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Indigenous Cultural Studies: 
Intersections Between Cultural 
Studies and Indigenous Studies

Eve Vincent, Timothy Neale and 
Crystal McKinnon

History, Power, Text collects together selected contributions 
on Indigenous themes published between 1996 and 2013 in the 
journal first known as UTS Review and now known as Cultural 
Studies Review. Since the journal’s inception, successive edi-
tors have sought to open up a space for new kinds of politics, 
new styles of writing and new modes of interdisciplinary 
engagement. Like the journal it draws its material from, this 
collection has been conceived and assembled as an exercise 
in institution building beyond ‘the Institution’. We call this 
institution, tentatively, ‘Indigenous cultural studies’ and 
see it as a disciplinary space that is built iteratively through 
events, single articles and books. We do not seek to prescribe 
or delimit this project but rather to give it density and energise 
those working in the overlapping fields represented here. 

Indigenous cultural studies is our name for the intersec-
tion of cultural studies and Indigenous studies, a crossing 
often expressed as, but certainly not limited to, cultural 
studies with Indigenous topics, Indigenous scholars doing 
cultural studies or Indigenous studies of culture and everyday 
life. Just as John Hartley describes cultural studies as ‘a 
crossroads or bazaar for the exchange of ideas from many 
directions’,1  Indigenous cultural studies is the exchange —in 
the sense of both a transactional site and a transactional act—
that occurs at the meeting point of these diverse undertakings. 
It is the site where the scholars republished here might form 
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and defend inquiries, and modes of inquiry, and where their 
‘discipline’ is not primarily grounded in method or topic, but 
in their mutual textual presence. This collection seeks to (re)
build this particular bazaar by identifying the conditions and 
fact of its existence and by revisiting some of the ideas and 
directions that have shaped the meeting of cultural studies 
and Indigenous studies.

The authors in this collection come from very different 
disciplinary backgrounds, yet they all found a home for their 
work in a cultural studies journal. Now, as we bring them 
into a new relationship with each other, they find themselves 
situated in a different institutional context again. While the 
journal itself was conceived by academics from within the dis-
cipline of cultural studies, few, if any, of the authors published 
here commonly label themselves as cultural studies scholars. 
They include individuals working in philosophy, cultural 
studies, literary studies, anthropology, education and law 
departments; people who were undergraduate students in the 
Humanities and postgraduate students in the Sciences; people 
who have always worked in the academy and people who have 
moved outside the academy. But despite all this disparity in 
disciplinary and institutional settings, these authors chose to 
place themselves in the same publishing context not once but 
twice. Why?

 Some insight towards answering this question may be 
found in the history of the journal, its ethos and its inception. 
UTS Review was founded only a few years after the High 
Court’s 1992 Mabo decision, which recognised the fact of 
Indigenous ownership of the Australian continent in 1788, 
and the 1993 drafting of the Native Title Act, which provided 
a mechanism for recognising Indigenous groups’ rights in 
traditional lands. Suffice to say, the mid-1990s were character-
ised by an intense level of public conversations and contesta-
tions about the colonial past, the legacy of this past and the 
potential for Mabo to act as a rupture between the colonial 
past and an imagined postcolonial future in which Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australia might be ‘reconciled’ and past 
injustices rectified. From the outset, UTS Review both played a 
part in these urgent conversations and offered critical perspec-
tives on the terms of this public engagement with Indigenous 
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issues. Within the pages of this journal and in the composition 
of its editorial board—including, at its outset, Ian Anderson, 
Jackie Huggins, Mudrooroo and Phillip Morrissey—we see 
evidence of a commitment to politically and ethically engaged 
scholarship and to experimentation, the legacy of which might 
impel others.

In assembling a collection that republishes work from 
this journal, then, our aims are twofold. The first is to sketch 
a genealogy of the work contributing to the development 
of Indigenous cultural studies that has been undertaken 
within the journal. The second is to highlight the significance 
of an interdisciplinary space —a meeting point—that this 
journal played such a large part in instantiating. Here, for 
example, historians probed the limits of archival research 
methods, plumbing the silences in the archives and inter-
weaving contemporary voices and perspectives on the past. 
Anthropologists, to cite another example, turned their atten-
tion to new subjects and new critiques, embracing, perhaps, 
the opportunity to publish work within a disciplinary frame 
not overshadowed by the colonial legacy in the same way that 
anthropology had been over this period. The journal certainly 
opened up a space for novel intersections, and in presenting 
this selection of essays from it we hope also to bring these 
pieces into an exciting new relationship with each other. 

Graeme Turner recently asked ‘what’s become of cultural 
studies?’ As we surveyed the work published over nearly two 
decades in this journal, a crucial question for us emerged: 
‘What’s become of cultural studies’ engagement with indigene-
ity?’ Just as Turner’s pressing concern is the global discipline’s 
attachment to ‘its original political, ethical and pedagogical 
mission’, cultural studies in Australia retains an uncertain 
link to one of its earliest and most important areas of inquiry.2  
Historically, the discipline has been defined by attempts to 
open up the Humanities and Social Sciences to neglected 
histories and modes of thinking—often, admittedly, while 
indicting them—a task that has been conditioned in specific 
ways within settler colonial and ‘postcolonial’ nations such 
as Australia. Cultural studies scholars have been critical of 
the production of nationalist and naturalising discourses 
within such a context, ineluctably leading these scholars 
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back to colonial dispossession and Indigenous histories and 
knowledges.

But has this interdisciplinary intellectual project faltered? 
Have its energies receded or been redistributed into other 
concerns? Alternatively, we might ask, does the work of 
cultural studies scholars in this space exhibit the tendencies 
that Turner parodies and holds responsible for the wider 
discipline’s lassitude: ‘clever readings’ of contemporary popu-
lar culture, celebrations of new technologies and everyday 

‘resistance’, applications of a ‘fashionable theorist’ to obscure 
texts, and so on?3  We would suggest that the situation is not 
one of regulated predictability and esotericism, as outlined by 
Turner, but of disparate commitment. That is, research and 
teaching in the field of Indigenous cultural studies remains 
reflexive, critical and political, but there is less of it and it is 
less dense and less coordinated. Moments and spaces of con-
densation exist—the Blacklines collection edited by Michele 
Grossman in 2003 and the ‘Critical Indigenous Studies’ issue 
of Cultural Studies Review edited by Moreton-Robinson in 
2009, for instance —although they appear as events more than 
institutions.

Yet, over the same period that we detect fragmentation 
within cultural studies, Indigenous studies programs have 
emerged and solidified their place within Australian higher 
education institutions. Some of the earliest Indigenous 
studies programs were centred on critically examining 
contemporary Indigenous politics and histories, one such 
early example being Monash University’s Centre for Research 
into Aboriginal Affairs, established by Colin Tatz in 1964.4  As 
Zane Ma Rhea and Lynette Russell point out, the subsequent 
rise of Indigenous studies programs coincided with the profes-
sionalisation of degrees in education, nursing, social work, 
policing, law and health. The 1970s and 1980s, in particular, 
saw a new emphasis on training programs for Aboriginal 
workers in education.5  Currently, many universities mandate 
some Indigenous studies content for all students in these 
fields, which is of the utmost importance, given that graduates 
are likely to be involved in providing services to Indigenous 
people and communities.6  
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The professionalisation of Indigenous studies was 
complemented in the 1990s by an emerging—or perhaps 
re-emerging—scholarly focus on Indigeneity. Though courses 
with an Indigenous focus were increasingly being taught 
within traditional Humanities disciplines, they were often 
being led by non-Indigenous academics. As Heidi Norman 
documents, Indigenous-themed courses, where Aboriginal 
scholars assumed ‘the role of teaching about “us”’, often had to 
be wrestled from anthropologists.7  Such programs, Dudgeon 
and Fielder suggest, became important Indigenous-directed 
spaces for Indigenous people to engage in and critique 

‘discourses about themselves’ and privilege Indigenous knowl-
edges.8  By 1999, Linda Tuhiwai Smith wrote about a ‘burgeon-
ing international community of Indigenous scholars and 
researchers’ who were ‘talking more widely about Indigenous 
research, Indigenous research protocols and Indigenous 
methodologies’.9  As in cultural studies, the ultimate politi-
cal potential of critiquing knowledges and epistemologies 
remains an open question. What is the relation between 
denaturalising dominant conceptual frameworks and political 
action? There are other crossovers with cultural studies that 
can be stated more positively—shared texts, shared methods, 
shared scholars, shared spaces—though we would emphasise 
their common ambivalences. What Indigenous studies is, its 
disciplinary frameworks, its knowledge(s), its limitations 
and its possibilities continue to be an important and ongoing 
debate, currently taken up, for the most part, by Indigenous 
academics both here in Australia and globally.10 

Throughout this collection, certain concerns are raised 
and return. Among them are Indigenous peoples’ demands 
for recognition; the exercise of sovereignty, both by the settler 
state and by Indigenous peoples; and the meaning of land 
or country. Certain moments are also the source of response 
and reflection for many authors, particularly the 1992 Mabo 
decision, which seemingly carved out a space for Indigenous 
sovereignty, and the 2007 Northern Territory Emergency 
Response (‘the Intervention’), when, for many, Indigenous 
human rights, let alone sovereign rights, were denied and the 
land was stolen once again. Collectively, these attachments 
not only demonstrate one way in which works by these 
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scholars have been orientated towards issues affecting the 
lives and livelihoods of Indigenous people, but also how they 
are understood as significant for Indigenous and non-Indig-
enous Australians alike. It is through such scholarship that 
connections are forged between the page and real life, and 
between both Indigenous and non-Indigenous academics and 
Indigenous communities. While, as Lester-Irabinna Rigney 
informs us, ‘Indigenous researchers are more accountable, not 
only to their institutions, but also to their communities’,11  it 
is increasingly more commonplace for these communities to 
both regulate and collaborate in research by non-Indigenous 
scholars also. Today, the disciplines of cultural studies and 
Indigenous studies are linked in many ways by common 
attempts to create tangible connections between academia, 
society and communities. We argue that these authors’ works, 
situated at the intersection of Indigenous cultural studies, are 
seeking to create change, transcending borders within the 
community, and between people and institutions. 

Articulated power
Unsurprisingly, the most frequent theoretical touchstone 
across this book is French historian Michel Foucault. The 
power/knowledge nexus so brilliantly identified by Foucault 
has been an indispensible critical tool to scholars concerned 
with the ‘critique of colonial knowing’.12 Everywhere in this 
collection we see the analysis of colonial and contemporary 
discourses about indigeneity. Aileen Moreton-Robison, for 
instance, utilises Foucault’s genealogy of rights to resitu-
ate the settler–Indigenous relation as one dominated by 
patriarchal white sovereignty exercising its power through 
racialised rights.13 Many authors also turn their attention to 
what Foucault called ‘subjugated knowledges’,14  retrieved here 
through oral history, textual analysis and ethnography. These 
include the extensive body of knowledge held by Indigenous 
people about whitefellas’ habits and cultural mores, evidenced 
on the streets of a country town in anthropologist Gillian 
Cowlishaw’s work, for example, through subversive perfor-
mances, mockery and delicious irony.

However, it is the depth of the influence of the late Stuart 
Hall that we find especially striking. Hall’s death in early 2014 
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has occasioned much reflection on his intellectual project, 
and we have identified three specific aspects of his work (and 
his influential reading of Antonio Gramsci) that have shaped 
the engagement of cultural studies scholars with indigeneity. 
The first is a dialectical account of power, utilised by (but not 
unique to) Hall,15  which remains attentive to relationships 
of domination and subordination; relationships embodied 
and reified through institutions, languages, spatial practices 
and so on; and the reproduction of power relations through 
processes of incorporation and resistance. There is no power 
without resistance, a point that of course Foucault also 
acknowledged, even as he dedicated himself to the analysis 
and elaboration of disciplinary and bio-power rather than 
resistance to it. For Gramsci, the conditions of domination 
also generate conditions of potential affordance; new inter-
ventions by power elicit new occlusions from power.

The second, related, trace of Hall’s influence is in scholars’ 
refusal to identify determinate social structures. His ‘articula-
tion approach’ accepts the determining effects of power 
relations while categorically denying the ‘belongingness’ or 
necessary quality of any element within a given situation. As 
Hall argues, a theory of ‘articulation’ is aimed at:

understanding how ideological elements come, under 
certain conditions, to cohere together within a discourse, 
and … how they do or do not become articulated, at spe-
cific conjunctures, to certain political subjects.16  

This is best exemplified in Hall’s account, after Gramsci, of 
the state as a complex intractably engaged in often-enigmatic 
struggles on multiple fronts with multiple publics. Penny 
van Toorn’s contribution draws on the scholarship of the 
Subaltern Studies group to carefully consider the limits of 
Gramsci’s distinction between civil society and the state, the 
former eliciting consent and conformity, the latter ensuring 
discipline ‘through direct rule and physical coercion’.17 
Acknowledging Ranajit Guha’s rejection of this model as 
Eurocentric— Guha characterised the British colonial state in 
India as ‘dominance without hegemony’—van Toorn argues 
that coercion outweighed hegemony on many Aboriginal 
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reserves and missions.18 The archival records of this period, 
the ‘public transcripts of powerless people’, are read as 
discursive performances of subordination, necessary to the 
survival of a coercive regime.19 But van Toorn also reads the 

‘hidden transcripts’ of the Lake Condah community, revealing 
the things that could not be safely said publicly and which 
struggle for emergence in the state’s archive of itself.

Contradictory currents underpinned the state-based 
late nineteenth-century protectionist system that created 
these missions and reserves. The confident colonial teleol-
ogy, shared by evolutionary anthropology—which assumed 
Indigenous decline and mutual protection through segrega-
tion—met anxious, moralising discourses of degradation 
and proliferation. For Tony Birch, the Victorian Aborigines 
Protection Act 1886 remains central to understanding, first, 
the alienation of Victorian Kooris from their country, and 
second, contemporary struggles for Koori identity which take 
place on the terrain of the past. Significantly, Birch dismisses 
any appeal to theories of ‘agency’, emphasising the severity 
and ‘ruthless bureaucratic efficiency’ of coercive colonial 
state.20 For others the act of enduring has come to represent 
the Indigenous capacity to elude state objectives over time. 
Tellingly, Irene Watson joins surviving with resisting in the 
reference to herself as a ‘resisting-survivor’.21 Further, the 
archived past left behind by colonial bureaucratic regimes has 
been used by Birch in the present as a creative resource as well 
as being more broadly used as a source of contemporary Koori 
identities.22  

Finally, the influential Gramscian account of ‘ideology’ is 
in evidence throughout the collection. Ideology, Hall explains, 
is not a set of directives from above. It is a fragmentary 
and ‘necessarily and inevitably’ contradictory formation 
of discourses, working to both elicit our consent and invite 
(contained) forms of resistance.23 Gramsci’s non-reductive 
approach to questions of race and class, as well as his insights 
about the constitution of ‘subjects of ideology’ are, Hall insists, 
vitally useful to theorists of racialised subjectivities, the 
subaltern, colonialism and racisms (which must be discussed 
in their historical specificity).24  The pre-given unified ideologi-
cal subject is undone. Instead, we are invited to recognise:
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the ‘plurality’ of selves or identities of which the so-called 
‘subject’ of thought and ideas is composed. [Gramsci] 
argues that this multi-faceted nature of consciousness 
is not an individual but a collective phenomenon, a 
consequence of the relationship between the ‘self ’ and the 
ideological discourses which compose the cultural terrain 
of a society.25  

These selves are of course composed in part by colonial 
thought. Hall’s work helps us grasp the ways ethnic and racial 
difference can be ‘constructed’, and we would add experienced, 
as a set of antagonisms within a class. For Hall, ideology 
is not the intervention of power but rather ‘the terrain on 
which [people] move, acquire consciousness of their position, 
struggle, etc’.26  The spatial metaphor of ideology as a cultural 

‘terrain’ has particular resonance in Australia, where the 
fiction that the continent was terra nullius (‘land belonging 
to no one’, or no one’s terrain) before European colonisation 
legitimated the British Crown’s assertion of sovereignty in 
1788. Although this legal falsehood was overturned by the 1992 
Mabo decision, its ideological effects have proved resilient. As 
Indigenous scholars such Moreton-Robinson have argued, 
the nation’s legitimacy and territorial unity are the keystones 
of Australian ideology, premised on the displacement of 
Indigenous societies and their knowledges, languages, 
economies, geographies and sovereignty within the national 
culture.27  In the Australian settler colony, the question of the 
‘post’ in ‘postcolonial’ remains particularly vexed. There is, as 
Jane M. Jacobs suggests, a ‘fantastic optimism’ to the word,28  
containing within it a certain anticipation that is, at the 
same time, a certain forgetting of the present perpetuation of 
colonial relations.29 For Deborah Bird Rose, the end goal must 
be negotiated, dialogical forms of ‘decolonisation’ worked out 
between peoples ‘whose lives have become entangled in the 
violence of colonisation’.30 In this collection, attention is more 
often weighted towards scrutinising the ‘originary violence’ of 
terra nullius and to thinking through its consequences, symp-
toms and genealogies, remaining attentive to the strategies of 
recognition and denial used to contain indigeneity’s political 
potentials. 
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Yet, as is evident in this collection, Indigenous difference 
is articulated within the ideological ‘terrain’ of the state. At 
the same time that forms of social disciplining may devalue 
everyday Indigenous social practices as archaic and/or 
anachronistic, ‘cultural difference’ may be essentialised or 
fetishised through official recognition and market activity. It 
is too simple to state that the ideology of the nation state only 
involves the absolute negation of indigeneity, as there are 
evidently moments when difference is desired or demanded. 
Bird Rose and Heather Goodall each note how idealisations 
are integral to both the avowal and the denial of present 
day Indigenous realities. This is the ‘cunning of recognition’ 
identified elsewhere by Elizabeth Povinelli: difference is 
valued by the liberal multicultural state until the point it 
recoils from ‘radical alterity’ or too much difference, revealing 
its intolerance.31  Using Hall and Gramsci, we can see that 
ideology is not to be found in one strategy but in the attempt 
to maintain a monopoly on the right to define indigeneity.32  

‘Who we are’, writes Irene Watson, ‘is often navigated from a 
violent space within which Aboriginality is measured for its 
degree of authenticity, and where those who do the measuring 
are ignorant or deniers of the history of colonialism.’ 33

Scholars writing in contexts outside Australia—such as 
Chris Andersen, Devleena Ghosh and Brendan Hokowhitu, 
among others—have been equally attentive to the movement 
of indigeneity between desire and denial. Ben Dibley consid-
ers this problem in light of the official biculturalism of Te Papa 
Tongarewa, the national museum of Aotearoa New Zealand, 
where Maori are simultaneously celebrated, monetised and 
depoliticised by their co-option into a narrative of national 
commensalism. What appeared to many as a progressive 
reconciliation of two peoples in a national institution—‘Te 
Papa’ often being translated as ‘Our Place’—is also a rearticu-
lation of the value and meaning of Indigenous difference in 
a neoliberal register, positioned now as a commodity whose 
forms are reassessed as either economically valuable, and 
therefore worthy of reproduction, or not.34  We should be 
careful, however, not to overemphasise the extent to which 
‘authentic’ cultural difference is celebrated by the state and 
others. For Irene Watson, ‘equality’ is but a masquerade 
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and ‘annihilation’ remains the state’s key modality.35  There 
is no shortage of sociological or anthropological evidence to 
demonstrate the interpersonal and institutional discrimina-
tion that continues to be experienced by Indigenous people 
in Australia and other settler-colonial states. In Cowlishaw’s 
work, the Murri residents of the shared social domain of a 
country town are explicitly introduced from infancy to the fact 
of being an ‘Aborigine’, a subjected state of being.36  And Lisa 
Slater’s work in remote Indigenous communities indicates 
there is little sense that the adults and children at Indigenous 
cultural festivals feel that they or their practices are valued or 
prized by ‘the mainstream’ of the non-Indigenous nation.37  

The case of pathologised indigeneity requiring remedia-
tion is different again.38 The points of articulation between 
state power, embodied difference and liberal desires are 
carefully plotted by Tess Lea. Her analysis of the institutional-
ised creation and circulation of health ‘facts’ about Indigenous 
people illustrates the potential to denaturalise techniques of 
power and knowledge within this critical framework. Under 
the precepts of liberal governmentality, a social phenomenon 
must be made legible before it can be made the object of 
technical intervention (or ‘policy’), and, just so, these ‘facts’ 
are produced under the sign of social justice to remediate 
Indigenous social disadvantage. What is compelling about 
Lea’s analysis is that it shows not only that the creation of 
‘facts’ are themselves a depoliticised intercession—a politics 
that appears as neutral and technical—but that these ‘facts’ 
have a life of their own within the order of settler governance. 
Practically, the ‘Indigenous governance machine’, as Emma 
Kowal calls it, is occupied by the task of reproducing its 
specific textual forms.39 Similarly, Virginia Watson argues 
that social ‘crises’ come to be naturalised as pre-existing their 
discovery through being textualised. In the case of the Howard 
government’s Intervention in 2007, this means being narrated 
and then mediatised. In the Intervention, Irene Watson sees a 
frightening instance of ideological and historical convergence, 
a moment, recognisable within a historical genealogy of state 
power, in which the state retains a ‘vested interest in main-
taining the founding order of things’.40



H i s t o r y ,  p o w e r ,  t e x t

22

‘Not a word’ of history 
In this collection, the questions of power we outline above 
are thickly entangled with questions of authority and method, 
eliciting experiments with the possibilities of writing, speech 
and voice. Many contributions exhibit an implicit or explicit 
understanding of both the institutional power of the academy, 
and recognition that the histories and knowledges at work are 
always potentially dominated or dominating, before the fact. 
Repeatedly, these contributors respond by drawing attention 
to their encounters with spaces and gaps, the limits and 
possibilities of the archives, the centrality of forgetting, and 
the potentially productive force of that which is not known but 
which ‘might be something’. Doubt, reflexivity and dialogical 
exchange feature as these writers speak without assurance; 
in the ‘postcolonial’ moment it is assurance that is rendered 
‘strange’.41

As is well known, since the early 1980s the singular story 
of the ‘settled’ nation has been unsettled by Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous revisionist historians contesting the colonial 
and national historiography. Significantly, Henry Reynolds, 
a foremost non-Indigenous historian, published The Other 
Side of the Frontier in 1981 as an attempt to corroborate the 
oral histories of frontier violence that had long circulated in 
Queensland. Since these initial intercessions, Aboriginal expe-
riences of and perspectives on invasion, violence and dispos-
session, previously excluded from a national narrative centred 
on modernity and progress, have been forcefully asserted and 
in some cases incorporated into public discourses, narratives 
and institutions.42  Nonetheless, while many contributors note 
Mabo’s importance, for example, and the broader fact of these 
public contestations in the 1980s and 1990s, the focus here is 
firmly on these issues’ corollary. In short, disruptions of settler 
certainties about the events of the colonial past have also 
involved disrupting any certainty surrounding how it is we 
come to know about that past. 

The figure of Captain Cook provides a concrete example 
of the new possibilities for history within cultural studies; he 
is clearly ‘good to think with’, to use Levi-Strauss’ felicitous 
phrase.43 Across Aboriginal Australia, histories of Cook tell 
another story of invasion and the coming of a second law and 
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social order. These histories are a ‘vehicle for analysis’, says 
Rose, as in the former Kimberley stockman, ‘master storyteller 
and political analyst’ Hobbles Danayarri’s compelling narra-
tives about Cook, which Rose reads as commentaries on the 
moral content of the colonial encounter.44 Taking their cue 
from Danayarri, key cultural studies scholars in Australia 
such as Stephen Muecke, Chris Healy and Katrina Schlunke 
have ‘experimented’ with Cook as they engage in new forms 
of history-making within a field of disruption and openings. 
Rather than ‘making space’ for Indigenous ‘voices’ that 
might undergo translation into a transcipt for incorporation, 
Muecke makes full use of recordings in Aboriginal English, 
relishing their distinctive cadence and narrative style. A 
textual and textualised difference is brought out onto the 
page. Equally, the two interviews in this collection work in a 
multivocal register: separate, disembodied voices meet, traffic 
in ideas, and take obvious pleasure in their talking, but the 
gaps and frictions of conversation are preserved within the 
text. Anne Brewster’s interview with author Kim Scott and 
Christine Nicholls’ talk with painter Kathleen Petyarre both 
probe the potential and limits of exchange through and about 

‘the coloniser’s language’.45  Petyarre ends by signalling that 
the conversation cannot go on without transgressing the 
border between sayable and secret realms. She is unable to say 
more. ‘Not a word.’ 46

Sonia Smallacombe’s contribution also deals with the 
question of voice through her interrogation of the epistemol-
ogy of the tape recorder. In an essay that foreshadows the 1997 
Bringing Them Home report on Aboriginal children ‘wrenched 
from their families’ and placed in forms of state administra-
tion,47 Smallacombe draws attention to the narrative conven-
tions and processes of selection associated with researchers’ 
attempts to elicit ‘oral histories’. Oral histories are associated 
with the exciting challenges posed to historical master nar-
ratives as feminist, working-class and other ‘histories from 
below’ gained ground in the 1960s and 1970s,48  but they are 
also in themselves a kind of historical artefact which came 
to encode new norms. The opening question, for example, rou-
tinely becomes a ‘beginning’. Trauma, as the anthropologist 
Michael Jackson states, interrupts the capacity to tell stories, 
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but oral historians need whole narratives with beginnings and 
endings just as humans need stories to live by.49 Arguing that 
histories are ‘cultural forms of knowledge’,50  Smallacombe sets 
out to work against Western linear narratives, collecting oral 
histories of the trauma of removal that ascribe seasons and 
kin relations a more central mnemonic function than events. 
Disrupting disciplinary conventions demands self-reflexivity 
about the forms of history-making that are everywhere natu-
ralised. As the authors in this collection aver, the archive has 
its own history and cannot be mistaken for a full account. 

We note that both Irene Watson and Smallacombe are 
Indigenous scholars who acknowledge their ‘outsiders’ status 
as they research and write about specific Indigenous realities. 
This is a de-essentialising move, these scholars making clear 
that they do not automatically access transcendental knowl-
edge about what it means to be Aboriginal nor do they posi-
tion themselves as having a secure authority to speak about 
all things Aboriginal. As Rigney notes, ‘there is no cultural 
homogeneity among Indigenous Australians … There is no au-
tomatic or natural rapport between Indigenous Australians.’51 
Further, their reflections break down not just the overlay of 
insider/outsider onto the Indigenous/settler distinction but 
also break down the researching non-Indigenous subject/
Indigenous object distinction that continues to structure many 
anthropological inquiries. By contrast, Bronwyn Fredericks 
suggests that as ‘another Aboriginal woman’ she was in a 
position to design research questions responsive to Aboriginal 
women’s interests, and on this basis was entrusted with 
Aboriginal women’s stories about their lived marginalisation.52 
As Rigney suggests, for many it is ‘politically more appropri-
ate that Indigenous Australians speak through Indigenous 
researchers’.53 

Rebe Taylor also takes the reader into another kind of 
possibility for the researcher–researched dynamic. Attentive 
to the complex power relations at play, Taylor addresses the 
exchange of information, theories, questions and feelings 
between herself and the Indigenous descendants of sealers 
and Tasmanian Aboriginal women taken far from their 
homes to Kangaroo Island, South Australia.54  Wendy Brady 
says she is tired of the kinds of historical works written by 
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well-meaning scholars who do not make a connection with 
Aboriginal people for whom the experiences of the past are not 
‘historical’ but everyday and lived;55 on Kangaroo Island this 
problematic separation is sutured. 

Taylor’s contribution concludes with a careful discus-
sion of the ways that which is not known—the fact of being 

‘deprived’ of one’s history—is both something missing and 
also something experienced. ‘Not knowing their history was 
in fact their inheritance’, and a sense of loss is incorporated 
into a sense of belonging.56 That which is not known or not 
declared is also central to Alison Ravenscroft’s re-readings of 
Roberta Sykes’s autobiographical trilogy. Ravenscroft notes 
that the reader might seek from these works ‘full and certain 
knowledge’ about Sykes’s parentage,57 hopes that the texts 
themselves refuse to fulfil. While Sykes’s mother maintains 
her secrecy over the identity of Sykes’s biological father, 
Ravenscroft employs a reading practice that probes Sykes’s 
mother’s secrecy about her own racial identity. Ravenscroft 
renders Sykes’s mother’s whiteness ambiguous, unfixed 
and uncertain. The indeterminancy of these hierarchised 
racial categories is made clear by Sykes’s mother’s efforts to 
accomplish the ‘making-white’ of her daughters, an objec-
tive which is only ever provisionally realised, and which is 
brutally undone when Sykes is raped.58 The work of Taylor and 
Ravenscroft, like that of many others in this collection, make 
clear how cultural studies scholars have persistently remained 
committed to mapping the ambiguities and effects of histori-
cal production rather than producing a newer synthesised 
historical ‘truth’.

Counter-narratives and counter-texts
The above suggests that, for these scholars, histories and life 
stories are not only inseparable from the social and linguistic 
context of their emergence, but also from their specific textual 
expressions. In the Black Soil country of northwest New South 
Wales and southwest Queensland, Goodall identifies how 
narratives of ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ are solidified through 
textual production and reproduction. For non-Indigenous 
pastoralists, newsletters, oral histories of specific plants or the 
collected reflections of ‘pioneer’ families are all expressions 
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and evidence of belonging, reproofs against the incursion of 
large-scale irrigators. Alternatively, Goodall notes, Indigenous 
peoples’ belonging has been irrevocably conditioned by the 
emphasis on both ‘tradition’ and the colonial archive as 
sources of legal legitimacy after Mabo. This emphasis, Goodall 
and others note, has been amplified by the finding in 1998 
that some implacable ‘tide of history’ might ‘wash away’ 
these sources of recognition.59 In Eve Vincent’s contribution, 
counter-narratives that assert Indigenous belonging are 
produced and reproduced through oral, textual and spatial 
practices. The senior Aboriginal women of Kupa Piti (Coober 
Pedy) travelled the country between 1998 and 2004, in protest 
against the decision to store nuclear waste in the traditional 
country. Like Danayarri’s use of the Cook narratives, the 
Kungka Tjuta strategically recalled their past experiences of 
the British nuclear testing program in the 1950s as a means of 
analysing and also affecting the present.60

While Vincent’s piece argues that the colonial imagina-
tion produces the desert as an empty, blank dead space, in 
Fredericks’s contribution the spatial organisation of institu-
tional sites are dissected from the perspective of Aboriginal 
women. The women she interviewed about their experiences 
of Queensland health services confirm the interrelated nature 
of ‘who women are’ and ‘where women are’.61 Fredericks’s 
fine-grained analysis of Aboriginal women’s experiences 
reveals the way relations of domination and subordination 
have a spatialised aspect. In a stark example, the Indigenous 
Health Program was for a time located at the back of a build-
ing, requiring an Indigenous patient to first gain permission 
from a non-Indigenous administrator before being directed 
to the service. The symbolic configuration of the relationship 
between the public entrance, the mediating role of the recep-
tion desk and the Indigenous service’s location mirrored the 
colonial order, reinforcing the women’s sense of alienation 
from a site that was, ironically, designed to be ‘inclusive’ of a 
range of specific, differentiated health services. 

The theme of shame recurs across this collection. While 
many anthropologists discuss the social role of the intense 
shame that is part of many Indigenous lifeworlds,62  in this 
volume shame is produced through the colonial relation. 
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Slater comments, for instance, that remote Indigenous youth 
feel shame ‘in the mainstream’.63  Robyn Ferrell’s essay is 
dedicated to exploring the white body as the site and source 
of postcolonial shame. Recalling the Western Australian 
country town of Pinjarra, circa 1970, Ferrell explains how 
white farmers’ children warned each other not to drink from 
the taps Aboriginal children had touched with their mouths, a 
parallel to the sensed contamination of the social body by the 
reserve on the edge of ‘town’. Contact between excluded black 
bodies and the town’s white bodies contaminated both realms, 
and ‘our common shame’ demoralised both.64  Ferrell power-
fully joins the shame of the self-conscious adolescent girl 
under the public gaze —‘eating the gluey pie from the bakery 
even though “they made you fat” and it was “unladylike” to eat 
in the street’—with the politicised shame of the postcolonial 
subject, who becomes aware she grew up upstream from a 
massacre site.65 

Ferrell’s work contrasts with Biddle’s arresting reading of 
Central Desert women’s bodies as canvas texts and canvasses 
as country. Where Ferrell’s awkward body is under the gaze, 
Biddle talks of an entirely different corporeality, an embodied 
way of being that is ‘otherwise at risk’.66 In ritual performances, 
Biddle shows, Warlpiri women bear marks and designs that 
serve to highlight the size, weight, movement, and, specifi-
cally, the fall of the breast. These painted-up breasts repeat 
an initial ancestral imprinting of country, the Dreaming 
Ancestors’ secretions and remains forming the previously 
unmarked landscape. Biddle’s argument is that the work of 
Warlpiri women artists invites us to enter into the paintings, 
becoming ‘vulnerable to their sensibilities’.67 In asking what 
these paintings do rather than mean, Biddle invites the 
dissolution of the boundaries between ‘perception’, sustained 
by an ocular engagement, and an affective, sensory experience 
of the materiality of these works. If such a painting is a ‘text’, 
then it is one that is far more than a site for ‘content’ or an 
object of discourse.

Looking across this collection, two major insights emerge 
regarding scholars’ engagement with texts, whether they are 
didactic or ‘open’ works, canonical or obscure, ostensibly 
colonial or explicitly resistant. The first is that even those 
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texts safely harboured amid a wealth of secondary literature 
or steeped in colonial mythos remain, at all times, subject 
to emergent social relations, and therefore each persists as 
an object within relationality. This is not a simple relativism 
but rather an attentiveness to sets of relations. Discussing 
the paintings of renowned Western Desert artist Clifford 
Possum Tjapaltjarri, Erin Manning states that he explained 
his works in terms of his relation to country and the networks 
within and between countries. Having detailed these dynamics, 
Manning opens a question regarding their textual iterations: 
what is our own relation to Tjapaltjarri’s ‘relationscapes’ as 
they grow in fame and travel across international art spaces? 
The second insight, as such, is that texts are always social 
and contemporary, and therefore always open to ongoing 
negotiation. In Katelyn Barney’s essay, she returns to Diane 
Bell’s 1983 book Daughters of the Dreaming, received on 
publication as a progressive challenge to established ideas 
about Aboriginal women, and then re-read a decade later 
by Indigenous scholars as fundamentally disempowering. 
Returning to these critiques, Barney raises a comparison 
between Bell and white male anthropologists who have 
reflexively presumed the authority of ‘a knowledgeable expert’. 
Is this researcher–researched relation innately ‘Aboriginalist’—
essentialising Aboriginality as ‘other’—and, if so, is this a 
matter of the text itself or its production?68 How might we 
come to know Bell’s text again in the future?

 Richard Martin, the author of the most recent contribu-
tion republished here, is wary of the kinds of ideologically 
inflected certainties that some practices of narrating 
histories bring into being. While acknowledging its analytical 
importance, he suggests that it is flawed to solely follow 
an Althusserian logic of interpellation in relation to texts. 
Support for dominant ideological regimes—however 
explicit—is never the sole message, nor is it so simply received. 
Community museums, ‘explorer trees’ and other admiring 
commemorations of the settler-colonial project are always 
open to reappropriation, ambivalence and uncertainties. 
More specifically, Martin is interested in the ambivalences 
and contradictions Indigenous people express about living 
with these localised histories. Working with the literatures 
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of anthropology and cultural studies, he issues a challenge 
to the latter by suggesting that reading ‘without diligent 
ethnography’ carries risks of (re)producing ‘a politicised 
interpretation, captive to contemporary forms of radical-
ism’.69 In this, we detect a welcome rapprochement between 
two disciplines which, despite a shared interest in everyday 
practice and shared methodologies have, in recent memory, 
been overly satisfied to deal in caricatures of one another. 
These caricatures—anthropology as unremittingly colonialist 
and cultural studies as methodologically shallow—are the 
product of critiques that are necessary but ultimately limited. 
We must always read, as Martin suggests, for ‘the suggestion of 
other divergent responses’.70 

Conclusion
We see the project of Indigenous cultural studies centring on 
clarifying and interrogating the production of histories, power 
and texts. We know, too well, that the relationships between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people within research and 
academia has been one where, historically, exploitation and 
unequal power relationships were common; all too often, 
non-Indigenous academics spoke for Indigenous people. 
Stuart Hall writes that what is significant in the development 
of critical intellectual work are the breaks ‘where old lines of 
thought are disrupted, older constellations displaced, and 
elements, old and new, are regrouped around a different 
set of premises and themes’.71  The convergence of cultural 
studies and Indigenous studies represents one of Hall’s 
breaks, and this break is filled with possibilities for new ways 
of engaging with Indigenous knowledges, places and people. 
The work contained in this collection problematises and 
disrupts these histories and seeks to create new questions 
and, from these premises, innovative scholarship. In this 
convergence, Indigenous academics are returning the gaze 
that historically was cast upon them and their communities, 
and non-Indigenous scholars are also striving to build work 
that reflects the challenges Indigenous people have made to 
the academic world. 

Like the authors collected in this book, we, the editors, hail 
from differing disciplinary backgrounds, our work intersects 
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with Indigenous studies in different ways, we are Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous people, Australians and recent migrants 
to Australia. Timothy Neale is a pakeha—or white settler 
New Zealander—though, like many raised in Aotearoa New 
Zealand, he has extended family grounded in pakeha, migrant 
and Maori communities and histories. Having studied settler 
literature as an undergraduate, he studied cultural studies 
as a graduate in Melbourne, where his research took him to 
far north Queensland. He now works in a cultural research 
centre in Sydney. Eve Vincent is a fifth generation white settler 
Australian whose country upbringing directed her towards the 
study of colonial history as an undergraduate in Melbourne, 
as well as involvement in various Aboriginal rights and envi-
ronmental campaigns. As a postgraduate student in Sydney 
she turned to ethnography, and now lectures in an anthropol-
ogy department. Crystal McKinnon is an Amangu woman 
from the Yamatji nation, who studied Indigenous history and 
politics as an undergraduate in Melbourne. Her upbringing 
around Aboriginal artists and activists has informed her 
current research, which traces Indigenous histories of resist-
ance in artistic practices. She lectures in Indigenous politics 
along with working in Aboriginal community organisations in 
Melbourne. 

In collaborating on this book, we found ourselves neces-
sarily staking out our own meeting point, not only creating 
a new text but also, we hope, (re)performing the gathering of 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people engaged at the inter-
section we are calling ‘Indigenous cultural studies’. In collabo-
ration with our authors, we edited many of the pieces collected 
here, allowing us to include a broad selection of short works 
within the one volume. We also invited three authors—Tony 
Birch, Aileen Moreton-Robinson and Crystal McKinnon—to 
each write a new essay reflecting on a given section, its con-
cerns and the work presented within it. Between them these 
three essays present thoughts on historical method and the 
so-called ‘history wars’, Foucault and apparatuses of power, 
textuality and category of the ‘Aboriginal text’, rethinking the 
grounds that have been—and might yet be —charted by the 
authors here. The final piece we have included is the product 
of a literal gathering, a roundtable discussion between the 
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book’s editors and three former and current editors of the 
journal— Chris Healy, Stephen Muecke and Katrina Schlunke. 
In piecing this collection together, and seeking authors and 
editors to reflect on their contributions, our task was not only 
to assemble what we saw as some of the best past offerings in 
this field, but also those which provide inspiration and direc-
tion to future scholarship.

In closing, we would like to return to the happy meeting of 
Gramsci, Hall and the field of Indigenous cultural studies we 
sketched earlier, as Hall’s work also presents certain issues for 
scholars working at this intersection. On one account, Hall 
might seem to question the identitarian claims sometimes 
made in the name of indigeneity, suggesting that the positing 
of historically consistent subjectivities is always the work of 
interpellation and construction. Hall acknowledged the power 
of valorising a past that colonialism has denigrated, though 
he was clearly more interested in a model of cultural identity 
formed through the ruptures of the colonial experience: his-
tory has intervened, making all of us ‘what we have become’. 
Cultural identity, for Hall, was ‘a matter of “becoming” as 
well as of “being”’.72 This might present a dilemma to scholars 
committed to supporting Indigenous aspirations, who may 
well be deeply invested in essentialist frames of reference. At 
this juncture recent work by anthropologist James Clifford is 
particularly insightful, in its use of ‘articulation’ approaches 
to argue that ‘the whole question of authenticity is secondary’; 
indigeneity and the ‘truth’ of difference, he suggests, is only a 
matter for non-Indigenous scholars in its performances and 
performativity and not in its being.73  By thinking about dif-
ference in this way, it is possible to observe that the practices 
of Indigenous activism may indeed be ‘implicated in colonial 
and neo-colonial (capitalist) structures’ of recognition and 
expropriation while also insisting that they are not ultimately 
determined by them. Quoting Charles Hale, Clifford suggest 
that Indigenous politics is best understood as a practice of 

‘attempting to exercise rights granted by the neoliberal state, 
while at the same time eluding the constraints and dictates 
of those very concessions’; an undetermined and open-ended 
practice of ‘becoming’ Indigenous whose relation to state 
hegemony, at any one time, may be radically uncertain.74 
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Clifford’s chief ethical injunction to students and scholars, 
therefore, would seem to be to extend an inexhaustible hos-
pitality to critical uncertainty. In republishing past offerings 
we hope to inspire others to take up this invitation to critically 
reflect on—and engage in—the contingent transactions of 
Indigenous cultural studies.
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