in?’  

As a consequence of him calling my siblings and me ‘useless black so and so’s’ many times 

over the years, and due to the many beatings I had endured from him, I had begun to feel 

shame and had become painfully self-conscious of my blackness. I questioned my self-worth 

and everything I was taught about my cultural heritage before and after my father died. As a 

child, and even as an adult, trying to find an answer to these questions around my identity 

was extremely confusing and harrowing. My one saving grace was my very strong and vivid 

memories of my father, and the many pictures of him and artworks he made that I would 

look at for hours and that helped to keep some sense of my identity intact. Mum’s family 

also helped to keep my father’s memory alive by telling me stories, and they answered my 

questions about anything I wanted to know about him. After I had endured many of physical 

and mental punishments from my mother’s husband, somehow, I had become defiant. 

Mum didn’t call me a ‘hardhead’ for nothing, and despite the torment, although battered 

and bruised, I managed to remain very strong-minded. I began to stand up to him and fight 

back and reclaim my Aboriginal identity. I remember one particular day just after I had 

turned fifteen, when my mum’s husband and I were having another disagreement. Mum 

yelled at me, ‘Don’t talk to him like that, he’s your father.’ I looked at him and screamed, 
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’You’re not my father, I know who my father is!’ From that moment on, I refused to exist in 

his delusional white world, or to let him define my identity any longer. 

It wasn’t long after that that I left home permanently and returned to the land of my birth in 

Yuggera country in Brisbane. In 1984, I was accepted and gained entry to study a Diploma of 

Teaching at the Mt Gravatt Teachers College, along with the first mass intake of some thirty 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Now that I look back, I consider that time of 

being amongst so many amazing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people again on a 

consistent basis as a great aid to my recovery, or rather my rediscovery of my identity and 

sense of belonging. It was amongst my peers that cultural security was practiced, and I had 

begun to become not only culturally stronger, but also politically stronger. This also aided 

me in answering all those questions I had been asking myself. This was the story of how I 

almost became lost in this middle world during those seven years.  

Code switching    

As I was growing up from childhood into young adulthood, I definitely felt that I had to 

inhabit or enter into different cultural consciousnesses and identities in order to operate 

and communicate in a number of different social settings. As Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people, we have often had to change the way we speak to accommodate others. 

This is very much a skill that is learnt through trial and error over many years as you grow 

older and gain more confidence and experience with interactions with different social 

groups, and especially with white Australians. The responsibility to adapt to the European 

ways of communicating has mostly been placed on the shoulders of Indigenous Australians. 

This social and cultural phenomenon has been referred to as ‘code switching.’ Code 
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switching refers to the practice of alternating between two or more languages or varieties 

of language in conversation. Code switching became a skill that was used to great success by 

those of us who were the first Aboriginal students to be admitted to a Brisbane College of 

Advanced Education. We were still under the state premiership of the ultra-conservative 

National Party Government of Joh Bjelke-Peterson, and it was made quite clear by some 

white students that we weren’t welcome. As a matter of necessity, and in order to support 

each other, we managed use the English language in ways that were only understood by 

Aboriginal students and not by the white faculty or students. As Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students, being able to code switch gave us a sense of power and identity. In this 

regard we were as we were able to hold entire conversations using our own invented type 

of slang, mixed in with a variety of traditional languages and English. If a non-Aboriginal 

person entered the room while we were having a serious discussion about issues we were 

facing as an Aboriginal student body, we could quickly code switch to maintain our privacy, 

especially if we were talking about a particular person or situation.  Code switching in itself 

became a method that enabled us to negotiate between ‘two worlds’ and to maintain a 

sense of cultural security.  

Stories  

The Native American writer Thomas King (2003) states that;  

‘The truth about stories, is that it is all we are,’  

King argues that story is the process by which we give meaning to phenomena. For 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, our stories tell the truth of who we are, how 
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the circumstances arose that dictated how we came to exist in the reality that we now live 

in, and how this has impacted our way of life. The traditional practice of storytelling is vital 

to a sense of cultural security and to the ongoing maintenance of culture and identity.   

King states that; 

‘Some stories may be legitimated through governmental stories or records, or through 

scientific stories, and some may not’ (“The Truth About Stories (PDF) by Thomas King - 

The Truth About Stories PDF Part1 - Wattpad” n.d.).  

Richard Baker’s book Land Is Life (1999), which documents the Yanyuwa people, is an 

example of trying to gain meaning and make sense out of their circumstances. The author, 

Richard Baker, notes that since the early 1980s the community of Borroloola in the Northern 

Territory has had a rapidly growing Aboriginal population and an even faster growing 

European population.  Baker observes that the pace of change since 1982, when he first 

visited, has been extraordinary (Baker 1999, 13). Baker notes that the following song, which 

was written in the early 1980s by the Yanyuwa rock group Malarndarri Band, illustrates the 

awareness that young Yanyuwa have of their peoples’ past and how their world is rapidly 

changing as colonial frontiers continue to expand, encroach on and affect their land and way 

of life. Like the song in Land is Life, Baker looks to examine the Yanyuwa past to understand 

their rapidly changing present. 

Borroloola: We’re living in a white man’s world today  

Living in this world today most of the young people are losing their culture and their fathers’ 

ways.  
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The Elders they try to teach them how to become a man to take over their fathers’ law and 

land.  

So we young people should learn about our ways because our fathers and grandfathers will 

be gone. 

Looking back on the world is more difficult today because we are living in a white man’s 

world now today.  

Living in this world today most of the young people have lost their culture and fathers’ way.  

(Baker 1999, 10–13). 

The Malarndarri Band song is a classic demonstration of the age-old Aboriginal story telling 

tradition carried on by the young people of Yanyuwa trying to make sense of the two worlds 

they find themselves living in. The young people are very aware that their cultural identity 

may be lost if they don’t learn the old ways from the Elders. As always with traditional 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island storytelling, there is a moral to the story and a lesson to 

be learnt. For thousands of years, through an oral storytelling tradition, Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders have sought to observe and record events and retell the stories of the 

past and present. For the past two hundred and thirty years, this traditional oral storytelling 

practice has been applied to tell and retell the past and present stories of interactions with 

the colonisers. These stories tell of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people who have been 

left with no choice but to have to adapt and learn how to navigate living in or between two 

worlds and to code switch. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander stories of the colonial era of 

Australian history tell and retell the tale of the collision of the Aboriginal world and the 

Western world. The collision of these two worlds narrates a story of Western Identities 

aggressively overpowering and replacing Aboriginal identities. Unwilling to cede their 

identity to the colonisers, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders held on to their 

culture whilst at the same time adapting and compromising to interact with the colonial 
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system in order to be able to live and operate successfully in both worlds. Stories have also 

evolved and been told by those Aboriginal people who, for whatever reason, could not 

adapt to either world. They became lost somewhere in cultural limbo creating a narrative of 

a world in between worlds for the dispersed, displaced, incarcerated, and stolen 

generations, as I discuss later in regards to many Indigenous students enrolled in Abmusic in 

Perth Western Australia. 

Many people who have been displaced or removed have spoken about their personal 

histories of removal and have stated that they struggle with the issue of their identity, and 

express the view that they have been denied their Aboriginality and Aboriginal heritage. 

One striking feature of the mission days was that the people on the mission were never 

taught anything about culture or language. According to those institutionalised, the white 

mission managers avoided the fact that they were Aboriginal. The effects in later life, after 

institutionalisation, have been expressed in stories common to many displaced people: as 

feelings of a loss of identity, and a feeling of confusion. As people were removed from their 

Aboriginal culture and pushed into white culture, life became extremely difficult for many 

displaced people, who have expressed not feeling comfortable with the white ways and 

feeling like a stranger in an Aboriginal environment. 

 The following stories tell of the trauma and psychological effects of the removal of 

Aboriginal people as children in Western Australia: 

I feel very bitter, hurt and confused over what happened to me, especially after being 

removed from my family. I have tried to commit suicide on a number of occasions and I 

blame the Welfare Department, and my white foster mother never told me about my 

mother’s death until much later. I was never allowed to mix with Aboriginals and I have 

no Aboriginal cultural identity. (“Telling Our Story” 2009, 28) 
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One of the greatest travesties I think that Sister Kate’s Mission has ever committed on 

children that have been there, including myself, is that they never prepared us for the 

fact that we were Aboriginal and how we would communicate with our own families 

and with the white community as Aboriginals. That was something that was very 

neglected by Sister Kate’s as they basically ignored the fact that we were Aboriginal. We 

were being brought up as whites and to live in a white society. (“Telling Our Story” 

2009, 40) 

There are many similar experiences by people who have provided their personal stories that 

tell of the difficulties in trying to adjust to life outside an institution or mission. Most said 

they simply did not have the life skills to cope. On top of this many people had no home to 

speak of, nowhere to go and no job. Some had so much trouble trying to survive they ended 

up going back to the institution or mission they were placed in time and time again, even 

though they despised the place. At the same time they were culturally adrift in a society 

that was endemically racist toward them. Unlike a lot of people who had a total absence 

cultural security and opportunities to learn how to operate in both the black and white 

world, my situation was too informed by a lack of cultural security that made me doubt my 

identity; however, I was fortunate in that I already had a sense of who I was to hold on to, as 

well as opportunities to learn how communicate in the black and white world where I learnt 

the ability to code switch. 

Culture, Art and Identity  

The arts are a means of maintaining cultural security for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people. So what is ‘Aboriginal art’ and what does that term mean? The Australia Council for 

the Arts Indigenous Protocol Guides suggests that for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people, it is not just about practicing or performing art for art’s sake. The following 

definition has been developed with the assistance of the Australia Council’s First Nations 
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Protocol Guide. To Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, art practice is integral and 

central to strengthening and reinforcing culture and identity. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander art is about expressing common experience and cultural belonging. In both a 

traditional and contemporary context, art plays a central part in cultural practice, in 

ceremony, storytelling, celebration, mourning, gathering together, and the telling of events 

both past and present. The expression of art in either traditional or contemporary styles is 

always a demonstration of a unique, evolving culture (“Protocols for Using First Nations 

Cultural and Intellectual Property in the Arts,” n.d., 27) 

On a purely abstract level, I consider that this definition is perfectly acceptable. However in 

the context of our colonial contact history, I consider that art and cultural practice also has a 

vital role to raise awareness and inform policy and legislation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander issues on a number of levels of Australian government and society in general. For 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, the traditional cultural practices, which are at the very 

core of how we identify and express our way of life, have been reclassified. The traditional 

cultural practices of music, dance, painting, and storytelling that are considered to be ‘one’ 

as a part of ceremony, have now been separated out and siloed, and the singular elements 

are now classified as ‘art’ under a western framework. Since essential cultural practice has 

been reclassified as ‘art,’ For Indigenous Australians to be able to live and express our ways 

of life now depends heavily on the granting of a variety of health and wellbeing, social, 

community, environment, and government arts funding.  

The fact is that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Culture is no longer deemed to be a way 

of life. White processes and bureaucracy have had the effect of consigning culture to the 

arts, museums and the tourism industry, where it is sold and marketed for the amusement 
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of the masses and for the profit of corporations. Cultural arts practice has always played a 

vital role in maintaining the cultural continuum, thus ensuring cultural security. In addition, 

since colonisation, cultural arts practice has also played an important role in the social and 

economic development of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, as arts and culture is 

influenced and practiced between two worlds. This has allowed cultural arts practitioners to 

gain the autonomy to build arts practices and gain financial independence while both 

making a valuable contribution to changing Australia’s cultural identity and participating in 

the economy. However, for prominent Aboriginal artist Richard Bell, this scenario may have 

become a double-edged sword for cultural arts practitioners. For all the potential benefits it 

seems there is also a downside, where cultural arts practitioners are at risk of losing control 

of their art and arts practices to non-Aboriginal control and being absorbed by the Western 

art industry. Bell contends that:  

Aboriginal Art has become a product of the times… a commodity. The result of a 

concerted and sustained marketing strategy, albeit, one that has been loose and 

uncoordinated. There is no Aboriginal Art Industry, but there is, however, an industry 

that caters for Aboriginal Art. The key players in that industry are not Aboriginal. They 

are mostly White people whose areas of expertise are in the fields of anthropology and 

western art. (“BELL’S THEOREM” n.d.) 

Bell also addresses ‘key issues which interrelate to produce the phenomenon called 

‘Aboriginal Art,’ arguing that those issues conspire to condemn it to non-Aboriginal control.’ 

Bell’s article is important to this discussion as it highlights an all too seedy and highly 

controversial side of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander arts sector, where arts and 

culture are appropriated, shaped, colonised, and dictated to by the dominant Western art 

culture. It is within this elitist and discriminative cultural framework that Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander cultural arts are often copied and mass-produced for galleries, 
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markets, and the highly lucrative tourist market. It is within this commercial environment 

that what constitutes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art and culture, and what does 

not, is decided. Bell describes the Western art culture evolution and states that:  

During the last century and a quarter Western Art has evolved into an elaborate, 

sophisticated and complex system. This system supplies venues, museums, galleries etc. 

teaching facilities (art education institutions, drawing classes, etc.) and referees (art 

critics) and offers huge rewards for the chosen few elite players in the game (including 

artists, curators, art critics, art dealers and even patrons) (“BELL’S THEOREM” n.d.) .  

Bell describes the arrangement as being not too dissimilar to modern spectator sports. He 

also compares the Western art culture to a voracious ancient God that devours all offerings 

at will. Sometimes the digestion will be slow and painful. However, the Western art system  

is resilient and will inexorably continue on its pre-ordained path that analyses and 

pigeonholes everything.  Bell describes Western art as the product of Western Europeans, 

and adds that their colonial offspring often imposes and perpetuates a purported superiority 

over art produced in other parts of the world (Ibid). 

Despite the appropriation and exploitation of Indigenous Art, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander cultural and arts practices make an essential contribution to peoples’ health and 

well-being, education and identity. 

 The form that identity takes will often reveal itself in the potent political or cultural 

content of a song, painting or dance, and this is perhaps enough to compromise the 

ability of the artist to reach a wider audience via mainstream channels. Even so, 

Indigenous cultural and arts practices have a unique voice and place in the fabric of 

Australian society. (Howland et al. 2010, 2) 

 

On a bureaucratic level, Laura Fisher (2012) has put forward the argument that:  

Aboriginal art has been a vehicle for redemptive projects that are pursued by 

governments and civil society in the post-assimilation period of Australian history for 

the purpose of repairing Indigenous/non-Indigenous relations. Aboriginal art has been a 

significant medium for a transnational post-colonial critique. This medium reveals the 

myriad of ways in which the politics of the Settler State have been refracted through 
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the Aboriginal art arena, and shows that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art has 

opian and dystopian currents of thought about art, Indigenous social justice and 

modernity. (Fisher 2012, 1–2) 

Whilst I agree with Fisher that most government organisations at local, state, and federal 

levels do express a desire towards the recognition and reconciliation of past and present 

injustices, I also believe that the process of providing support to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander projects is an extremely selective and arduous process which can only support a 

limited number of applications. Therefore, this support is often counterproductive to the 

positive aims of the funding.  

An audit undertaken by the Australian Performing Rights Association of the issues expressed 

by Aboriginal artists argues that: 

The technological skills required in these processes, as well as the equity of access to 

technology, health and education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders cannot be 

assumed, certainly not to the extent that non-Indigenous Australians enjoy it. The 

impact of deep-seated disadvantage cannot be overstated. In fundamental way it 

permeates the lives of Indigenous people on a daily basis. For example, if English is way 

down the list of your languages, how can you be expected to complete a funding 

application? For that matter how would you know that funding and other similar 

resources are available? (Howland et al. 2010, 2) 

 Other reasons may include that the application forms may not express artistic value in 

culturally appropriate terms, and that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders may harbour 

well-founded cultural suspicions of white bureaucracy based on its historically oppressive 

role. 

It has been my experience that the arts project tender or application process for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander arts funding is in itself a discriminative process. The applications 

are subjected to be scrutinised against detailed and comprehensive selection criteria. While 
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this creates a lot of hard work for all funding applicants, with many bureaucratic loopholes 

and hurdles to address, other disadvantages make it potentially harder for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders. The process as I see it is not a fair system, as it relies heavily on the 

value judgements of the members of the assessment panel who often represent different 

clan groups from different regions of Australia, as well as representing different art 

disciplines. Because of these factors, applications may be subject to the different and 

possibly culturally inappropriate value judgements of panel members. I have been included 

in arts assessment panels in the past where I was the only Aboriginal member to make 

important assessments on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander applications. Unfortunately 

my recommendations were not taken into consideration by the otherwise all-white panel. 

This could be because the non-Aboriginal panel members imposed their Western values on 

the application and didn’t really understand its cultural implications for Aboriginal people. It 

could also be that the application didn’t meet their expectations of the standard of a written 

application. In any case, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people live in two different worlds 

with different cultural values and ethics. Aboriginal have no choice and are forced to try fit 

their cultural activity into a selection criteria and application process set up within a 

Western cultural framework. In these processes, I have also felt an uncomfortable sense of 

having to represent and make decisions on all Aboriginal applications at panel meetings 

where I am the only Aboriginal representative. Again, it has been my experience that while 

governments have placed these mechanisms in place for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people to apply for funding, a negative experience can have detrimental effects on 

the applicant and the community when a cultural art project fails to meet the selection 

criteria, no matter how culturally important the project is.  



107 
 

Value for money is always the main consideration, but what is the survival and maintenance 

of culture really worth? This in itself is a highly discriminatory and complex process in that 

Indigenous Australians are being asked to make discriminatory assessments through both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous panels. In this process, assessors are asked to decide on the 

viability of Indigenous arts projects. A monetary value is then placed on the cultural 

elements such as languages, dance, painting, storytelling, and music. Cultural identities and 

authenticities are scrutinised by outsiders. While it’s true to say that panel members might 

have some insight into certain applications, more often than not, there is usually no 

knowledge or connections to the individual communities applying for funds. 

 Establishing Identity  

In each funding application case, Aboriginality has to be proven via ‘Certificates of 

Aboriginality.’ ‘Certificates of Aboriginality’ are assessed by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander organisations which are in turn governed by the Aboriginal Corporations Act. These 

Governance laws are legislated, assessed and policed by the local, state, and federal 

Government departments. There have been many cases where, should a person applying 

for a ‘Certificate of Aboriginality’ not be recognised or be unknown to the corporation or 

community they are living in, there is the great possibility that they will not be approved for 

a Certificate. This can leave people in a cultural limbo between the black and white world, 

ineligible to apply for arts funding with their identity under scrutiny and in question. The 

imposition of the white bureaucratic way of quantifying ‘race’ ends up excluding some 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from practicing their culture, whilst at the same 

time excluding them from full involvement in white culture – a scenario that has 

perpetuated the issues demonstrated in the 1930s story in the ATSIC ‘As a Matter of Fact’ 

report, cited earlier in this chapter.  
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In 2012, Uncle Jack Charles made headlines when he was asked to prove his Aboriginality to 

the Australia Council for the Arts to be eligible for funding. As reported by journalist Andrew 

Taylor for the Sydney Morning Herald:  

Uncle Jack Charles’ Indigenous background is hardly a secret. His mother was a 

Bunnerong woman, his father a Wiradjuri man, and Uncle Jack Charles was born in 

Melbourne in 1943 and is one of Australia's most renowned Aboriginal actors. He was 

involved in setting up Australia's first indigenous theatre group, Nindethana, at The 

Pram Factory in Melbourne in 1971 and most recent performance prior to the 

controversy was in the 2012 Sydney Festival production I am Eora, about Sydney's 

Aboriginal community, and then there is the colour of his skin. ‘Yes, I obviously look like 

an Aboriginal.’ Yet that is not enough for the federal government's arts funding body, 

the Australia Council, which has demanded Mr. Charles prove his Aboriginality before it 

will consider his application for a grant to write a book. But Mr. Charles said he should 

not have to prove what is blindingly obvious. ‘I don't want a temporary visa from the 

Australia Council proclaiming I'm an Aboriginal,’ he said, ‘I expect to be treated 

honourably and with respect. I have received money in the past but nobody has ever 

asked me if I'm Aboriginal. This is the only time.’  

‘The policy is not intended to cause offence,’ said the board's executive director, Lydia 

Miller. The Australia Council's Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Arts Board has 

required Indigenous applicants to prove their identity since 1997 by providing a letter 

confirming their indigenous identity from a senior member of the community or 

registered Indigenous organisation. (Taylor 2012) 

 

Having been employed as a Project Coordinator for the Australia Council’s Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Arts Division, I am fully aware of the policy of having to prove identity 

in regards to arts funding. This policy came into effect to prevent people from applying who 

had in the past fraudulently claimed to be Aboriginal in order to claim funds meant for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. Unfortunately, Uncle Jack’s experience highlights the 

absurdity of the situation at the time, where the policy designed to enable Aboriginal 

applicants actually disadvantaged a notable Aboriginal applicant. In retrospect, there could 
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have been a little more common sense and discretion shown to him considering he is one of 

Australia’s most well-known Aboriginal performers. In a positive outcome, Uncle Jack’s 

experience helped to make changes to the policy to prevent this experience happening 

again.  

Unfortunately, there is a common and utterly misguided racist assumption that exists 

amongst some non-Indigenous people who think that appropriating an Aboriginal identity 

will make it easier for them to obtain funds, get jobs, houses, cars, and free education. 

Many times in the past I have been interrogated by white people who insist that 

‘Aborigines’ get everything given to them. This policy highlights the difficulty of working 

within white bureaucratic organisational frameworks at a State and federal level where 

accountability for the proper distribution of funding to the intended recipients is 

paramount. The policies of proving identity also exist at the Aboriginal Community 

organisational level and have recently becoming more stringent, as more people claim 

Aboriginality. Especially after they discover that they had a great, great grandparent who 

they think was Aboriginal, yet have never identified or lived their life as only an Aboriginal 

person can experience.   

My experience of the acceptance of my Aboriginality was quite different when I applied to 

attend Abmusic. The policy of putting the responsibility on the individual to prove their 

identity was in existence, but it would have been impossible for me to obtain a Certificate of 

Aboriginality from Western Australia. However, the Aboriginal employees used a number of 

ways to help you prove your Aboriginality; especially if, like myself, you weren’t from Perth.  

Abmusic relied on the Aboriginal employee’s knowledge of the families in the community, 

but they also employed a sit-down and yarn method, which they utilised with me. To help 

me prove my Aboriginality, the first question I was asked is, ‘Where you from?’ and ‘Who’s 
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your mob?’ This method proved extremely effective, especially for those potential students 

who had been otherwise removed, institutionalised, or incarcerated. 

 

 

Abmusic 

In 1992 I had become aware of Abmusic through an advertisement at the Commonwealth 

Employment Service. Abmusic founder Mark Bin Baker originally created the Aboriginal 

Music Corporation to support the Aboriginal music sector of Western Australia through 

providing rehearsal space and equipment hire. It eventually transformed into the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander College of Performing Arts. At the time I had become disillusioned 

with my job and the culturally barren wasteland that was the music scene on the Gold 

Coast, and was looking for a wholesale change in my life. I was so intrigued and captivated 

by the thought of studying music at an all-Indigenous college that I couldn’t wait for the 

opportunity to take off. So much so that in 1993 I promptly took leave without pay from my 

job at the Department of Social Security on the Gold Coast in Queensland, now known as 

‘Centrelink.’  As I came to discover, Abmusic was more than just a music college. At the time 

I was enrolled in 1993, Abmusic was a very humble but proud organisation with meagre 

facilities. These included two demountable sheds for ensemble practice, and an old 

heritage-listed former RAAF hospital which served several purposes – as an administration 

building, as music theory classrooms, and as instrument practice rooms. Compared to ‘The 

Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts,’ Abmusic’s resources may have been scant, 

but it was full of life, culture, and spirit. The most attractive aspect of Abmusic for me was 

the fact that it was an entirely Indigenous student body. From the very outset, it was clear 
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that there was considerable talent, both traditional and contemporary, that was waiting to 

be developed. 

My time as a student and eventual employment with Abmusic was very much a learning 

experience, as this was my first job with an Indigenous organisation. It was here that the 

depth of Indigenous disadvantage and suffering from institutionalisation and loss of identity 

in Western Australia was highlighted to me, as it was all too evident amongst Abmusic 

students. The fallout from colonisation was still very fresh in the minds of the students that 

attended Abmusic, as Western Australia was colonised about one hundred years after the 

East coast of Australia, and Aboriginal missions and reserves had only been shut down some 

six years before I arrived. The devastating effects of colonisation, genocide, and removal 

was very recent history in Western Australia. Abmusic, whether it was intended to or not, 

had become a safe haven for the dispossessed, the lost and abused, the forgotten and the 

downtrodden ‘fringe dwellers’ of white Australian society. It was a place where cultures and 

traditions and languages could be practiced with no barriers or fear of reprisals from a 

hostile non-Indigenous society that was just outside the gates.  As a result, Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people enrolled from all over Western Australia, as well as from 

Interstate. 

 Like for many students, Abmusic became my spiritual and culturally safe haven from the 

perils of the outside world (I have often been the receiver of racial abuse by carloads of 

white boys driving past as I crossed the road outside of the Abmusic grounds). Apart from 

that, Abmusic was a place that nurtured my insatiable appetite for music and the arts. It was 

here that I made the life changing decision that music, the arts, and the fight for equal rights 

would become my life work. I learnt very quickly that Abmusic was not just for those who 
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wanted to learn music. Music was a tool to reinforce our identity and pride in ourselves as 

Indigenous Australians. Often stories of the invasion of Australia were told through songs 

that were written in a language aimed to help the healing process from the devastating 

effects of colonisation, removal, stolen generations, genocide, mental health, incarceration, 

high youth suicide rates, physical and sexual abuse, substance abuse, and all too frequent 

racial vilification. Music and the arts were also the tool for re-educating and changing the 

attitudes of non-Indigenous people. As a student I was very involved in whatever Abmusic 

had to offer; I was proactive with other likeminded students in setting up opportunities to 

showcase ourselves and our fellow students in both traditional and contemporary settings. 

The expression of the issues affecting the lives of our families and communities was 

extremely important to the healing process of damaged and shattered lives that were an all-

too-common denominator among Abmusic students and that inextricably linked us all 

together as a family, no matter where we came from. After graduating in 1999 with a 

Diploma of Music, I was employed as the Project Officer for Abmusic until 2002, and 

continued on raising awareness and setting up opportunities for the showcasing of Abmusic 

student bands throughout Perth and Western Australia. After leaving Abmusic in 2002, I was 

elected to the Abmusic Board for a short tenure as the Public Officer and was eventually 

elected as the Chairman of Abmusic after taking a position with the Western Australian 

Music Industry Association Inc. as the Indigenous Music Officer for Western Australia.  

Unlike Aboriginal organisations such as Abmusic, for a non-Indigenous organisation to meet 

the cultural needs of the Aboriginal community, it is imperative that they make a major 

commitment as well as wholesale changes to their organisational culture and attitudes 

towards Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people – including their business plans and 

infrastructure. My experiences working with non-Indigenous organisations was a specialised 
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area and consisted of me developing and writing Indigenous strategies and applying for 

Indigenous arts funding to break down the racial barriers and include Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander artists in mainstream arts activities.   

It could not be taken for granted that Indigenous artists would automatically have 

access or even be welcomed to participate in an industry that many non-Indigenous 

artists see as a basic right or entitlement. After all, Indigenous arts weren’t and still 

aren’t considered to be a true representation of true ‘Australian Culture,’ for example, 

Indigenous Music was often relegated to world music categories. (Howland et al. 2010) 

 

Since colonisation the role of storytelling, arts, and cultural practices have never been more 

vital with respect to the cultural security of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

Their stories are a testament to their amazing abilities to adapt to deeply profound changes 

and upheavals to their traditional ways of life. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have 

had no choice but to become masters of the art of negotiating two worlds.  
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Chapter 5 – The reclamation of Culture through Arts Organisations and Arts Practice   

 
Introduction 
 

My career in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander arts sector has spanned approximately 

twenty-eight years. During this time, both my personal and professional experiences have 

clearly demonstrated to me the fact that 

rich cultural practices, knowledge systems, and cultural expressions of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples are a source of great strength, resilience, and pride, and that a 

strong cultural identity is fundamental to Indigenous health and social and emotional 

wellbeing (Australian Government, 2013).  

A paper produced by the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse, ‘Supporting healthy communities 

through arts programs’ (2014), outlines the following principle for ‘what works’ in relation 

to artistic program design. The paper states that; 

 Art forms, such as song, dance and painting, coupled with ceremony, are integral to cultural 

continuity and cultural maintenance in Indigenous Australian communities (Ware 2014, 3). 

This principle underpins the importance of bringing back together through ceremony the 

now siloed-out art forms to be practiced as one expression of living culture. In my 

experience, I consider that this principle must be one of the ultimate goals and objectives of 

arts workers, arts organisations, and funding bodies when looking to support Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander cultural arts practices.  

This is a principle that I have employed in a number of roles and capacities in the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander arts sector, as well as the ‘mainstream’ music sector: as a 

performing artist, as Project Officer for Abmusic, as the Indigenous Music Officer for the 

Western Australian Music Industry Association, and as a Project Coordinator for Indigenous 

songs for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Arts Division of the Australia Council for 

the Arts. It is a principle that is central to my current role, where for the last eight years I 
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have been given the honour, privilege, and responsibility as the Producer of First Nations 

events on behalf of the City of Port Phillip and the Boon Wurrung Foundation, including the 

annual Yaluk-ut Weelam Ngargee Indigenous Culture and Arts festival.   

As Aboriginal and Torres Strait people living in the current social climate, we recognise the 

vitally important need within Indigenous communities to promote cultural recognition and 

identity. According to the Victorian Aboriginal Affairs Framework ‘2013 – 2018 Building for 

the Future: a Plan for “Closing the Gap” in Victoria by 2031’:  

For Aboriginal people, culture is seen as a foundation upon which everything else is 

built, and a strong cultural identity and connection is increasingly linked to better 

outcomes in education, justice, health and wellbeing, and employment ('Victorian 

Aboriginal Affairs Framework 2013 – 2018 Building for the Future: A Plan for "Closing 

the Gap" in Victoria by 2031 - Google Search' n.d., 13). 

 

Cultural arts and traditional practices produced during the colonisation continuum of 

Australia are not only a record of survival. They are also a clear and present demonstration 

of the capabilities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders who, from the outset, were 

shown no quarter by the colonisers and given no choice but to overcome extreme hardship 

and adversity to adapt, live, achieve, and operate successfully between two worlds. The 

responsibility to adapt to the prevailing and oppressive social conditions created under 

colonisation has been placed squarely on the shoulders of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders. There is a saying that goes: ‘A system cannot fail a people it was never set up for.’ 

This saying can be applied to both the Australian constitution and democracy, and it is also 

reflected throughout all of Australia’s bureaucratic systems, including the ‘mainstream’ arts 

sector. These systems were never set up to support or include the recognition, or the 

participation of, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, but, as Richard Bell points out, 

the Western Arts system will make exceptions for those who don’t conform to certain 
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sometimes narrow expectations, thereby rejecting/undervaluing other aspects of 

Indigenous culture.  

Over the years I have likened the ‘mainstream’ arts sector and the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Arts sector as two roads running side by side for miles on end. They may 

intersect at certain points in time, and engage in limited interactions but then very quickly 

dissipate and parts ways. I made this observation when I was employed as the Indigenous 

Music Officer for the Western Australian Music Industry Association (WAM) after working 

for Abmusic in Perth. During my employment at Abmusic, there was a very limited and 

occasional interaction between the Aboriginal music sector and the ‘mainstream’ music 

sector. To highlight the disconnect and disdain of the so-called mainstream music sector 

towards the Aboriginal music sector, it was made clear to me, in no uncertain terms that for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists to be able to participate in the so called 

‘mainstream’ music sector, they very much had to go to extra lengths to prove both their 

eligibility and capability to be considered as good as white bands. Even if Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait music passed the industries level of scrutiny and was deemed worthy of their 

attention, it would only be considered in ‘world music’ categories, thereby denying 

Aboriginal people their true identity as Australia’s first peoples and rightful place as true 

Australian musicians no matter what genre of music they played.  

In contrast, at Abmusic, any type of music that the students played was accepted as 

Aboriginal music, not only because it expressed their personal stories of real-life experience, 

but because Aboriginal musicians are adept at playing all genres. The bureaucratic processes 

at Abmusic were developed to be culturally appropriate and relaxed, and a more personable 

and hands on approach was adopted to accommodate the students, as many of them had 

already suffered terribly at the hands of white institutions. The experience of working at 
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Abmusic and then going to work at WAM highlighted the cultural gulf between these two 

organisations. It became very much a two-way learning experience between WAM and 

myself, not to mention that it was a soul-taxing challenge for me to attempt to build 

connections and understanding between the ‘mainstream’ industry and the Aboriginal 

music sector. After all, by virtue of the fact of being Indigenous, my abilities as an artist and 

arts worker also came under extreme scrutiny as well. My responsibility whilst working at 

WAM was to produce the ‘Western Australian Indigenous Contemporary Music Strategy’ 

that promoted partnerships, strategies, and cultural awareness. It was certainly my 

objective during my employment at WAM to facilitate and create attitudinal and cultural 

change within the mainstream music industry towards Aboriginal musicians. This was vital 

as a part of my strategy to create pathways and opportunities that enabled them to 

compete on an equal footing in all mainstream music activities. Both sectors had much to 

learn from each other in order to break down the real or perceived stereotypes and barriers 

on both sides of the fence that prevented Abmusic and WAM from working together. 

The positive and negative experiences at both Abmusic and WAM held me in good stead to 

go to another level to produce the National Indigenous Music Strategies through a national 

roundtable consultation with over four hundred artists, arts workers, arts organisations, 

festivals, and industry professionals. This process was held at major music events in every 

state and territory for the Australia Council for the Arts. Those results informed the basis of 

a Ministerial Brief presented to the Federal Cultural Ministers Council and eventually to 

Peter Garrett, the Federal Minister for the Arts at the time. The one constant factor that has 

informed the way I’ve worked, consulted and developed my Indigenous arts strategies is the 

deep and gaping wound left on the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people that 

is the continuing legacy of colonisation. As an Indigenous arts worker, I am not immune to 
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the effects of colonisation. However, in my current position of responsibility, I’ve taken heed 

of the many issues identified by Indigenous artists and arts workers of the bureaucratic and 

racial barriers preventing participation and acceptance in the ‘mainstream’ arts industry. 

These are issues that are faced on a daily basis that can leave Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander artists disillusioned with the industry. I have learnt many valuable lessons through 

my experience of working in both the Aboriginal and mainstream music sector, and utilised 

this knowledge in attempting to level the playing field for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander artists to compete on their own terms.  

Colonisation and its Legacy  
 
It is truly an unfortunate position we find ourselves in where the majority of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander cultural arts practices are born out of tragedy. It is within the trail of 

destruction left by colonisation that Indigenous arts and festivals and cultural events are 

created. I’ve had people say to me that some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities have suffered more trauma than others depending on the timing of their 

contact history as the colonial frontiers slowly expanded throughout Australia. While this 

may be true, I feel that the impact of colonisation on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 

was equally destructive, no matter when or where that contact was experienced.  This was 

painfully evident in the many places I’ve worked in over the years. The following sections 

are my personal accounts of my experiences: firstly in working with Aboriginal artists at a 

community level with Abmusic, secondly in developing Indigenous Music strategies for the 

Western Australian Music Industry Association and The Australia Council for the Arts, and 

finally how all this experience has led me to employment as a producer with the St Kilda 

Festival. The one constant influencing factor common to all the positions I have held over 

the years is the fact that much of the production and practice and presentation of Aboriginal 
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and Torres Strait Islander Arts and culture is born out of the devastation inflicted by 

colonisation. 

Abmusic   

To understand the life of Indigenous Australians, knowledge of different cultural 

backgrounds, as well as the tragic effects of colonial historical and present day social and 

economic factors upon them, is essential. The underlying pain and suffering of the students 

at Abmusic as a consequence of colonisation revealed itself through their songs, artwork, 

and performances. It also manifested itself in other destructive ways through substance 

abuse, mental anguish and loss of identity, sickness, and suicide. The devastation and 

suffering felt as a result of past injustices perpetrated against them, their families, and 

ancestors were still as fresh in their minds as the newborn day. This is entirely 

understandable as, at the time of my attendance of Abmusic in 1993, the doors had closed 

on the last missions and institutions run by the Christian Brothers and Sister Kates as 

recently as six years earlier. Many times, I witnessed how this pain became too much for 

some to bear and we lost students both young and old when they still had so much 

creativity to offer. I came to realise that this was a truly deep and profound sadness that I 

have not yet personally experienced, although I felt inside that maybe I am due to 

experience this depth of despair one day. When people ask me what distinguishes 

Aboriginal art from the mainstream, I can’t help but think of the depth of the pain and 

suffering as a result of colonisation as the difference that informs much of the art produced 

by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists as compared to their non-Indigenous 

counterparts whose creations are more of an expression of white privilege and the 

forgetting of Aborigines. 
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The suffering of Abmusic students was also a reflection of the effects of colonisation of 

Western Australia as a whole. It was obvious to myself and the other employees that 

Abmusic was more than just a music college. Music may have been the business of Abmusic, 

but the cultural safety of our students and staff became the core priority through 

reconnecting with family, country and culture. We didn’t care whether people could play an 

instrument or not, they were always welcome at Abmusic. Knowing we were dealing with 

people in trauma, Abmusic was structured in a culturally appropriate way not just for 

learning, but also as a culturally secure space. We needed to address people’s needs in a 

holistic manner, mentally, physically, and spiritually. The evidence of intergenerational 

trauma became all too apparent at Abmusic as entire families were enrolled, from 

grandparents to their children and their grandchildren. Abmusic’s community outreach 

throughout the state enabled single and abused mothers to find an outlet for cultural and 

artistic expression as well as have their children be looked after by a professional childcare 

worker in a crèche provided on campus.  

Abmusic also made incursions into the prison system to provide entertainment, music 

lessons, and cultural support to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders incarcerated in youth 

detention centres as well as low and maximum security men’s and women’s prisons. Upon 

release, many former inmates enrolled in Abmusic. Field trips out to country were organised 

for students to learn about local bush tucker, local language, dance, and song. This was 

particularly aimed at people who had experienced being removed from their families at a 

very young age and had recently been released from juvenile detention.  

Abmusic also became an alternative and more culturally appropriate learning environment 

for those students who were having difficulties adjusting to a mainstream Government run 
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schools. As the project officer, I was involved in putting on showcasing and paid 

performance opportunities for our students in the local community, as well as touring to 

local and remote communities throughout Western Australia. These opportunities not only 

gave the students an income and much needed experience in front of an audience, but it 

also provided a platform for their own unique expression and ways of connecting to culture, 

country, and family through their music. Above all, it gave the students a sense of self-worth 

and pride within themselves, their families, and their identities.   

As most of our students were receiving the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Study 

Allowance, otherwise known as ‘Abstudy’, we knew that money was in short supply. So, to 

support our students and help to ease the burden of the costs of living, travel concession 

cards, breakfasts, and lunches were provided. These were just some of the strategies that 

we employed to help to provide the basic necessities that helped ease the everyday cost of 

living for Abmusic students. However, the underlying reality of the emotional cost the staff 

at Abmusic dealt with on a daily basis was much more tragic. Some students were suffering 

from varying degrees of depression and were expressing suicidal tendencies. Sadly some 

students succumb to their depression. Some students who were terminally ill expressed 

their desire to see out their last days performing and singing on stage at Abmusic and the 

events we held throughout the community.  

Abmusic staff attended the funerals of students and held wake services for the families of 

the deceased on the Abmusic grounds. My Torres Strait countrymen and I would cook a 

Traditional Torres Island feast called a Kup Murri in a show of respect and support for the 

families of the deceased. A wall of remembrance exists in the foyer of the Abmusic 

administration building in honour of those taken too early.   
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As the above examples demonstrate, Abmusic and its workers provided services and 

interactions with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community that went far beyond 

the scope of what they were funded to do. However, this more personable way of working 

with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community often created a difference of 

opinion between Abmusic and the bureaucracy of the funding bodies on how to deliver 

services. As usual, the bureaucracy of the funding body was more concerned with the 

ticking of boxes. Whereas the staff at Abmusic knew they had to provide support that fell 

way outside of the funding guidelines to get the best out of Abmusic students. Through this, 

Abmusic was still able to fulfil the contractual obligations of the funding contracts, but the 

continuation of funding came under threat on a number of occasions.  I am extremely proud 

to have been a part of the Abmusic organisation and all that it taught me in thinking outside 

the box when working with grassroot communities, and in particular with people who’ve 

experienced trauma. It was however very much in contrast to my subsequent employment 

with a peak Australian mainstream music industry organisation, which was as a culture 

shock to say the least.  

The Western Australian Music Industry Association Inc. (WAM) 

The Western Australian Music Industry Association Inc. (otherwise known as WAM) is the 

peak representative music body in Western Australia. WAM’s mission is simple, ‘to develop 

the Western Australian Contemporary Music Industry’ (WAM Indigenous Music Officer Duty 

Statement 2004). One of the key areas of activity within the WAM Business Plan that 

underpins the mission statement is the development of the Indigenous music sector and the 

creation of an Indigenous Music Officer role, who is to be responsible for the development 

and delivery of Indigenous contemporary music strategies. This was my position in the 
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organisation. I had come to the attention of WAM through my work at Abmusic, and, as a 

consequence, made a quantum leap going from touring and organising community gigs to 

working in an industry body that supported and toured the biggest music acts not only in 

Western Australia, but nationally and internationally. I felt that this was a golden 

opportunity for me as I considered myself to be in a privileged and important position to 

make key changes. Even so, I definitely felt that some people only saw the colour of my skin 

and had already prejudged me: I had been asked by people who seemed perplexed at my 

presence in the organisation if I was a musician, if I had organised events, and if I had any 

experience at all. I was always a bit sarcastic in my response and would say, ‘yes, that’s 

exactly why they hired me: because I have no qualifications whatsoever,’ and that seemed 

to shut them up. But if they had read my application and been present at the interview, they 

would have known that prior to moving to Western Australia I had already gained years of 

experience in study, work, and performing. 

Having gained employment at the Western Australian Music Industry Association did not 

translate into immediate acceptance for either myself, or the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

musicians I represented. I felt that, while individual artists might be accepted, this was more 

a case of exceptionalism rather than general acceptance of Indigenous music, as the 

stereotypes and prejudices against the majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people were still very much alive and well. Much in the same way as the ‘Aboriginal 

Exemption Certificates’ and ‘Dog Licence’ mentioned earlier, the inherent racism and 

exceptionalism built into the system didn’t mean that you were automatically accepted on 

equal terms in a white-dominated industry. I very much felt out of place at WAM, as I was 

the only indigenous person employed at the time. I was totally out of my comfort zone 

without the support of my Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander co-workers at Abmusic. As 
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the majority of the staff at Abmusic were Aboriginal, we shared and experienced the same 

traumas as the students. As Aboriginal people we instinctively understood the cultural 

sensitivities embedded in our culture to support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. Unlike 

at Abmusic, where the strategies we employed to engage Aboriginal musicians were, to us, 

common sense, I now found myself in a situation where trying to fit Aboriginal cultural 

protocol and ‘ways of doing’ into a white bureaucracy was like trying to fit a square peg into 

a round hole. Everything I proposed to WAM in regards to supporting the Aboriginal music 

sector now required an explanation supported by data collected and documented through a 

comprehensive consultation process with Aboriginal musicians from all corners of Western 

Australia. The development of the strategy involved inviting Aboriginal musicians to consult 

with other Aboriginal musicians, music industry professionals, arts workers and arts 

organisations and funding body representatives at a series of roundtable sessions that were 

to form part of the program for the WAM Festival conferences and awards. The consultation 

process in developing the ‘Western Australian Indigenous Contemporary Music Strategy’ 

was a long and arduous journey, as Aboriginal musicians held a long and healthy suspicion 

of white people and white institutions. This was in contrast to their attitude to Abmusic, 

where all the planning was made entirely by Aboriginal people. Many Aboriginal musicians 

questioned why the white industry wanted to be involved with them. Aboriginal artists were 

naturally suspicious and questioned why we needed white people involved in Aboriginal 

music at all as they saw it as another form of white control. Some people, both black and 

white, were quite happy to leave the two sectors as two separate entities. The difficulty I 

faced was creating a partnership and way of operating that successfully brought two worlds 

together, and that developed and maintained an equal and respectful working relationship. 

The challenges laid in the breaking down of racial barriers, and in dispelling the myths and 
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stereotypes. I needed to find a way to break down the bureaucratic walls and 

institutionalised industry attitudes towards Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists and 

build a strong sense of trust between the black and white worlds. I needed to let Aboriginal 

musicians know that they were more than good enough and deserved to be included in all 

of the activities of the mainstream music industry. All of which only served to highlight the 

enormity and difficulty of the task that lay ahead of me.  

The implementation of Aboriginal strategies into a non-Indigenous organisation is not an 

easy process, and there are many challenges along the road and dissenters on both sides of 

the racial barrier. I often took criticism from other Aboriginal people who accused me of 

being a sell-out for working with a non-Indigenous organisation. I took casual racism from 

non-Indigenous people who weren’t sure how to talk to me and treated me as an 

interesting curio or token in the industry, and casually ignored me at events that I produced. 

There were many times when I had panic attacks and wondered to myself why I chose to 

put myself in this position, as the job was only part-time and the pay was not that great. 

There were many times I wanted to give in, and at the time I had sacrificed a lot in my 

personal life to keep going and get the job done. I had to keep on reminding myself of the 

bigger picture and not give up because my work was too important for Aboriginal artists, 

and I was determined to not let the expectations of the position or the organisation beat 

me. As always, these experiences have demonstrated the extra miles that Aboriginal arts 

workers and organisations have to go to prove themselves when attempting to operate 

between two worlds. My experience demonstrates the need for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people to constantly justify and prove ourselves as being just as good as, or better 

than, our non-Indigenous counterparts, as well as dealing with the pressure to be exemplary 

role models.  
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The ‘Western Australian Indigenous Contemporary Music Strategy,’ which had taken three 

years to develop, was born out of and informed by the adversity faced by Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander musicians. The final draft was presented to the Western Australian 

Department of Culture and the Arts and the then Minister for the Arts, Sheila McHale. After 

years of lost sleep, lost weight, and anxiety attacks, the program was finally approved with 

three years of funding for all the Indigenous programs, including the extension of the 

Indigenous Music Officer’s role to full-time. 

The Australia Council for the Arts  

My work in Indigenous Strategy development at WAM certainly gave me the experience I 

needed to eventually apply and win a position as a Project Coordinator with the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Arts Division of the Australia Council for the Arts. I was tasked with 

managing five funding agreements for strategic partner Aboriginal organisations, as well as 

developing the National Indigenous Music Strategy, ‘Music Bound.’ This was quite a 

different proposition, as it was an opportunity for me to work with Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander artists at a different level again. It was not my first interaction with the 

Australia Council, as I had been a part of their advisory committees during my employment 

with WAM, when I was a member of the National Indigenous Arts Reference group, and in 

2005 I was chosen to attend the MIDEM Music Trade Fare in Cannes in the South of France 

with a delegation of music representatives from around the country (I am currently involved 

with the arts funding assessment process, and have been for approximately the last eleven 

years). I say that this was a different proposition as I was a part of a dedicated Indigenous 

arts unit, staffed by incredibly talented Indigenous arts workers within a non-Indigenous 

Arts organisation. It was almost like having an Abmusic division as a part of the WAM 
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infrastructure. The structure of the Australia Council for the Arts meant that there was the 

support and guidance I needed from my very experienced and knowledgeable Aboriginal 

arts co-workers.  

The process of developing a national Indigenous music strategy was similar to the process of 

developing the Western Australian strategy. The strategy had to be informed through a 

national consultation process via a series of roundtable discussions between Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders, arts workers and arts organisations, funding bodies and music 

industry representatives. My objective was to gather as much information from the Artists 

on all the barriers they had faced in the music Industry and make recommendations to 

address these issues. From my experience in working with Abmusic, WAM and the Australia 

Council, the issues and barriers expressed by other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 

from around the country in the development of music strategies were all too familiar. This 

suggested to me that the problem in accepting Aboriginal artists in the industry is not a 

regional phenomenon, but rather it’s a deeply ingrained systemic and paternalistic attitude 

towards Aboriginal musicians held by the Industry as a whole over a very long period of 

time. It would seem that the very nature of being Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, along 

with the music they create, which addresses the anger, pain, suffering and inequalities that 

the white Western world places them, lands well outside of what’s accepted in the 

mainstream.  
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Yaluk-ut Weelam Ngargee (YWN) 

Dudgeon et al (2010) explain that ‘Aboriginal culture has roots deep in the past, and 

Indigenous cultural traditions have a history and continuity unrivalled in the world’. To 

appreciate the realities of the life of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians in the 

colonial era, their cultural ways of life and the impact of colonisation on  

That way of life need to be understood. In the recent decades there has been a strong 

renaissance of Indigenous culture and forms of creative expression, and a reconnection and 

intent to work together in the reclaiming of cultural life. Far from colonisation signifying the 

end of Indigenous Australian traditions, new forms of adaptation are bringing vitality to 

older cultural themes and values that need to be addressed (Dudgeon et al. 2010, 25–42).  

Those adaptions in the colonial continuum have manifested themselves in many ways, 

including the creation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural festivals and events 

within mainstream society. All of my previous experiences in working with Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander communities and events had prepared me well to be entrusted with 

the responsibility of producing and sustaining the Yaluk-ut Weelam Ngargee Festival event 

held on Boon Wurrung country. In taking on this responsibility, it was extremely important 

for me to understand the history of the traditional custodians of the Port Phillip area before 

and after European contact. In doing so, I am bound to adhering to my own traditional laws 

of respect (Malo’s Law) when working in another Aboriginal nation: firstly, to acknowledge 

the recognised traditional custodians; and secondly, to build a rapport, trust, and a 

respectful working relationship with the local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

community. As I am a visitor to the traditional lands of the Yaluk-ut Weelam Clan, I must 

respect and honour the Boon Wurrung laws of the creator spirit ‘Bunjil.’ ‘Bunjil’s Law’ 

requires me to come with intent and respect and not harm Bunjil’s land or children.  
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Before the arrival of the Europeans, the City of Port Phillip area was traditionally known as 

‘Yuro Yuroke’ and is still currently occupied by the descendants of the Yaluk-ut Weelam Clan 

of the Boon Wurrung language group. People are reminded that they are standing on the 

traditional homelands of Yaluk-ut Weelam, meaning ‘River Home’ or ‘People of the River’. 

As I had come to expect, the people of the Yaluk-ut Weelam country were certainly not 

immune to the devastation of colonisation. Conflict in the areas of the Boon Wurrung and 

their Kulin neighbours resulted in the dispossession of lands and the decimation of cultural 

practices and languages (Svoronos 2012, 12). Richard Broome (2005) estimated that there 

were at least ten thousand Aborigines in what was then known as the Port Phillip District in 

1836, and that by 1853, two years after it had become the Colony of Victoria, their number 

had fallen to one thousand and seven, a decline of eighty percent in less than twenty years. 

How did they nearly ‘vanish’ so rapidly? He estimated that between one thousand five 

hundred and two thousand people died violently at white and black’s hands, and that 

perhaps one thousand five hundred died of natural causes, leaving four thousand five 

hundred ‘who fell to diseases, disruption of food supplies, and the impact of cultural 

dislocation. This was exacerbated by a dramatic decline in the birth rate’ (Ryan, n.d., 1–2). 

I’ve often heard from non-Indigenous people in St Kilda that they didn’t realise that 

Aboriginal people or culture still existed in Port Phillip. It would seem that the lasting 

residual effects of colonisation still leads some white Australians into the false belief that 

Aboriginal people had died out and don’t exists in urban areas.  They still have the belief 

that ‘real’ Aborigines’ live in the outback somewhere, and of course, that they all have very 

dark skin. My response to them is that just because there are roads and buildings here 

doesn’t mean that Aboriginal culture doesn’t exist.  
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According to Aboriginal beliefs, the physical environment of each local area was created and 

shaped by the actions of spiritual ancestors who travelled across the landscape. Living and 

non-living things existed as a consequence of the actions of the Dreaming ancestors. 

(Muswellbrook Shire Council n.d.).  

The traditional lands and boundaries still exist and the people of the Yaluk-ut Weelam clan 

are still present, along with their stories, languages, customs, dances and artwork. With this 

history in mind, along with the misguided attitudes that still exist, it was vitally important 

that my intent was not just to present a show, but to present the often artificially siloed art 

forms as one through ceremony, in order to ensure cultural security and to educate 

audiences in regards to the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Culture. One of 

the aims of the festival is to reinforce the fact that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

cultural practices in urban settings are still in existence, are diverse, creative, and cutting 

edge, and can operate between the two worlds regardless of how much concrete or how 

many roads and buildings are built over the traditional landscape.  

The production and planning of festivals like the Yaluk-ut Weelam Ngargee festival faces the 

same hardships and pitfalls as every other Indigenous event throughout Australia. These 

challenges are not simply in securing the required funding and sponsorship to run a large 

scale event. The festival also depends on me, as an Aboriginal arts worker, being able to act 

successfully as a catalyst to bring together the two worlds of Aboriginal community and the 

local Government bureaucracy in order to develop and maintain a respectful working 

relationship within both systems. In the ‘white bureaucratic system,’ there are legislated 

processes that must be followed, just as there are Aboriginal Cultural processes that must 

be adhered to. In my experience, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural festivals and 

events have often required the support and partnerships of non-Indigenous organisations. 

Without this level of support, it’s entirely possible they wouldn’t exist at all.  
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The community depends heavily on a recognition, rapport and respectful two-way working 

relationship with the traditional custodians. This relationship with the Boon Wurrung 

Foundation, and in particular N’arweet Carolyn Briggs, is vital to the success of the festival. 

Successfully maintaining these relationships often requires me to undertake a very 

personable approach in getting to know the artists and community by being a proactive and 

visible presence at local Indigenous events, at local Aboriginal Networking meetings, and in 

going to see artists perform. Where possible, I prefer to meet artists and community people 

face to face, away from the office in a much less formal setting, like over a coffee or lunch. I 

find this hands-on approach helps the artists as well the community to get to know me as a 

person and not as a bureaucrat on the other end of the phone.  

As a non-Indigenous organisation, the City of Port Phillip’s core infrastructure and ability to 

deliver quality service to the local Indigenous community is further enhanced through its 

employment of qualified and experienced Aboriginal and Torres Strait people in key 

positions of policy and strategy development. These key decision and policy making 

positions are all developed and informed by a full-time Indigenous Policy Officer, part-time 

Indigenous Arts Officer, myself as the Indigenous Festivals and Events Officer, and a full-

time Indigenous Gathering Place Officer who works within the local Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander community. To add further weight and significance to these guiding 

documents, advice is provided to council via the inclusion of the local Indigenous 

networking meetings set up as a conduit between the Aboriginal community and the 

Council to give guidance and advice on Indigenous issues. Boon Wurrung Elder N’arweet 

Carolyn Briggs provides all the traditional cultural knowledge and advice to council to ensure 

the event is culturally appropriate and accurate in presenting and celebrating the local 

Indigenous culture. I feel that these are measures that all non-indigenous organisations 
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need to implement within their core business and overall infrastructure, just as I had to 

develop them during my employment with WAM in order to have successful and respectful 

working relationships with Indigenous communities. These relationships also need to be 

formally recognised and acknowledged as they have been outlined in detail in the City of 

Port Phillip’s Reconciliation Action Plan. Drawing on the rich tapestry of history, ancient 

stories, and cultural practices associated with the Boon Wurrung Nation has assisted 

enormously in creating sustainability of the event as well as the continuity of culture. With 

the support of the Council and the respectful working relationship with the Boon Wurrung 

foundation, the Yaluk-ut Weelam Ngargee is an event that has proven in its ability to 

provide a platform to celebrate and cultivate Indigenous arts and cultural practices. There 

are a number of elements to take into consideration when planning an Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander event, and elements like production and infrastructure are generic to 

planning all events. However, I feel that the most important aspects that brings the life and 

energy that creates the essence of the event are the artists and the community that ensures 

that the platform for expression is a culturally safe space.  

I have always considered the Yaluk-ut Weelam Ngargee Festival as a community of artists 

and cultural arts practitioners, along with their elders and their families who come together 

to create the safe space for expression. Being part of an Aboriginal community is another 

facet of Aboriginal identity. Other Indigenous people know who you are and what family 

you belong to. Pat Dudgeon (2002) provided a comprehensive overview of what community 

means for Aboriginal people.  

They acknowledge that the concept of a community has a political agenda for the state, 

whereby Indigenous people were moved into sites such as reserves, missions, and fringe 

camps as part of the processes of colonisation, dispossession and dispersal, and later for 

bureaucratic convenience. However, there still is a strong Aboriginal sense of what it means 
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to belong to a community. Overall, Aboriginal society is structured around the community. 

Within or forming the community are strong kinship and family ties (Dudgeon et al. 2010, 1).  

 

To understand the contemporary life of Indigenous Australians, a historical and cultural 

background is essential. This chapter sets the context for further discussions about 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and issues related to their social and emotional 

well-being and mental health. The history of colonisation is addressed, as is the subsequent 

devastation of Indigenous Australians, and their resilience and struggle to claim equality and 

cultural recognition, and to shape the present.  

 

Indigenous Australia is made up of two cultural groups who have shared the same struggle; 

yet often when using the term Indigenous, a Torres Strait Islander history is absent. In this 

chapter both cultures are equally presented. Brief overviews are given of pre-contact times, 

colonisation, resistance and adaptation, shifting government policies, and the struggle for 

recognition. Indigenous identity and meanings of belonging in country, community and 

family are also briefly covered. Contemporary issues confronting Indigenous people are 

included, with a particular attention to racism (Dudgeon et al. 2010, 1).  

 

The YWN community festival is an inclusive and respectful space of activity that encourages 

the non-Indigenous community to actively participate in and experience all of the cultural 

activities the festival has to offer. YWN provides an opportunity for people of diverse 

backgrounds to meet and celebrate with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists, 

cultural practitioners, and Elders to increase their understanding and appreciation of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island cultural heritage.  

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, maintaining cultural security involves the 

practice of cultural expression. Cultural expression refers to the ways in which Indigenous 

communities express their traditional culture and languages unique to their traditional 

homelands or nations ('Our Culture | Sections | Share Our Pride' n.d.). Cultural expressions 

are ways that are part of reinforcing heritage and identity. The expression of culture also 
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informs the ways that knowledge and the wisdom of the elders is imparted and passed 

down from generation to generation, ensuring the continuation of culture.  

In the colonial era of Australia, Aboriginal artists have become warriors whose weapons are 

artistic expressions of outrage that not only tells the two versions of history of black and 

white Australia, but also of the ongoing struggle for equality and justice in the colonial 

continuum. For Aboriginal and Torre Strait Islander communities, offering some type of 

cultural arts program or event to provide that outlet needs to be given priority. In this 

respect, the Yaluk-ut Weelam Ngargee Festival was created in response to a recognised 

community need for such an event that allowed expression, promoted Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Island culture, and celebrated Indigenous artists. Providing a high quality culturally 

artistic experience heightens community education and engagement, and can lead to 

increased cultural security for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion  

I’m somewhat reticent to call this last chapter a conclusion, since colonisation is an ongoing 

process and therefore the full effects of the invasion of Indigenous lands, people, and 

culture may never fully be understood. Yet I believe, as I have demonstrated through my 

research, that to gain an appreciation of how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural 

traditions are remembered and practiced in the present day colonial regime, an 

understanding of the mindset of the colonising forces prior to and during the ongoing 

invasion of Australia is essential. As an example, the historical and current mindset of 

Europeans and of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people prior to the arrival of the 

British are juxtaposed in chapter one. This juxtaposition clearly demonstrates a way of 

thinking about land and water in the Western worldview and Aboriginal worldview that are 

poles apart. For the Western World, land and water are commodities to be acquired for 

profit, whereas for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people land and water are living 

entities central to their identities, cultural practices and ways of knowing.  

In locating the research through the lens of my family history, my country, my lived 

experience and standpoint, the examination of the impact of colonisation on the lives of 

Indigenous Australians has given me a voice that allowed me to speak with some authority 

amongst the many learned voices that have come before me. Reflecting on my family’s life 

through the context of colonisation has given an entirely new meaning to how and why my 

life has been lived the way it has been lived. This process was vital in finding the voice that 

enabled me to write this thesis. This methodological approach has required me to actively 

observe and practice Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander laws of respect and cultural 

protocol. Observing and practicing cultural protocols has allowed me to build a rapport of 
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respect and trust with individuals and communities, which has given me a greater depth of 

understanding of how colonisation has not only affected my family, but also the lives of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of other nations, both historically, and in terms 

of the ongoing trauma and disruption to cultural practice. My personal story and the 

examination of the impact of colonisation in the Tweed Valley is a microcosm of a much 

larger scenario that serves to highlight the fact that all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities have suffered immensely and continue to suffer. Through an examination of 

my family’s connection to the Tweed, I’ve made explicit the deep, ongoing spiritual and 

physical connection that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have had with their 

traditional homelands. Firstly, I looked back at growing up in Brisbane in my early childhood, 

and this enabled me to reflect on and gain an understanding of how cultural practices were 

being maintained by my Elders in an urban setting whilst living under the radar of the 

racially oppressive Queensland Government. Secondly, I wrote about my move to 

Bundjalung country later in my childhood, which gave me a deeper knowledge and more 

spiritual understanding of what it meant for me as an Aboriginal person to be connected 

and belong to country. My recent research on Bundjalung Country in the writing of this 

thesis also gave me further insight to the traditional cultural practices of the original 

inhabitants of the Tweed prior to the arrival of the colonisers and the ensuing and ongoing 

disruptions to their land and cultural practices under the duress of colonisation.  

As I began to travel and work around Australia, a familiar theme of the impact of 

colonisation of other Aboriginal people and communities similar to that of my home began 

to emerge, as I gained more in-depth knowledge, education, and experience of these issues 

through working and touring with Aboriginal organisations such as ‘Abmusic.’ My 

interactions with the students of Abmusic was a clear demonstration that the impact of 



137 
 

colonisation and the institutionalised trauma experienced by their Ancestors continues to 

resonate into their lives from the past. It is still as powerful and damaging to them in the 

present today and will no doubt continue to be so for generations to come. My subsequent 

employment in music organisations involved touring to regional and remote Aboriginal 

communities and developing arts strategies with non-Indigenous arts organisations that 

were born out of and informed by the adversity faced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander artists on a daily basis. Through my research, I have demonstrated that colonisation 

is more than just a process that involves planting crops and building houses on the 

sovereign lands of Indigenous peoples. Damaging though these practices are, the 

methodology of colonisation is much more insidious. It involves the systematic dismantling 

and wholesale destruction of the existing infrastructure of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander cultural practices, languages, and society. The effects of this became painfully 

evident in my research of the colonisation of the Tweed Valley. The magnitude and scale of 

trauma inflicted by colonisation has become evident in a much greater sense to me, firstly 

through the telling of my family’s story, and secondly, through my experiences of travelling 

to and spending time yarning with other Aboriginal peoples and Indigenous communities 

throughout Australia, New Zealand, and Canada.  

As discussed in chapter three, as Indigenous peoples, we all have different contact histories, 

cultural and religious differences, and colonial influences. However, both the historical and 

present circumstances that permeate the lives of colonised people from around the world is 

that we have all experienced the violent practices of colonialism. This has involved the 

dehumanising, dispersal, and attempted genocide of the original inhabitants, coupled with 

the production of false identities and narratives to justify the colonisers’ actions in the name 

of King and Country. When false narratives, such as the myth of Captain Cook’s peaceful 
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settlement of Australia and ‘Terra Nullius,’ are told often enough, they eventually become 

accepted as truth. Unfortunately for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, this has 

meant that false narratives have become an accepted dogma that has permeated every 

aspect of the psyche and infrastructure of white Australian society, from educational 

institutions to the highest levels of Government. Overt visual displays such as the Australian 

flag, statues of Captain Cook and other so-called explorers along with other symbols of 

Empire not only work to remind Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders on a daily basis of 

their place in society and who is in power, but also covertly promotes nationalism and the 

erasure and annihilation of the Native .  

As I discuss in chapter two, starting at an early age at primary school in the 1970s, I 

experienced a powerful form of the indoctrination of nationalism through the saluting of the 

flag, singing ‘God Save the Queen’ and being subjected to the teaching of an Australian 

history that excluded Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. Later in life I came to think of 

this period of my early education as an example of indoctrination via the Australian 

education system. An example of this was my experience of teaching Aboriginal Studies in 

the Bachelor of Education course at Griffith University to pre-service primary school 

teachers. This highlighted the lack of white Australians knowledge, understanding and 

acceptance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island culture, as well as the students’ general 

ignorance of Australia’s violent past and ongoing colonial practices. It was disturbing to 

think that these people would be out in classrooms teaching the future generations of 

Australia.  

As I have examined throughout this thesis, the methodology of colonisation involves the 

creation of misinformation by the victors through the whitewashing and sanitising of 
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Australian colonial history, ultimately altering or erasing the identities of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people and perpetuating racially biased stereotypes – all of which has 

been presented to white Australians as truth in one form or another. The ongoing legacy of 

colonisation is a trail of destruction that has meant that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders have been left with the responsibility of piecing their lives back together by 

reconstructing, reclaiming and decolonising their identities, landscapes, and histories, while 

struggling to maintain languages and cultural practices. It has been my experience that no 

matter how much truth Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander scholars uncover through 

research in regards to the treatment of Indigenous people under colonisation, it can be 

subject to rejection by some white people who have become offended as they feel that they 

are being personally attacked and blamed. Their claim is that it is not their fault because 

they didn’t cause it. My response to them is that my people have been grossly violated and 

offended since the arrival of the white man. You may not have been personally involved in 

the attempted destruction of Aboriginal people and culture, but you live with the security of 

the privilege that the very essence of colonisation has afforded you, and your white skin is 

what makes you invisible. As a black man, I am very visible. I’m still followed around by 

security when I go into a store. Eyes follow me on the streets. White women clutch their 

handbags or cross the street when they see me coming. I can always get a seat to myself on 

public transport. These issues play out on a daily basis in the lives of all Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people. Colonisation has achieved what it was set up to do: perpetuate 

the false narratives and stereotypes that demonise and exclude Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people, as they don’t fit the ideological make-up of the citizen of the state.  

The prevailing social conditions of the colonial regime has meant that the dominant culture 

continues to dictate the way Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have had to live 
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their lives in order to make a living, keep a roof over their head and put food on the table, 

while at the same time continue to look for and create new ways to practice and maintain 

culture. However, attempting to fit Indigenous cultural practices and protocols into a 

Western societal framework that wasn’t set up to include Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders has inevitably led the two polar opposite cultural heritage philosophies to clash. In 

this regard, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists and cultural practitioners have had 

no alternative but to become adept at code switching to different ways of living and 

communicating that enables them to operate with some degree of success in two worlds. 

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders to succeed, the ability to live in two worlds has 

become a vital life skill. This has enabled some to utilise the best of both worlds. Embracing 

new technologies, (in film, television, radio, and the internet), creating their own 

businesses, or performing at festivals and events and theatre to practice and maintain 

culture has enabled Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists to make a living. But for 

some people, having the ability to live in two worlds may be just a matter of survival or 

order to access essential services, such as Medical and Centrelink services, or to simply use 

technology to reconnect with family and culture in order to gain some sense of identity and 

self-worth. At the time of this writing, the COVID-19 pandemic has certainly exacerbated the 

need to utilise technology for such purposes; yet at the same time, the pandemic has also 

served to highlight Aboriginal disadvantage regarding the lack of equitable access to the 

technology.  

As discussed in chapter four, the need for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to 

successfully develop and practice their cultural identity within the societal framework of a 

colonial regime is identified as a key challenge. My research in Canada revealed that the 

cultural heritage practice of ‘smudging’ or ‘smoking’ ceremonies has been utilised in a 
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constructive and practical way to relax Indigenous workers and centre their minds before 

starting work on construction sites. However, this still required the approval of the non-

Indigenous overseers. The maintenance of cultural continuity while having to exist in two 

worlds often means working and operating within the bureaucratic infrastructures of non-

Indigenous entities and festivals. Unfortunately, in the past white organisers have often 

viewed the inclusion and presentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture at 

festivals and events in a more tokenistic vein, either as an exotic sideshow or an 

afterthought. After years of seeing and experiencing this personally, I can’t help but feel that 

this is a display of systematic racism and an expression of the paternalistic attitudes of 

government and industry bodies, funding organisations, and festival organisers. The essence 

of the problem for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is the total disregard for 

Indigenous ways of knowing and the patronising way in which they are considered an add 

on, rather than being recognised as integral to modern society and equally valid as Western 

ways.  Tokenistic practices are akin to giving the Natives trinkets and blankets to keep them 

amused and happy, and yet again the responsibility has been left to Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islanders to make the changes in attitudes of a white Australians paradigm in order to 

be accepted as equals. 

Indigenous disadvantage has meant that special provisions have been made by non-

Indigenous government bodies and arts organisations to bridge the gap between black and 

white Australia. The creation of Indigenous-identified positions and funding has provided 

opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander arts workers, such as myself, to 

facilitate change. However, that change doesn’t come easy, and these initiatives always run 

the risk of creating further divides through both exceptionalism and tokenism. Adverse 

attitudes towards Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders still exist. As I have experienced in 
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my work, the implementation of anti-discrimination laws and reconciliation policies doesn’t 

stop people from being racist, it just drives these attitudes further underground, and it 

continues to bubble just under the surface waiting for an opportunity to strike. Yet despite 

this undercurrent of racist attitudes, the resilience and determination of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders to overcome adversity and succeed in two worlds has been proven 

time and time again during colonisation. The strength and ingenuity of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people has allowed for the survival of cultural practices and languages. 

However, the nature of colonisation has meant that while the dominant culture remains in 

power, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture is always be considered second to white 

culture.   

I’m privileged to have had the opportunity to write a record of my life’s experiences so far, 

as they has shaped the person I am today. In doing so, I have come full circle many times in 

presenting my points of view throughout the writing of this thesis. I have demonstrated this 

part of my methodology by constantly returning to country as a point of reference and 

remembering experiences and lessons learnt on country. The lessons taught to me by my 

Elders enabled me to view, understand, interact, survive, and succeed in the world beyond 

my own community. I could not have written a thesis of this nature without my life’s 

experiences or without the knowledge and wisdom imparted to me by my Elders. My 

personal intention was to gain and understanding of the world I have grown up in as a 

person of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island heritage. My overall objective was to examine 

both the historical and ongoing circumstances that have impacted the lives of all Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islanders, and in particular the ways in which culture is remembered and 

practiced within the framework of a colonial regime.  
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In having researched the many influencing factors (such as racial superiority and ‘Terra 

Nullius’) that were used to justify the invasion of Indigenous lands, I have found that the 

reasoning used by colonisers to justify the actions taken against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people utterly defies any form of logical thinking. It woefully lacks in any form of 

humanity, acceptance and understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander society.  

There is no way to ever measure the full impact of colonisation on Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander society while colonisation is still in progress and while there is no foreseeable 

endpoint. In writing this thesis I have not attempted to come to any conclusions or find 

answers to any of the issues discussed in this research. This was not my intention, and the 

simple fact is that to find answers, colonisation needs to be resolved. To successfully bring 

Indigenous disadvantage to an end and allow cultural continuity to thrive, the act of 

colonisation must come to an end.  
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