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Section One—Mudrooroo: Wild Cat Trilogy and ‘Finish’ 
 

In Mudrooroo: A Critical Study, Adam Shoemaker claims: ‘It is hard to believe that the 

Black Australian novel has been so dominated by one individual.’
4
 A dictum of this magnitude 

might seem hyperbolic, yet the proof is well-documented. Mudrooroo has written several novels, 

two sequences being series, as well as nonfictional texts, and poetry and he has lectured on 

Aboriginal concerns, over a forty years span. The start was 1965, which, politically was not the 

most advantageous time for one then denoted as an Aborigine.  

Wild Cat Falling is Mudrooroo’s first novel and addresses the effects of incarceration of 

young Aboriginals in Australia’s welfare institutions and prison system. The book was 

published in 1965, just two years prior to the Australian Constitutional Referendum of 

1967, until which time Aboriginal people were not recognized as full citizens of Australia 

under the law.
5
  

 

This history (and clash against it) are central to Mudrooroo’s writing. Writing from the Fringe 

states ‘Aboriginal Literature begins as a cry from the heart directed at the whiteman.’
6
 His fiction 

incorporates this same anguish. Further, having such emotion is seen by Harold Bloom as an 

indication of canonical consideration. ‘An authentic canonical writer may or may not internalize 

her or his work’s anxiety, but that scarcely matters: the strongly achieved work is the anxiety.’
7
 

Bloom is not saying oddities or controversy concerning the writer is important. Instead, it is what 

the work produces. 

 Wild Cat Falling (1965), Doin Wildcat: A Novel Koori Script (1988) and Wildcat 

Screaming (1992), chronicles the chaotic and anxious events of a sometimes nameless, 

sometimes incarcerated Aboriginal narrator’s life. Prison, in various forms, is his song circle, 
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beginning with the narrator leaving gaol. ‘Today the end and the gates will swing to eject me, 

alone and so-called free. Another dept paid to society and I never owed it a thing.’
8
 Though 

sounding rebellious, incarceration has damaged him as he has embraced a certain degree of 

defeat. ‘For me Fremantle jail has been a refuge of a sort. They have accepted me here as I have 

accepted hopelessness and futility.’
9
 Mudrooroo, obviously, understands this mindset, yet 

transcends its boundaries, for, as has been observed, ‘the concepts of place, space and the real are 

central to the textual world of Mudrooroo, but they are not denoting specificities.’
10

 By doing so, 

he undermines the tenets which have operated to supplant the voices of Aboriginal people. 

Accordingly, he tells the story of that Other.  

In Wild Cat Falling, the nameless narrator has a reoccurring, metaphorical nightmare. 

Later he learns it is not that, but the remnants of an ancient Aboriginal dream. However, since he 

is separated from Aboriginal cosmology, it has become a haunting, until the explanation is given 

by an uncle. This elder re-arranges the nightmare, detailing its significance as a means of 

escaping (Western) limitations. The effect of this knowledge is positive. ‘The old voice trails on, 

but now I have remembered the dream. It has been in some secret part of my mind to which he 

has given me the key.’
11

 Though self-discovery is a positive, overall, the work is still contrarian. 

 The subject matter and approach are Aboriginally based, yet paradoxically so, for the 

loner style of the work is shaped to fit nicely into Western sensibilities and literary expectations. 

Regardless, Mudrooroo writes about this Other intimately, and having been incarcerated himself, 

truly sees the whole world as antagonistic. He is thus a being who is angry and powerless against 

Western cultural hegemony (later, missionary zeal, and political/sexual power are also 
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combatants). These tensions are major themes in his fiction and non-fiction. They can also be 

seen in his life. 

What can be gleamed from Mudrooroo’s public racial background and identity is that, 

even as a young man, he saw himself as a literary voice for the disenfranchised. As Shoemaker 

writes,  

his debut as an author occurred not in 1965, when Wild Cat Falling was released, but five 

years earlier, in a brief piece titled ‘Finish’, printed in the literary journal Westerly.
12  

 

The voice in ‘Finish’ is very consistent with that in Wild Cat Falling. ‘So the sentence was up, 

the last stinking minute; or nearly the last minute.’
13

 This short sketch of a hopeless ex-convict as 

a narrator is the palimpsest for the Wild Cat series. Curiously, he does not call himself an 

Aborigine; thus he could be an Everyman, though other (distinctive) component motifs are 

present.  

 One element present in ‘Finish,’ as in several of Mudrooroo’s works, is the role of 

Christianity as a vehicle to control (the powerless/natives).  

Colonisation had to be justified by a Christian people which prided itself on a superior 

morality and culture. One way of doing this was by seeing a people in possession of a 

wanted land as being uncivilised, savages or even animals. British colonial expansion 

was not a blind immoral course of action, but a deliberate policy with an ever shifting 

ideology of justification behind it.
14

  

 

Or, a useful crutch of sorts for convicts. ‘Like most criminals he [Jeff] professed a belief in 

God—everyone must have something to clutch to or they face void and madness.’
15

 But being 

receptive to the whims of the desperate, he also discusses the situational nature of Jeff’s life and 

religious fidelity. ‘Today Jeff was being released—did he thank God? No! All he could talk about 
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was getting drunk and having a girl.’
16

 Jeff’s relief seeks to refute the deadly force wrought by 

what some may well note as another form of oppression.  

 Mudrooroo views Christian/missionary spheres as ‘institutionalized places of 

segregation, emblematic of the colonial endeavour to confine and control Aboriginal people and 

their means of cultural expression.’
17

 He then co-opts that control, showing the weaknesses and 

hypocrisy in Western institutions. There is also personal motivation, since he had been placed in 

a confining and abusive (religious) home for boys. The zeal in such locations, he feels, is 

pernicious, for they ‘have a long history in Australia of being physical places that demarcated 

limitations in Aboriginal freedom of movement, and mental places that regulated accepted 

cultural behaviour.’
18

 This can be seen in Wild Cat Screaming, the third novel that details Wild 

Cat’s life as an inmate; another demarcated space for the powerless. There he describes his 

younger experience at the Clontarf Christian Brothers’ Home with a pun, ‘As the Bible says: 

‘Watch and prey lest you enter into temptation,’ and so they watched and caught us in 

temptation.’
19

 In this passage, Wild Cat discusses being young and pleasing himself, to wit he 

and another are caught by those who prey/pray then condemn, being called a ‘filthy little 

sinner.’
20 

As the abuse is intensified, the ‘interrogator’ changes his tactics from whipping him 

with a strap. ‘He throws me around the room and uses his fists and shoes.’
21

 The response is 

muted anger on the part of the narrator. ‘I’m filled with rage and pain and I’m silent with rage 

and hate.’
22

 When they are released, they do the act again, the only ‘revenge we can have against 
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those prying eyes.’
23

  

Such a display does show a rebellious spirit, but, sadly, it also tells the reader something 

about the sexual lives of most of Mudrooroo’ characters. Very few ever enjoy or are capable of 

intimacy. 

 Yet although Mudrooroo honestly critiques the effects of Christian zeal on Aboriginal 

culture, he does not deny its hold. This enables him to situate male Aboriginal (impotency) fears 

(literal and figurative) within a model Christians and/or Westerners would understand.  

I comb my hair as best I can. It is in a crew-cut ordered by the chief warder. He must 

have read that bodgies wear their hair long and decided to do his bit in the fight against 

juvenile delinquency. Or maybe he remembered the Samson story.
24

  

 

The reference appears again in Doin Wildcat, but written in Aboriginal vernacular. 

‘Yuh know,’ I say to him, ‘yer air’s all wrong for the times. It was the mid ’fifties an we 

were into D. A.s an Tony Curtis Styles—all slicked back with grease an a curl danglin 

over the forehead [. . . ] I could’ve cried when I saw me curls tumblin to the ground. They 

fell all round me like dreams. I didn’t take it lyin down, though, an kept on tryin to grow 

em back, but that bastard of a screw kept on escortin me to the barber and I kept on avin 

no air—an no dreams. I knew what it was like when Samson woke up to find is locks 

gone.’
25

  

 

Further, as a narrator, creating a tale that transcends its time, being ‘nameless’ has an additional 

Christian reference; Moses asking who is speaking to him and is answered ‘I am that I am,’ in 

Exodus 3:14. 

Another curious aspect from the default name of the narrator in Wild Cat Falling 

connects it to Western iconography. ‘The Man with No Name’ was a popular character in 

American/Italian Spaghetti Western films in the 1960s starring, Clint Eastwood, becoming quite 

popular by 1968. A Fistful of Dollars (1964), For A Few Dollars More (1965) were both released 

at or around the time of Mudrooroo’s first novel. With The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966), 
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these films became known as the Dollars Trilogy or The Man with No Name Trilogy. In addition, 

A Fistful of Dollars had its inception with Akira Kurosawa’s 1961 film Yojimbo. The Wildcat 

trilogy has a narrator who is not centre stage. The concept was one in wide use, if more usually 

found in other genres and fields. It complicates the discussion of identity and truth, for there does 

not seem to be a first one, confounding the Western linear notion of origins and replacing it with 

one that is spiral, cyclical. Such ability is very unique. However, there are problems with the 

narratives. When the work is not being incredibly theoretical, it becomes extremely 

conventional—even stereotypical. 

  Mudrooroo’s work is frenetically sexual, as in his describing ‘the gates [that] will swing 

to eject me.’
26

 Later, in Wild Cat Falling he meets ‘bohemian females’ (white, young, college 

age), and immediately desires them. The frankness of his posture is one to note, since the 1960s 

were not conducive to zestful interracial couplings. People of colour were not thought of as equal 

to those of European decent. In this manner, Mudrooroo overturns the dynamic encapsulated for 

him by Frantz Fanon, the black writer from Martinique whose work he had read.  

 Mudrooroo has read Fanon carefully, and draws extensively on Fanon’s work to 

 explicate and contextualise Aboriginal Literature. In Writing from the Fringe 

Mudrooroo refers to Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, and to his description of the 

three levels of development in the literature of a colonised people.
27

  

 

Fanon wrote of the struggles of blacks from French-speaking colonies, primarily, and of their 

fractured place within proper French society. In particular, Fanon’s encounter with ‘pure 

whiteness,’ while in Paris, ends with humiliation and loathing. 

FRENCH BOY: ‘Look, a Negro!’ It was an external stimulus that flicked over me as I  

passed by. I made a little smile. 

 FRENCH BOY: ‘Look, a Negro.’ It was true. It amused me. 

 FRENCH BOY: ‘Look, a Negro.’ The circle was drawing a bit tighter. 
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 FANNON: I made no secret of my amusement. 

FRENCH BOY: ‘Mama, see the Negro! I’m frightened.’  

FANNON: Frightened! Frightened! Now they are beginning to be afraid of me. I made up  

my mind to laugh myself to tears, but laughter had become impossible.  

I could no longer laugh, because I already knew that there were legends, stories,  

history, and above all historicity.28  

 

In Wild Cat Falling, the power and control of the gaze is switched, giving ‘nameless’ 

agency, privilege of the situation, and control of the exchange. 

I sit up and she smiles across at me as though we two grown-ups share a secret about 

childish fantasies. I suppose she expects me to smile back, but I scowl. She suddenly sees 

me as a stranger and stares coldly at the darkness of my skin. I run my eyes over her legs, 

her hips and her breasts. She glances down, assures herself that there is nothing showing 

and looks distastefully into my sullen face. So what? If she rejects me, I rejected her 

first.
29

  

 

This ‘rejection’ is in stark contrast to how Fanon comments on agency. ‘Man is human 

only to the extent to which he tries to impose his existence on another man in order to be 

recognized by him.’30 However, steeped in Western mythological relationships, Fanon forgot that 

his kind had no one to force recognition. ‘But the former slave wants to make himself 

recognized.’31 Mudrooroo reverses these stances in an attempt to make whiteness (and white 

people) feel inadequate. Such a switch shows his political leanings, but to what end? Such 

decisions do not limit the authority of Australian (or Western)—quite the opposite. 

Dehumanizing of the individual (rather Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal) is corrosive to all 

involved. So much that something as intimate as sexual activity, instead of being a loving or even 

fun endeavour, is filled with rage. Not too coincidently, such violence seems very typical in work 

where the male character must be a proper rebel. 

                                                 
28
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I want her and hate her for making me want her. I pull off her clothes and take her 

violently, like it was rape. Hate her. Hate her. Love her. It is finished. I fling away from 

her and she lies like a discarded doll.
32

  

 

Though is instead of liberation, self-loathing occurs. ‘My body is as warm as hers but my mind is 

detached and cold. This time I don’t feel anything like hate or love. Only sick.’
33

 There is no 

positive feeling of liberation. 

At times Mudrooroo’s work leans heavily on Western, racial phallocentricity. An example 

occurs when the nameless narrator encounters a white female who arouses him. ‘She lies 

stretched out in the sun and her skin is golden brown. Swell doll. Long and slim with firm small 

breasts tightening the fabric of her white swim suit. I realize jail has not killed my sex 

urge.’
34

 One might see here, the stereotypical narrative of dark/black man lusting for white 

woman, and vice versa, a phenomena black American film maker Spike Lee calls, ‘Jungle 

Fever;’ also the title of the film.
35

 The problem is not sex, or sexuality, but what/how 

images/conventions are used, a sentiment Mudrooroo has long argued against—unless the charge 

was angled towards him. 

 In an interview with Shoemaker, Mudrooroo had remarked, ‘the problem is that I don’t 

think white feminism has that much to do with black women.’
36

 The rebuttal seems geared to 

deflect the accusation by saying it is feminist—read White women, who, arrogantly espouse 

Indigenous women’s complaints—and, therefore, not relevant. But does the person or theory 

matter if the analysis is accurate? His work does depict women in an unfavourable light, or as 

playthings. Further, native women fair even worse than those of European decent. If he argues 
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that Western discourse has forced Aboriginals to the periphery, and that is a problem, why should 

his own behavioural patterns be excluded? 

 At times Mudrooroo seems oblivious to (potential) symbolic, sexual exploitation in his 

work. One can look at the depiction of a nameless’ mother after her oldest children are taken 

away as proof.  

Mum cried when the Welfare took the older ones away. She was soft about her kids. She 

didn’t take up with anyone until Mr. Willy came along. He was pretty old but he was 

white and earned a decent enough crust from his wood-cutting.
37

  

 

The same type of predicament is seen in his family life—though the spelling of the step-father’s 

name is slightly different. 

For reasons unknown, Elizabeth and her two children, Colin, then an infant, and his 

sister, a small child of two, later moved to the small to country town of Beverly, where 

they were destined to spend a number of years. During their time in Beverly, Elizabeth 

and her two children lived in a house owned by Mr. William Henry Willey. Willey was 

much older than Elizabeth.
38

  

 

Elizabeth was fairly destitute by then. ‘Elizabeth Barron’s status as daughter ensured her 

exclusion from the inherited wealth and power that is transmitted from father to son in 

oedipalized patriarchal cultures.’
39

 As with Mudrooroo, the nameless narrator does not 

sympathize with his mother. Instead there is a disconnection. This is, perhaps, so for 

Mudrooroo’s ‘outsider’ status is complicated with the high status (within) his maternal family. 

The mythos required to being a rebel is that one must be of a lower station, but will not be 

cowered by that predicament. 

 Mudrooroo’s birth mother was of Irish decent. Further, there seems to be an animosity 

towards the fictitious Aboriginal mother equal to the ambivalence felt toward his biological 
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mother.  

So now she has gone back to die with them and be buried in that back part of the 

cemetery in a nameless Noongar grave. Serves her right. She had it coming to her, 

pretending to be better than the rest of them, keeping me away from them, giving me over 

like a sacrificial offering to the vicious gods of the white man’s world.
40

  

 

The nameless narrator does not seem to acknowledge that such actions as hardships encountered 

by Indigenous women. Thus, there seems to be another layer of disenfranchisement, the belittling 

of women by men of the same group. 

The lower category is reminiscent of John Lennon’s controversial song, ‘Woman is the 

Nigger of the World.’ This is a notion or trait seen in his other works. In Doctor Wooreddy’s 

Prescription, Trugeranna (the fictitious wife of Wooreddy; in real life the Tasmanian Truganini), 

and Ludjee, in Master of the Ghost Dancing series, are raped, but not too much sympathy is 

elicited from the narrator or from the Aboriginal protagonist. 

 Conversely, the males are not as disenfranchised. They are able to interact (regardless of 

the extent and albeit, in sometimes, limited measures) with their surroundings. The narrator 

mimics this: ‘I go through the actions of life, like in a dream. Actor and audience. Split 

personality. I can get outside my skin and look at myself.’
41

 In ‘Finish,’ the same sentiment 

occurs.  

I dress in my wonderful suit and I look at myself in the mirror; the colour suits me, so I 

comb my hair, adjust my tie and tell myself I’m someone (that is, someone who has 

success in the world: whatever that means); but I know I’m a young ex con who is just 

getting out of boob.
42

  

 

In Wild Cat Falling, ‘Still, I have this tiny hope that someday someone will listen and nearly 

understand.’
43

 For his perspective is not positive. ‘We are nobodies.’
44

 The two works mirror 
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aspects of the narrator’s despair in wanting to be seen. Again in ‘Finish’—  

An ex con who is sick of life, of the world and who wants to go outside full of hope to 

become more disillusioned and then come back in tears full of despair with all my dreams 

gone even before I had a chance to dream: and so I contemplate a life in prison—see 

myself with the rest talking about the jobs I did and the money I had; but I look so vague 

and lazy, broken down, so nobody believes me—not even myself.
45

  

 

The tone is not uplifting, but creative. This strategy enables Mudrooroo to engage a wider 

discussion (and assembly) concerning identity and discourse—as long as the reader understands 

the perspective is universal, that of, primarily, male natives. Such a position might seem more 

pragmatic than political, but to Mudrooroo, perhaps the goals are the same. 

An important point is that there is not an attempt to rehabilitate traditional culture as such 

and which, after all, might be an impossible project; but to utilize our traditional 

storytelling content and structures in an effort to gain a wider readership.
46

  

 

Nonetheless, being familiar with political/satirical literature (especially in a postmodern context), 

this larger audience is a very sophisticated one. As such, they will still expect a measure of 

mimicry.
47

  

Mimicry has come to describe the ambivalent relationship between colonizer and 

colonized. When colonial discourse encourages the colonized subject to ‘mimic’ the 

colonizer, by adopting the colonizer’s cultural habits, assumptions, institutions and 

values, the result is never a simple reproduction of those traits. Rather, the result is a 

‘blurred copy’ of the colonizer that can be quite threatening. This is because mimicry is 

never very far from mockery, since it can appear to parody whatever it mimics. Mimicry 

therefore locates a crack in the certainty of colonial dominance, and uncertainty in its 

control of the behaviour of the colonized.
48

 

 

Further, as with Mudrooroo’s historical texts, Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for 

Enduring the Ending of the World and Master of the Ghost Dancing, the parodying hue of 
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Western ‘civility’ is very exacting. It must also be acknowledged, however, that there is 

weakness in this approach. Looking at Wildcat, in Doin Wild Cat, he ‘returns to the now defunct 

prison to film a cinematographic portrayal of the book which he wrote about his experiences,’
49

 

but he does not ‘control’ his story. In the instance of the film, he is not the director, again in 

Aboriginal vernacular.  

We elect to believe im, after all ee is the biggest an whitest director/producer we’ve ever 

seen, an come all the way from America to spend big bucks an mix with us Abo’s to 

make a filim based on me book. Ee’s even told me that, as a special concession to ‘you 

[p]eople’, ee would allow me—the writer—to be on the set to see ow a movie is put 

together.
50

  

 

The same type of pragmatic compromise is shown when thinking about his life. ‘I’m caught in 

memories of those times, those times that enter into me as if it were appenin again, as it did 

appen again, an then again.’
51

 The narrator then, seems lost, barely attempting to make an 

‘Aboriginal’ path for himself. Because of this, the nameless narrator struggles to keep himself 

unconnected to the urban, Western world around him.  

I soon relax behind the wheel and begin to enjoy myself again. I have a sense of fusion 

with this machine and have to remind myself how I am always separate and alien from 

everything and everyone. No ties any more, not even to my mum. That was the hardest to 

break I guess, but nothing left now since the last time I was out.
52  

 

Hence he has failed. What helps him detach is one of the more Western, modern iconic symbols 

of urban life: the automobile. Such surprises are sprinkled throughout the work. When solely 

ironic, forces the reader to contemplate what type of world this character inhabits. In regard to 

the formatting, though, the result is less rewarding. 

 The manner in which the novel is written, often times forces the reader to fill in gaps that 

a standard format would not require. ‘The entire novel takes the form of pastiche of impressions 
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and recollections—flashbacks intermingled with action in the present tense—from a wide variety 

of sources.’
53

 At times these decisions stifle the work. The form does not always hold steady. The 

result pushes the reader to examine any and all discrepancies for extra clues. As if trying to solve 

a riddle—instead of immersing oneself into this very strange, sometimes apocalyptical 

landscape. Additionally, the repetition of maxims and aperçus (albeit interesting), undermines 

the ambitious nature of the text.  

 Mudrooroo is comfortable with experimental creative writing. One example is the 

decision to keep the nameless character so devoid of an identity another marginal figure, an ‘old 

rabbiter,’ must proclaim his ‘place’ and family. Yet, even when being ‘Jessie Duggan’s boy,’
54

 he 

is still separate. Even from the prisoners he knew: ‘The others still have their hopes.’
55

 As 

dissembling is a survival tactic, his apathy is just as well, for he feels there is no positive 

direction to his future. ‘Hope is an illusion for squares. I don’t fall for it. Don’t care any more. I 

trained myself this way so no phoney emotion can touch me.’
56

 The nameless narrator, here, as 

in, ‘Finish’ is someone without a space.  

We marched across to the gate. The screw opens it, we pass through. We are free, which 

is a big joke for we realise that we’re out in a society which hates us, with no place to go, 

with no plans and with sadness tearing at our hearts.
57

  

 

That work, ‘Finish,’ serves as a blueprint for the type of narrative Mudrooroo wants to explore. 

His work shows Aboriginal people, who, though largely adrift, want to re-connect with their past, 

and an Australian society that only wants to govern them and their bodies.   

Ultimately, ‘nameless’ does make a connection to his tribal family. Or, rather, the 

connection is made for him.  
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I look at the broad, black face in the growing daylight and memory sounds a clear note. 

The old rabbiter who used to come to our house sometimes—the one my mother warned 

me about.
58

  

 

By now, he has shot a police officer and is on the run, and coming back to his home town, 

meeting the old man his mother told him to be leery of— 

He doesn’t look dangerous now and probably never was. I expect it was just this tribal 

relative idea of his that worried Mum. Maybe it was even true, but that side of my 

heritage must be kept from me at all costs. I must live white and learn to think with a 

white man’s mind.
59

  

 

The old rabbiter tells him about his mother residing at the Noongar camp, and then gives 

him more insight into his dilemma and heritage.  

WILDCAT: ‘I have a dream,’ I say, ‘but I don’t remember when I wake up. A sort of  

falling dream.’ 

OLD RABBITER: ‘Might be your granny teach it when you been a little fella. Desert  

country [. . .] .  Belong dreaming time,’ he says. ‘That cat want to live a long 

time like the old crow. ‘How you don’t die?’ he asks. I fly up high, high up to the  

moon. I get young up there, then come down.’ That cat look sorry then, ‘I got no  

wings.’ The old crow laugh carr-carr. You don’t need no wings. You can fly all  

right. You try now.’ See?’
60

 

 

The lesson learned is a spiritual one, placing him on a higher level of consciousness. He (now) 

knows how to reach his ancestors. Thus, he is given a place, not unlike the bird call connection 

with Sally Morgan and her maternal grandmother Daisy, in My Place.
 61

 When he leaves, he asks 

which way is East and is told ‘This country knows you all right, son. You keep to the bush.’
62

 

The advice further validates his place as an Aboriginal person.  

 Wild Cat Falling ends with him surrendering to the authorities’—though not in a defeated 

way. ‘Before I’ve always tried to run away. Why not stick around and face up to something for 
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change?’
63

 For his new attitude, he receives the grace of now being told the police officer will 

live. This is a Pyrrhic victory. He knows he is Aboriginal; enlightened in that manner. Yet he is 

not going to his people (although by the end of Wild Cat Screaming he realises he should create a 

‘mob’), instead he is back where the novel began: gaol. This grim song circle is now complete. 

 The Wild Cat series is not a linear self-discovery text. Instead, the focus directs the reader 

to contemplate the physical and metaphysical difficulties of being Aboriginal and the limitations 

imposed by Australian laws and society. Since being conquered, Aboriginal people—and in a 

larger context, this is a predicament suffered by most Indigenous groups—have had little to no 

voice (politically speaking), despite working within and outside Australian (Western) institutions. 

This is not by chance but part of a larger design and ideology—conquerors do not trouble 

themselves unduly with the pleas of the conquered. By not being allowed (or able) to control the 

political and/or economic system, the individual (or group) is the more forced to accept dictated 

parameters as being correct and inevitable—for the system is so much more powerful, there is no 

other choice. This is the condition (and place) Mudrooroo crafts for the reader.  

Hence, like the aimless character, the reader experiences a type of dread and impotency. 

True, this is only the most limited amount of morass, but the experience can still have a lasting 

effect. More profoundly though, there is no cathartic moment, no escape from the system—either 

the reader or any and all Indigenous who fall prey to colonialism. This is also the plight 

Mudrooroo’s characters face. Indeed, the most one can say is that Wild Cat, when older, is left 

alone—not deemed a ‘threat’ to proper society anymore. Perhaps this is the only hope 

Mudrooroo can offer, for his other works, ultimately, follow this same pattern. 
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Long Live Sandawara 

Mudrooroo’s first historical novel was published in 1979. The trajectory follows up with 

elements seen in the Wild Cat series—notably, vulnerable characters who find themselves placed 

on the periphery by the centre. The tale is set in the 1970s, chronicling the last days of a 

displaced group of urban, Aboriginal youth and their contradictory relationship with authority. 

One member of the group, Tom, is an ex-convict and alcoholic; a condition many Indigenous 

people have lamented as a disease. ‘Liquor is described as a curse introduced by White 

Australians, which has sapped the strength and purpose of the Blacks.’
64

  

Tom is a compromised character; one who is acted upon, but does not act—does not 

defend himself well. ‘A heavy white cop fist had smashed Tom in the jaw for dumb insolence; 

but that was yesterday and today his dole cheque has arrived to ease his pain.’
65

 He is also not a 

welcomed patron. ‘He sits at the bar, finishes a beer and orders another from a scowling 

barmaid.’
66 

 

Mudroroo’s young male characters, sexually active, suffer from not having stable elders 

for guidance. They are fatherless, specifically so. Curious then, the text begins with Tom, a 

possible homage to Mudrooroo’s paternal grandfather,
67

 as the names are more than coincidental.  

Elizabeth Johnson was the mother of two daughters prior to her marriage to Thomas 

Johnson. During their union, they produced six more children, two boys and four girls, all 

of whom still survive at the time of writing. The last of the six, Colin, is the prolific 

Australian author we recognize today as Mudrooroo.
68

  

 

Also fatherless is Alan, the text’s hero, or failed/mock-hero in need: a connection to Wild Cat. 

‘The relationship between ‘Jessie Duggan’s boy’ and old rabbiter in Wild Cat Falling, and Alan 
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and the elder, Noorak, in Sandawara,’
69

 are similar, since  

both of the old Nyoongah men are in touch with their country and their cultural traditions; 

both have a grip on Aboriginal history and a confident sense of belonging to that history 

which the young characters can only marvel at.
70

  

 

Another link, and just as sad, is that these heroes do not obtain their freedom from Australian/ 

Western society.  

 This is not an indictment of Mudrooroo. Locating his work within the confines of 

historical realism allows him to attempt a more critical view of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

characters (and motivations). For this he is thought of valiantly (family lineage not 

withstanding), as utilising fiction and mimicry as a political/literary force. This includes the 

showing the dissonance amongst Aboriginal people and their supposed role models. Therefore 

the Long Live Sandawara storyline features a seemingly ineffective, but promotable native 

leader: Ken Rawlings. Yet within this ambitious project of uplifting racial themes and re-

positioning of mainstream history, stereotypical characterisations resume—especially those 

concerning sex.  

The youth manages to get the girl on her back. He gets off her jeans with a lot of help, 

then plunges ahead. He bangs away and Jane lies beneath him wondering why this 

activity is supposed to be wonderful.
71

  

 

Shoemaker writes,  

when Alan, the leader of the group rescues Sally and Jane at the holding centre, he 

symbolically and audaciously makes love to each in the dormitory before helping them 

escape.
72

  

 

They were waiting for a knight, perhaps, to rescue them, but first must pay with their bodies. 

‘Consequently, because of this traditional connection, he is described as being by far the most 
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accomplished lover, despite his young age.’
73

 These are not complimentary (or new) depictions. 

Western discourse ‘created’ an ‘Other,’ then ‘placed’ him/her/those people in the category of 

being not very bright, hyper-sexed, and criminal minded. Regardless of who uses the trope, that 

is its history and legacy.  

As successful and creative as Mudrooroo’s works are, they have not displaced ingrained 

forms of racial ideology. More, it can be said, it has helped sustain it, which is the problematic, 

yet symbiotic relationship between the colonised and coloniser. ‘The colonised’s predicament is, 

at least partly, shaped and troubled by the compulsion to return a voyeuristic gaze upon 

Europe.’
74

 This produces ‘the creative failure of a less than total liberation.’
75

 In Writing From 

the Fringe, ‘the native writes to show the colonists that he or she has mastered the genre.’
76

 His 

work has forced a certain (re)thinking of what is possible within the discourse, by focusing on 

Aboriginal youths and their being trapped within a colonised system, but not revolutionised the 

fight. 

 The novel concentrates on a ‘mob’ (for Mudrooroo this is a term for grouped Indigenous 

people) of young people, with Alan, their nominal leader. Others include Tom, who appears a bit 

of an in/outcast, with Sue, a love interest. A more dynamic though untrustworthy friend to Alan 

is Ron, who has been credited as being a ‘non-Aboriginal.’
77

 However, Noorak, re-incarnated as 

an elder Sandawara, thinks he is Aboriginal. ‘Somehow, he’s always liked the kid, even though 

he is a boong,’
78

 and Gary, ‘a middle-class Anglo-Indian youth running away from his strict 
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dad,’
79 

is the only member of the group who is not dependent on the mob. Also, these two, Alan 

and Gary are not killed. 

 Of the youth who follow Alan, Gary, the most outsider of the group, does not ‘need’ 

Alan’s ‘leadership’ as a substitute for parental guidance. Instead, he has a father who rose to the 

rank of Major in the Indian army, and comes to take his son away from the mob, all of whom 

‘crash’ at Gary’s flat.  

‘Yes Dad,’ the subdued Gary answers weakly, thinking that this is as good a way out of 

the mess as any other. Besides, if he doesn’t like the airforce, he can always desert. 

Consoled by this, he surrenders. ‘I’m ready Dad,’ he says.
80

  

 

This novel, written after Mudrooroo’s positive stint in India, ‘I started writing Long Live 

Sandawara when I came back from India,’
 81

 might be the reason for Gary’s withdrawal before 

the mob attempts a bank heist which culminates in their deaths. But this points to a troubling 

conclusion: the only types of outsiders who have a chance to lead successful lives are those who 

have the freedom of movement. This is nearly impossible for many Aboriginal people. Having 

the ability to voluntarily re-locate presupposes agency—something the down-trodden do not 

enjoy. In this manner, this ‘mob’ is as flawed as their ‘plan’ and leader. 

Alan is not entirely trustworthy, as Tom alludes to this at the start of the novel. ‘Arrh, you 

know our Alan, Tom laughs. He’ll be weeping, saying he’s sorry and denying everything all in 

one breath. He’s a cunning little snake and can con a rabbit out of its burrow.’
82 

It is a point to 

note that in none of Mudrooroo’s texts do the minority clearly win and/or are left alone, not to be 

incorporated into ‘proper’ Australian society. However, it is a goal to strive for. 

 This outside wanting inside dilemma/dynamic has been commented on by many other 
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thinkers. Thus— 

In For Marx, Louis Althusser argues that ideology is not an illusory veil (false 

consciousness), but  a ‘system of representations’ (images, myths, ideas or concepts) 

through which we live, in an imaginary way, our real conditions of existence. Our lived 

experience is ‘imaginary’ in the sense that it takes place within, and is mediated through, 

language and representation.
83

  

 

There is a chasm, then, between the action and how it is recognised by one’s being.  

There is no ‘true’ ideology (implicit in Marx’s notion of false consciousness). Language 

and signifying practices mean we must (author’s emphasis) live our ‘real conditions’ in an 

imaginary way.
84

  

 

The images, in addition to the re-imagery, are as problematic as the author in creating a positive 

outcome.  

 The novel, then, cannot portray Sandawara, accurately. Further, the real Sandawara was 

not always a hero. He was a police tracker who later turned rebel, combating the system, 

releasing prisoners and fleeing into the Kimberley Ranges. This means Alan’s ‘skinwalking’
85

 

into a less complicated, mythical younger Sandawara, and Noorak’s into the older version are 

examples of James Procter’s trap.
86

  Worse, this younger Sandawara does not achieve any glory 

or fame, settling on infamy. ‘Rather than sacrificing himself for his people—as Sandawara did in 

the 1890s—Alan sacrifices his people for himself.’
87

  

The supposed impetus behind Alan’s mob’s machinations is to secure a location of their 

own. They do not have a defined place, except when at Gary’s crash pad. Being parentless they 

seek Rawlings, an Aboriginal leader, but he is depicted as compromised. 

Rawlings is on the way to a safe seat in parliament and has listened to Alan’s plea with a 

slight sense of being upstaged. He thinks over his reply. As a forthcoming politician he 
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has a supply of platitudes which can be trotted forth. [ . . . ] His party finds him an asset 

on the platform, a symbol of Australia; but to the boys he’s heavy and inert. The solid 

hand of adult authority. He’s made it and knows it, and to these kids, that’s somehow a 

sellout.
88

 

 

After attempting aid from the only politician they know, Alan and his crew turn to bank robbery. 

Along with this new idea comes the presumptive shedding or their old ways—as a means of 

gathering new strength, identity. Tom, like a brave bushranger, is renamed the ‘Captain,’ but he is 

not comfortable with the name, for it does not sound appropriate. Noorak, resurrected/renamed 

as Old Sandawara, then explains its significance. 

The white fellows took him away from his land and up north, but he became one of the 

local people. Everyone knew him as Captain. He was Sandawara’s friend, his right hand 

man and a true freedom fighter.
89  

 

This placates Tom, though Sandawara does admit he was a ‘foreigner.’
90

 Not unlike Thomas 

Johnson, from the United States, the alleged grandfather of Colin Johnson, also known as 

Mudrooroo. Such (re)turning might seem self-indulgent, but Shoemaker answers why he 

recycles characters and incorporates those with ‘his’ family names. 

These resurrections and (re)creations are important in Mudrooroo’s work. As is so often 

the case with Mudrooroo’s fiction, the phoenix of a new book rises out of the ashes of an 

old one. Or, more specifically, the final chapter of a novel opens up creative possibilities 

that are explored far more fully in a larger text.
91

  

 

Because of the concept of resurrection, instead of relying on vampire lore to explain 

Mudrooroo’s more morbid muse inspirations, perhaps Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is a better fit. 

‘I collected bones from charnel-houses; and disturbed, with profane fingers, the tremendous 

secrets of the secret frame.’
92

 Such perspective gives more of an explanation to why his 

characters, over-all, ultimately fail at their endeavours—they do not know from whence they 
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come. Hence, the nameless character who becomes ‘Wild Cat’—this is not his original name—

does not escape the psychological damage from being lost and incarcerated. More, an even worse 

fate awaits the primary characters of Long Live Sandawara. They are all killed after attempting a 

bank robbery in masks that provide no talisman-like protection.  

The masks are appropriations of characters known in the West as horrible monsters 

needing destruction. ‘The leader has been given the best mask, that of a ferocious black, 

unfortunately African.’
93

 Perhaps not ‘unfortunate,’ but their attempts are child-like. The 

characters fail to understand that skin-walking as evil Western icons is a doomed gambit. 

‘Ellewara [Greg] turns into a wolfman; Kangawara [Sue] into a hideous old witch; Lillewara 

[Rob] into Frankenstein’s monster.’
94

 Also confusing, the Western masks come after their 

adoption of more Aboriginal names, as Alan explains. ‘I’ve decided that we should drop our 

white fellow names and have Nungar names.’
95

 As leader, of course, he chooses young 

‘Sandawara.’
96

  

 Long Live Sandawara is a ‘battler’ novel with a supposedly Aboriginal ethos. But their 

resistance is futile.
 97

 The band’s positions are hopeless in both power and mission. This follows 

and their leader, Alan, is more than interested in his own well-being.  

Alan’s departure to become the new Sandawara rings hollow, and he is falsely devoid of 

any remorse for the suicidal mission he inspires his naive followers to join [. . . ]. The 

modern Sandawara is no hero and the author’s coupling of what is to come with the 

promise of Allan’s ‘manhood’ does not inspire confidence that his future will necessarily 

be any more heroic.
98

  

 

In the end, Alan, having orchestrated the deaths of his mob, leaves with Noorak in search of their 
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(true) Aboriginal home. As Shoemaker argues, ‘the key point is that there is a continuum of 

Aboriginal resistance to the European invasion.’
99

  

It remains to be seen how this position is served if the majority of the Indigenous 

characters are gunned down after the betrayal by one of their own. And this occurs while the 

‘hero’ abandons them for the quest of helping an elder back to ‘ancestral’ lands. The values of 

Aboriginal society seemed to have been twisted, which is partly what makes Mudrooroo’s next 

novel, Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the Ending of the World, so invaluable, even 

though it stands alone. The text is a bridge between seeing the Indigenous assured in their self-

worth immediately before invasion, and it also gives an understanding of how and why (after 

first contact with Europeans) they lead fractured, broken lives. 

 The contemporary problems and context for Mudrooroo’s characters stem from 

interactions with a more militarily powerful English, they then constituting an inflexible 

Australian authority. Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription chronicles their initial destruction and 

introduces the obliviousness and ambivalence to such a calamitous downfall. Of course 

Mudrooroo has not stopped here. The next project, the Master of Dreaming/vampire trilogy does 

the same—while incorporating several elements of colonialism not well understood or 

mentioned. Many (opportunists) had left England (and many of the other ‘Old World’ countries) 

for nothing better than the chance at a better life—becoming rich, in other words. The means did 

not matter; it was the goal that held them fast. This motivation could also be seen in Christian 

missionaries, setting out to ‘convert’ for the good of the ‘savage soul,’ but, ultimately, it had  

only helped in subduing/conquering native populations. For these reasons, Doctor Wooreddy’s 

Prescription is still the more central bridge between how things were and how they will, very 

likely, stay. 
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Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the Ending of the World 
 

Published in1983, this is another historic and symbolic novel. The concern this time is 

with the treatment of Tasmanian peoples by the English and then by later Australia authorities. 

The novel is important in understanding the story arcs to come.  

I cling to the idea that the new series would hardly be conceivable without the gently 

ironic subtlety of Doctor Wooreddy and the ambiguous war against time of its sad 

protagonist, which anticipate and make possible Mudrooroo’s subsequent work of 

subversive ‘incorporation’ and ‘reframing’ of the master-narratives of Australian colonial 

history and literature.
100

  

 

This destruction and war is seen through three characters, primarily Wooreddy, Trugeranna, and 

Ummarrah. 

 Mudrooroo’s ability to de-territorialise,—then re-territorialize this era—is not solely due 

to his remarkable abilities as a fiction writer, as formidable as they are. He clearly understands 

that there are inconsistencies, gaps in history, in the colonial narrative, both of which are still 

taught as truth. To that end, Mudrooroo is at his most subversive when he parodies Western 

culture and its sensibilities by de-centering conventional/master narratives, and then by posing 

different interpretations of the times and their outcomes. Here he does it with shaman/maban 

reality, instead of Western science or ethno-cultural/anthropological theories. Annalisa Oboe 

writes,  

Sandawara and Doctor Wooreddy conjugate the archaeological effort of the historian and 

the imaginative power of the fiction writer in order to reactivate a moment in the past 

which might yield a powerful vision, a gift for the present from a long-lost time.
101  

 

In a positive review, however there is concern; it is not entirely clear whose/which ‘long-

lost’ time is being retrieved and re-examined. If the records belong to the master narrative—

(which it must, since the work clashes with written narratives),—there might be a slight 
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displacement, mimicry, but not enough to erase what is believed to be the truth. If it is with 

Indigenous time, can it be legitimate in a Western format? Such questions do not diminish the 

author’s attempt, however, but speak to the enormity (and perhaps impossibility) of the 

challenge.  

It is because of this double concern – for a past pregnant with present meaning and a 

present with its roots in the past – as well as to discuss the question of how an Aboriginal 

writer may actively and creatively intervene in the contemporary debate about Australian 

history and identity, that Mudrooroo turned to historical fiction in the late 1970s and early 

1980s. Writing fictionally about the past somehow answered his twofold aim: on the one 

hand the awfulness of man’s inhumanity to man had to be dealt with, ‘until it becomes 

accepted as part of official Australian history’; on the other, it was necessary to help 

Aboriginal people realize that ‘many of their problems are based on a past which still 

lives within them.
102

 

 

 The re-working begins with the first chapter ‘The Omen,’ and it includes the imagery and 

identity that Wild Cat and Alan only heard about. ‘Wooreddy as a child and a young man 

belonged to Bruny Island.’
103

 The protagonist lives in a space further out than even the rural; he 

belongs to a land without European boundaries. ‘Wooreddy belonged to a rich island.’
104

 

However, there is a danger in and on the water. ‘The surrounding sea was dangerous and filled 

with dangerous scale fish.’
105

 The British (and later Australian Administrations), who came by 

ship, conquered the people and destroyed the land. So much that when it is Wooreddy’s time to 

die all is lost; he sits alone on a boat, silently. His reduction is so profound at first no one knows 

of his demise.  

He sat there until one of the sailors who carried food to them nudged him. The old 

Aborigine fell over on his side. The sailor saw that he was dead and brought an officer. 

The captain was informed, and he decided to bury the old crow ashore [ . . . ] They rowed 

to the island and dug a shallow grave in the sand. They rolled the body in and shovelled 

sand over it.  No prayers were wasted on the old heathen, and the captain, after strolling 
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over the barren island, went back to the ship.
106 

  

 

In a lament, Trugeranna sees Wooreddy’s phoenix like ability. ‘Suddenly a spark of light 

shot up from the beach and flashed through the dark sky towards the evening star. As it did so, 

the clouds closed again and the world vanished.’
107

 This transcendental quality is also seen in the 

poem, ‘The Birds Have All Vanished,’ by Li Po.  

The birds have vanished into the sky,   

and now the last cloud drains away.  

We sit together, the mountain and me,  

until only the mountain remains.
108

  

 

The dismay is not in ‘vanishing’ into a void—be it a darkness, nothingness or solely a state of 

non-being. Such beliefs are seen, by those with a strong sense of agency, as other ways of 

existence. But what if the person (or group) is being hunted? The difference (then) is that Doctor 

Wooreddy’s Prescription is an apocalyptical story, similar to those spoken by the Indigenous in 

the ‘New World,’ of death coming from the sea. And as those, this will end in tragedy as well. 

 The clan knows this is the work of the Evil One (Ria Warrawah). ‘It was the times.’
109

 

Included in this worldview is the result of being dictated to by British insistence on the 

Indigenous being corralled and then colonised. Hence the perspective of the Indigenous is that of 

a harried people, who, nonetheless, want to be free–again. But first they must understand how 

‘different’ their captors’ culture is from what they have always known. 

In Doctor Wooreddy, the writer exploits this conceptual and formal framework to the full: 

the confrontation between Aborigines and British invaders coincides with a collision 

between two interpretative systems structured around different concepts of time.
110

  

 

Thus the strength of this text comes from the history being told from the colonised. This clash is 
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one between maban/shaman reality and ‘European natural reality.’
111

  

The cultural conflict here, is cast as a clash between Aboriginal Dreamtime and Western 

chronology, and – partly because the viewpoint is Wooreddy’s through most of the 

narrative and because the first system is proved more flexible and hospitable than the 

second – the culture of the indigenous Tasmanians, always considered backward from a 

white European viewpoint, figures as more advanced and ‘civilized’ than the British 

one.
112

 

 

But the depiction of the Tasmanian as backward—or very conservative culturally—is a 

view also shared by the narrator, for ‘In the days of tribulation and when the world was ending, 

tradition and custom were comforts.’
113

 This leads to questioning why Mudrooroo believes they 

did not survive. The idea of them as not being able to confront large challenges is mirrored in an 

interview.  

One thing I noticed about Tasmanian Aboriginal culture, just a feeling I picked up: that it 

was extremely conservative. Of course they were separated 6000 years ago from the other 

tribes and they were, more or less, driven back. So I saw them as being much more 

conservative and less open to change than the mainland Aborigines.
114

  

 

First contact can be catastrophic, though here a bit of condescension appears in Mudrooroo’s 

assessment. This points to a weakness in his creative world view. At times it is patronizing and 

sexist—elements he has spent his career rallying against. Mainly, though, Mudrooroo focuses on 

abuses committed by Western/Australian cultural power. This mitigates those charges, but the 

concern remains. 

 Understanding this, it is important to see the bulk of his work using a reversed cultural 

mirror. Thus, instead of the British being civilized, bringing a new way of life, they are ghosts, 

brought forth from the (evil) sea. Also, the Aborigine is represented as being human instead of a 

savage, sub-human. More, the invaders destroyed/raped the land and spirit. ‘The ghosts had 
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twisted and upturned everything.’
115

 The clan leader’s wife was raped then murdered by the 

num
116

 who had landed on Bruny Island. 

What had happened had nothing to do with her, her husband or her children. It had been 

an act of Ria Warrawah—unprovoked, but fatal as a spear cast without reason or warning. 

No one could protect her, and thus Mangana broke his spears and cast the pieces on the 

blazing pyre. This shows that he, and all who were associated with him, were at the 

mercy of forces which he could only try and propitiate through magic.
117

  

 

Such was only another omen as to what was to befall him and the tribe. ‘This was not the last 

tragedy Mangana was to suffer, or Wooreddy to witness’
118

 –as he watched the raping of a 

woman who would later become his second wife. 

 The acceptance of the num’s rising presence and of the Aboriginal decline forces 

Wooreddy to become a native informant to the representative of British colonization, George A. 

Robinson. This is chronicled after Wooreddy has fled his native land. ‘The island was haunted 

and unsafe to humans. He must escape before he became a victim of the demon or the ghosts.’
119

  

He does with his family, but understands that fleeing will not be enough. ‘In the long run, 

to survive meant accepting that the ghosts were here to stay and learning to live amongst them, 

or at least next to them until—until the ending of the world!’
120

 From this as their collective 

history, the defeatist attitudes of Wild Cat and Alan have their genesis. Generations before, their 

heritage had been completely disrupted. They had not travelled far geographically from their 

diaspora place, but they had been forced to abandon its spiritual, metaphysical stability, making 

them as broken as the land, as numb as Wooreddy’s crew was. ‘His wife and children huddled in 
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terror at his side, but the good Doctor Wooreddy donned his cloak of numbness and observed the 

scene with all the detachment of a scientist.’
121

 Victims use this strategy to protect themselves 

when overwhelmed. By being able to separate from the abuse, they are able to keep some part of 

their psyche inviolable. However, Wooreddy’s detachment ensures the violation of his future 

second wife.  ‘On the soft, wet beach-sand a naked brown-skinned woman was being assaulted 

by four ghosts.’
122

 Here, looking at the penises of the rapists, Wooreddy is more inclined to think 

about the body and motivations of the num, rather than of his helping Trugernanna. After the rape 

she looks at him and spits.
123

 Wooreddy is perplexed at her behaviour, wondering why, if they 

raped her, she should seem angry at him. 

 The problems with the nums are their violent, capricious and rapacious behaviours. Such 

depictions create sympathy for the Aboriginal characters. However, as in Mudrooroo’s earlier 

texts, there seems to be a high level of ambivalence (from the narrator’s tone), whenever 

Aboriginal females endure humiliation. Instead they (almost exclusively) represent muted sexual 

degradation—when not being seen as traitors.
124

  

The woman [Trugernanna] accepted her fate with a numbness worthy of Wooreddy. In 

the past she had found sex to be a weapon useful for survival and felt little pleasure in it. 

She gave her body in exchange for things and that was where the importance lay. Her 

husband’s love-making meant less than the rape that had been inflicted on her. She hated 

the men for doing that, and was indifferent to what Wooreddy could or would do.
125

 

 

This is as close the narrator comes to explaining the horrors lived by Aboriginal women.  

It is true that Mudrooroo is under no obligation to write solely from the standpoint of 

Aboriginal women. However, for one who had been billed as a speaker of, and on, all things 

Aboriginal, a mantle he wore proudly, it is a curious omission. 
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The narrative continues with Wooreddy seeing and becoming friends with one who 

would only brings more disaster: ‘Meeter Ro-bin-un.’  

He accepted Meeter Ro-bin-un as his very own num with the same readiness with which 

Robinson had accepted the fact that he was destined to save these poor, benighted people. 

At first, Wooreddy was overjoyed. He had found a protector and also a subject for study. 

He tested out the relationship by making a gesture and then walking off into the bush. He 

was happy to find the ghost following, but his happiness disappeared when the ghost 

marched past him and took the lead. Robinson was defining their relationship from the 

beginning.
126

 

 

While there were other slights, Wooreddy, being a pragmatic realist, rationalises, thus ‘it seemed 

a small price to pay for survival.’
127  

One of the losses was Trugeranna to Robinson. She became 

a possession of Robinson/Fada (as were the Irish prisoners he brought from Europe), especially 

whenever they went on expedition. ‘Behind them came the Aborigines and lastly the bunch of 

convicts. They still carried most of the supplies and managed with their groans and slowness to 

evade the heartily detested Robinson.’
128

 

 George Robinson is the parodied (historical) figure in the text, as Shoemaker stresses:  

One of the real strengths of Johnson’s novel is his wonderful lampooning of George 

Augustus Robinson, officially the Protector of Aborigines (1839-1849), whose policies 

ultimately ensured the sterility and near genocide of the race he was allegedly 

preserving.
129

  

 

The historical George Augustus Robinson (1791 – 1866) was a bricklayer and lay preacher. 

Though a foolish social climber in the novel, he was commanded to find and protect Aboriginal 

Tasmanians. The historical backdrop for the novel being,  

the Black War in Tasmania, the confrontation between the Tasmanian Aborigines and the 

European invaders between 1829 and 1831. He comes to prominence after the failure of 

the infamous ‘Black Line.’
130
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A character well deserved for ridicule, if one were re-casting the historical narrative— 

George Augustus Robinson, destined by God to make the Aborigines the most interesting 

and profitable part of his life, leered at the forbidden fruits of the bare-breasted maiden 

who conjured up romantic visions of beautiful South Sea islands where missionaries 

laboured for the salvation of delightful souls. On this island and on the larger one of Van 

Diemen’s Land, he too would be such a missionary.
131

  

 

Robinson’s worldview effects all around him. Hence, the white labourers, prisoners 

ordered to do his bidding, did not fare well either. This prompts a greater appreciation for the 

historical observations seen in Mudrooroo’s projects. Not merely settling for chronicling the 

suffering of Aboriginal people, he incorporates that of Irish convicts, whose fate was often not 

much better. This was in an era the British had little respect for them as well. ‘There is a 

historical analogy between the black slaves of an earlier epoch and the domestic workers of the 

Victorian period as symbols of class.’
132 

This is why the convicts have similar problems (as the 

Aboriginal people) and like attitudes towards Mr. Robinson.  

Behind his back, the convict crew twisted their faces in mockery. Some of them had 

endured a visit from him in prison and were familiar with the style of his deliverance. 

They described it, in their colourful way, as a ‘load of shit’. Perhaps it was their contempt 

which had driven George Augustus Robinson to the greener pastures of Aboriginal 

welfare,
133  

 
 
where he was charged to ‘help,’ yet, ultimately overseeing, their deaths. 

 Robinson has a condescending view of his men too, as he had for Aboriginals. And so 

Mudrooroo, then, by parodying Robinson—and thus imperialism—gives another layer missing 

from the deconstruction of the master narrative. Also, by rendering Robinson a fool, he shows 

the Western European worldview as something other than civilised or helpful. It is like a plague, 
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as is seen later in the character Amelia Fraser, herself a vampire.
134

 Robinson’s ineptness can also 

be seen in his domestic life, as his wife exclaims.   

Haven’t you had enough of them by now? I should have stayed in London. I’ve never got 

used to these wild places. Why don’t we go home where we belong?’ the woman cried, 

her face red and twitching.
135

  

 

Martha is in a compromised moral position, being working poor even if she is white; she does 

not have the talent or skill to create a better, more healthy relationship. Nonetheless, she does 

force a confession. Robinson’s reply tells of his real motivations—which are the same reasons 

for colonization: profit not found in the mother country. 

Because I have yet been made eligible to receive a pension when I retire from 

government service, and my assets are insufficient to allow me to live in any degree of 

comfort. Martha, I have outgrown my humble origins, and will never return to the 

bricklaying trade.
136

 

 

 The revelation does nothing to help his marriage, however. Even after his being 

promoted, the weight of foreign domesticity weakens his wife. ‘Mrs. Robinson lay trying to rest 

on the sofa. She lay there like a bloated white whale.’
137

 In this manner Robinson—a re-

incarnated Ahab of Moby Dick—is close to having killed the whale. ‘The months her husband 

had left her alone on an island filled by death and despair had sickened her. She was dying, but 

no-one knew it.’
138

 Then, on the journey back to England, Martha does die,—one more casualty, 

while under the pathetic protection of Robinson. Martha had attempted protest and expressed her 

fears, but in the end, had no one to aid her. 

 Despite it being a tragic novel, not all its characters are as easily resigned to their fate as 

Wooreddy and Martha. The warrior, Ummarrah, who comes into the novel later, is the opposite 
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of Wooreddy, plotting around and against Robinson, and ever waiting to ‘get beyond Macquarie 

Harbour where he knew the country and could travel safely.’
139 

Sailing to Robinson’s ghost 

station:  

Ummarrah, who belonged to the Stoney Creek Nation, explained in staccato sentences 

shot out from the depths of his barrel chest, how he came to be on ship. He and four 

others were out on a guerilla operation and had been captured. They were taken and 

locked in a ghost shelter (gaol) in the ghost town of ‘Richmond’. There they had 

remained for some weeks until he volunteered to join Robinson’s party. As soon as he 

reached familiar country, he would kiss it goodbye and go on to rejoin what resistance 

forces remained.
140

  

 
 
Even when it is his time to be executed, he is defiant, the way one would expect a warrior to be.  

I am like Wooreddy, I don’t care a fig for anything. This world is yours and you can have 

the ruins. I will walk with Wooreddy and forget all this. I have three heads and only one 

of them belongs to you—that one I lose on the gallows. The second one will go to my 

homeland and the third to the grave.
141

  

 

Such a stance does lift Wooreddy as he provides a rebuttal to the apparent defeat suffered by his 

friend, yelling back into the crowd, ‘That person is a human being, sir, and perhaps a better man 

than some of you.’
142

  

In examining the calamity befalling the Tasmanian Aboriginals, including their finest 

warrior, there is another character and a comparative text that comes to mind. Okonkwo, in 

Things Fall Apart, the Nigerian novel by Chinua Achebe. This text chronicles the downfall of the 

Umuofia tribe (in the story, the most militarily powerful and respected) at the hands of the 

British—in a similar pattern to what happened to Aboriginals. The (native) people were 

‘conquered’ by an aggressive, inflexible culture fortified by an accomplished, military force. As 

for the writers, it is true they belonged to different classes—Achebe was from a respectable 

family and received a university degree. However, as with Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription, the 
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measure and impact is far greater than for its initial audience. Achebe’s seminal work, similarly, 

has a larger purpose than just attempting to ‘signal, at long last to end Europe’s imposition of a 

derogatory narrative upon Africa.’
143

 This is a similar point made by Mudrooroo and Shoemaker 

with Wildcat Falling chronicling the ‘ways of seeing and living’
144

 of Aboriginal people, not for 

them as much as non-Aboriginals. This is also true for Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription in that 

another Indigenous group is shown to be as worthy of respect as any in the West. Similarly, 

Things Fall Apart gives an incredible account of a fictional tribe: the Umuofia, [still known as 

representative of the Igbo nation
145

], for those who only know of Europe’s flawed 

‘understanding’ of Africa.  

As important as the texts are, however, it must also be acknowledged that this same 

Europe (and its leading writers) has given each its structure. Though understood as an ‘authentic 

re-telling,’ Mudrooroo  alluding to Samuel Beckett in Wild Cat Screaming, and Doctor 

Wooreddy’s Prescription and so challenging the conversion narrative of Classics like Robinson 

Crusoe
146

 underscores the intimate relationship between ‘Western’ and Aboriginal society—and 

not a severing of them. Perhaps more striking, Things Fall Apart takes its title (and angst) from 

W. B. Yeats’ poem, the ‘Second Coming.’  

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 

The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 

The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 

The best lack all conviction, while the worst  

Are filled with passionate intensity.
147
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Hence, another European foot path is followed by the native. Doctor Wooreddy’s 

Prescription could not have been written without European/Christian contact. True, the 

relationship proves disastrous for the Indigenous, but not for its author. Another similarity, as 

between those novels, is having a defeated warrior. In Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription, 

Ummarrah, though ‘a man of action, not of theory’
148

, is no match for dispelling the num—

indeed, he is hanged.
149

 Such outcomes are ‘tragic mantras’ in Mudrooroo’s world, for those 

struck are at first seen with such vitality, that defeat does not seem possible. Then, the reader is 

reminded of the total brutality of colonization. 

Ummarrah had made attempts to remain pure of spirit but failed. His world was dying. 

‘Despite his fight to retain his Aboriginal life, Ummarrah even dies in a num fashion, losing all 

Aboriginal dignity.’
150

 Thus, Ummarrah ‘felt a numbness creeping through his bones. His zest 

for life strove to reassert itself and failed,’
151

 because he had been infected with the ‘num’ 

disease.  

Similarly, Okonkwo, through physical prowess, had been the pride of his tribe, for, ‘as a 

young man of eighteen he had brought honour to his village by throwing Amalinze the Cat,’
152

 

could not defeat European encroachment. After becoming despondent over the incursion of 

English culture and his impotency to rally his tribe, he hangs himself.
153

 This being such an 

affront in Umuofia, he does not receive a respectable burial. No one sings his praises. Instead, his 

best friend (Obierika) provides an explanation of Okonkwo’s fallen status. [He was] ‘one of the 

greatest men in Umuofia. You [the English] drove him to kill himself; and now he will be buried 
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like a dog.’
154

 

 The Indigenous’ new world order, being so thoroughly penetrated after first contact, is 

one never independent of that relationship. This is why when the Other ‘tells’ his or her story, 

s(he) must appropriate structures, insights from the hegemony it struggles against. Hence, the 

distance sought is not achieved, but the different versions still give alternate ways to view the 

master narrative. Ultimately, however, cross-cultural exchange is no defense for over-coming 

shifts in fealty. ‘Resistance is futile.’
155

 

Before the British and missionary, the Umuofia had been the most powerful and 

aggressive tribe. They were like Mangana’s clan in being able to control their destiny, before Ria 

Warrawah brought about the end. So as with many of the Indigenous in Doctor Wooreddy’s 

Prescription, Okonkwo becomes numb with this understanding: that the end is coming for his 

people.  

Albeit from different parts of the world, Achebe and Mudrooroo characterization of 

Indigenous pride and identity, versus Western incursion, are so very similar. Also, the writing 

styles are Western. Regardless, they capture the subtlety of the insidious control of the mind by 

colonial ideology. These same great conflicts can be found elsewhere in the greater British 

colonial canon as in so often Mudrooroo’s array of fiction. What he has been able to do though, 

that many, including Achebe has not, is write over a larger span of time. What must also be 

acknowledged is the high quality of the texts; comprising a library of pride, history, loss and 

longings, from all Indigenous people. This type of talent and energy is due a fidelity to the 

intrinsic worth of those who are not readily seen or respected and the field of letters. 
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Master of the Ghost Dreaming: A Novel. Book One 

 Published in 1991, this work revisits the ongoing calamities from first contact already 

seen in Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the World. For ‘There is an intriguing 

relationship between Mudrooroo’s 1983 novel, Wooreddy, and Master of the Ghost Dreaming, 

his 1991 return to the Tasmanian theme.’
156

 Mudrooroo is now able to expand the ways in which 

the island’s peoples attempt to survive after invasion, both physically and spiritually—and not 

with the same Indigenous characters. However, never far from the teachings or musing of 

canonical literature, Mudrooroo continues to pay homage. In this series it is to Herman 

Melville’s Moby Dick with passing references (throughout) to whaling.
157

 Though this particular 

pattern, with Melville, began in Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription.
158

  

Nevertheless, the transferences are creative and very informative. Wooreddy is now 

replaced with Jangamuttuk, who separates from the num and destroys their camp. Wadawaka, an 

African, is accepted into the Aboriginal community, after a ritual conversion, is similar to 

Ummarrah. With this character, the plight of Africans (and by extension black Americans) is also 

introduced. By widening his character pool, Mudrooroo’s rendering of the more brutal side of 

England’s/Christian missionary fervor at ‘civilizing’ the darker world is so masterfully done.  

 Ludjee now takes the place of Trugeranna. She enjoys a larger role (than Trugeranna had) 

within the group, being more mature and, of an independent spirit. This depiction includes, as her 

totem of a Manta Ray, the saving of Wadawaka (Leopard) and Jangamuttuk (Goanna) during a 

symbolic Dreamtime episode— 

Goanna and Leopard (their totems) sought for footing, but found none. They began 

sinking down and down. Ludjee realised the peril they were in. Manta Ray alone was 
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able to move through the fluid. She requested her to move next to Goanna’s head on 

which Jangamuttuk perched. He slid off onto the back of Manta Ray. She then swam next 

to Leopard and received Wadawaka onto her broad back. Safe, they severed the mental 

connection binding them to their Dreaming companions who had almost disappeared 

from sight.
159

   

 

Yet she is still narrated as not being ‘true’ for all things Aboriginal. Wadawaka thinks she is too 

close to Fada.  

Wadawaka’s eyes flashed, but he kept his peace. He had been with Ludjee and listened to 

her story. She had suffered in much the same way as African women had, but seemingly 

bore no bitterness. This was strange to him. His mother hated the white devils. How 

could this woman meekly turn the other cheek and side with her captor?
160

 

 

For the Great Conciliator, in Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription,
161

 Mr. George Robinson, is back as 

Fada and his spouse is Mada (Martha). Their low ‘religious’ beliefs and actions also continue. 

This forces the reader into a re-thinking of European morality, — especially when compared to 

the high spiritual culture of Aboriginal people.  

 Master of the Ghost Dancing also showcases the extensive literary library Mudrooroo 

references in creating his novels. In doing this he shows how potential Aboriginal sensibilities 

could/will soon have to reconstruct the Australian national narrative. ‘Myth and legends are 

terms loaded with inferior connotations, but that such labels can be positively re-imagined in 

terms of a foundational canon or nationalist narratives for Australian culture.’
162

 The first 

example comes from the introduction, one that can be imagined around a campfire, or sitting on 

the deck of a boat, about to sail away to a worse fate: 

Morning Star had shifted from its course and had drifted far from the dawn. It continued 

to shine, continued to be a beacon, but became not the harbinger of the morning, of the 

light, but a marker of the density of the night which has overtaken us. It illuminates our 

misery and tugs our souls far from day. Our spirits roam the realm of the ghosts—

unfriendly land where trees and plants, insects and serpents, animals and humans wither 
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and suffer.
163

  

 

There is an awful sense of forboding here. The setting, as so fully described, is also horribly 

reminiscent of another location. 

The Nellie, a cruising yawl, swung to her anchor without a flutter of the sails, and was at 

rest. The flood had made, the wind was nearly calm, and being bound down the river, the 

only thing for it was to come to and wait for the turn of the tide.
164

 

 

Thus began another tale with an unknown destination. 

The sea-reach of the Thames stretched before us like the beginning of an interminable 

waterway. In the offing the sea and the sky were welded together without a joint, and in 

the luminous space the tanned sails of the barges drifting up with the tide seemed to stand 

still in red clusters of canvas sharpley peaked, with gleams of varnished spirits. A haze 

rested on the low shores that ran out to sea in vanishing flatness. The air was dark above 

Gravesend, and farther back still seemed condensed into a mournful gloom, brooding 

motionless.
165

 

 

Critics such as Achebe, though agreeing with the influence of Heart of Darkness, as a treatment 

of the colonial, also worry at its representation of the native.  

Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as ‘the other world,’ the antithesis of 

Europe and therefore of civilization, a place where man’s vaunted intelligence and 

refinement are finally mocked by triumphant beastiality.
166

  

 

However, this work is one filled with satirical musings. What is occurring in Conrad’s 

text is a re-examination of the Enlightenment ideal. ‘Conrad brings us face to face with the 

disillusionment that many twentieth-century thinkers continue to confront, although much of the 

culture operates by trying to forget it.’
167

 This may be seen/heard in Marlow’s iconic and 

reverberating phrase, ‘And this also has been one of the dark places of the earth.’
168

 Master of 

the Ghost Dancing has this same ‘disillusionment,’ but not it is from the point of view of the 
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Indigenous of Tasmania or Australia. They were forced to leave what they knew (by the dictates 

of missionary ‘progress’) and to flee into a space filled with spiritual dread and of an 

unknowable quality. Yet their ‘odyssey’ is for any home, though none to be seen on the horizon.  

This is why Mudrooroo would use the name ‘Morning Star,’ with its connection to 

Lucifer, the ‘light bearer.’ The allusions to Western sensibilities are not solely parodying tactics, 

but conventional techniques for foreshadowing other (too well-known) disasters to be faced by 

Indigenous people.  

Pulled by Evening Star into the realm of ghosts, only some of us live on, kept alive by 

our hope that we shall escape this plane of fear and pain. All round us is the darkness of 

the night; all around us is an underlying silence of a land of death.
169

 

 

The new land/Promised Land the Tasmanians are searching for will not be attainable. This 

(associative) mirroring works to induce a contextual bond, and, further, to underscore the 

destructive nature of white/Christian encroachment. As Shoemaker shows well— 

Mudrooroo’s 1983 novel had shown up the multitude of ironies in the missionary process. 

There, Robinson’s version of Christianity (glib as it might be) seems to succeed. 

However, this is only on the most superficial levels and is undercut by the fact that all of 

his ‘sable friends’ rebel against his strictures, poke fun at his foibles and eventually die 

under his supposed care.
170

  

 

Thus, Master of the Ghost Dancing critiques the hypocrisy of class and religion, not only 

on the Island, but as the motivating factors that had convinced Fada (pronounced in non-standard 

English in the text, but means ‘Holy’ Father) to immigrate, in addition to getting Mada 

(pronounced in non-standard English in the text, but means ‘Holy’ Mother) pregnant. In his 

native East London, Fada was not a religious man, but well-known to drink, to frequent bars and 

search for social elevation.  

It—now she realised—had always been like that. The only reason he had married her was 

that she was above him, and so he had thought that by marrying her he would 
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automatically rise to her level.
171

  

 

Fada is, essentially, a social climber—not a man of the cloth. Even though, by going to the Island 

(Eden re-styled), he can be thought of as an Adam. More, the couple even refer to each other in a 

Biblical manner. Indeed, when they first meet, in the tavern Mada attends with her parents, she 

glibly says, ‘Anyway why we gabbin’ on like this? Don’t even know you from Adam.’
172

 To 

show his wit, Fada then answers, ‘An’ you from Eve.’
173 

From this the two became very 

interested in each other. So much that later, ‘she let the boy through the back door and hurriedly 

they got down to it.’
174 

Their dalliances are further proof of libidinous—not religious or chaste 

lifestyles. ‘They did what came naturally with the result that Mada soon found herself 

pregnant.’
175 

  

Such light, wanton play is akin to the carnal, religious ‘politics’ of Chaucer’s Wife of 

Bath (CT line 314), who was ‘Master of both my body and my goods.’
176

 However, the highly 

sexualised, provocative nature of the text is not seen within an Aboriginal context. A point 

Shoemaker, Maureen Clark, and even Aboriginal critics of Mudrooroo’s work have commented. 

Rather are tendencies transplanted from European imaginations and behaviours. ‘The European 

porno-tropics had a long narrative tradition.’
177

 The characteristics of these were then projected 

onto Indigenous peoples. This is one of reasons why the passage seems to have much in common 

with the Wife of Bath. 

She had the lover’s gap-teeth, I must say. 

 With the ease upon an ambling horse she sat, 

 Well wimpled, while upon her head her hat 

 Was broad as any buckler to be found. 
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 About her ample hips a mantle wound, 

 And on her feet spurs she wore were sharp. 

 In fellowship she well could laugh and carp. 

 Of rememdies of love she had good notions, 

 For of that art’s old dance she knew the motions (C. T., 468-475).
178

  

 

In the ‘Wife of Bath’s prologue and tale,’ there is bliss if the wife is dominate. She is vital—a 

type of precursor to later feminist stances. When the reader first meets Mada, she is also vibrant. 

Her downfall comes after leaving London (Mada’s place of power and security), succumbing to 

sad disillusionment (no longer indomitable) and to an inevitable drug addiction. ‘I’m on my last 

bottle of medicine. Such a fine quality. It’s done me the world of good.’
179

 Her ‘medicine’ does 

relieve her anxiety, but not alleviate it. The problem is her isolated position on a distant Island, 

and her fearing she would be left behind.  

So you think you’re running away from me again. That’s all my marriage to you has 

been. Me staying home and you running here and a running there. My God, why’d you 

bring me to this hell hole. I’m falling apart here.
180

 

 

 In this anxiety, she mirrors Martha in Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription (and stands as a warning 

to any woman who ‘stands by her man’). ‘For us, for us, what about me? Stuck here alone in this 

dump. You can’t do this to me. Why did I ever come to this place? Why did I?’
181

   

Mada’s distress comes from their lack of what her husband cannot provide, success. ‘Her 

pains were the result of the wounds and setbacks of all she had endured in the ever recurring 

campaigns.’
182

 Driven by constant disappointments, she relies on laudanum, although not as 

much as she would want. 

One medicine above all she valued as a pacifier, laudanum. But her husband, who had the 

audacity to believe that he knew what was best for her, only allowed three pint bottles per 
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supply ship. These never lasted, never ever lasted.
183

 

 

  Despite being a victim of a domineering husband, she should still not be thought of as a 

martyr. Mada is not without her biases, assumptions—she is still a conqueror, a colonial woman. 

‘Those natives! Just about dinnertime and that Ludjee nowhere in sight. Stupid natives.’
184

 Thus 

she is not sympathetic to Ludjee (a woman who has been violated), as she dismisses the other’s 

efforts as a cook, comparing it sarcastically to the ability of Fada working in construction. ‘As 

skilful as you were at laying bricks, or at building houses.’
185

 

 In this larger perspective, the passage points to the ‘peculiar’ relationship between 

women of colour and colonial woman: Race, as a class symbol, trumps gender. Mada is 

contemptuous of native women. This is also a comment on Mudrooroo’s own literary 

conceptualization of women. His female characters are largely tools, objects for satisfaction, yet 

colonial women are still privileged over Indigenous women. Hence Mada’s travails are written 

with more sympathy than Ludjee. This happens even though ‘The girl Ludjee had been taken in 

by ghosts and used and abused as everything was used and abused,’
186

 shouldering the brunt of a 

far wider brutal system, while Mada’s problem coalesces around her husband who has brought 

ruin upon her.  

You should not expect that Fada and Mada actually mediated on their lives and rued their 

missed opportunities. Perhaps Mada the more sensitive did, but Fada had made the best 

of things, though he suffered his wife badly; and made the worst of things and created a 

past more to her liking. She had sacrificed herself to a buffoon and that was that how she 

longed for London and that was that.
187

  

 

More to the point of who is looked upon more favourably,  Fada is not oblivious to his failures. 

In this fashion, there would be more ‘hope’ for Mada than the Indigenous—or, at least, less 
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despair. 

What pained him about the whole subject of accounting was the fact that there was no 

income from the mission. This fact he couldn’t avoid. Two columns and one absolutely 

blank. No income, and this had to be remedied.
188

  

 

As such he tells Mada about their future away from the Island. ‘Listen Mada, I too have 

had enough of this post. It is most isolated and unhealthy.’
189

 Thus, he decides they must leave, 

for this Eden has not been successful enough, as if it could have been. Such admissions show 

that even an opportunist, like Fada, can realise failure. But his acceptance of failure does not 

make him a better man, or more sympathetic to his wife. ‘He had never loved her. Had only 

loved himself and that love affair had grown over the years until there was only him and his 

needs and wants.’
190

 Such an outlook is at odds with orthodox Christian ideas.  

Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; 

take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I 

was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something 

to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I 

was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’
191

  

 

Knowing the fissures in any ‘chaste’ version of the colonial narrative, Mudrooroo is more 

authentically challenging in his raising a fictional mirror to Western/Christian morality than by 

charting a way forward, or revitalizing an Aboriginal present or past. His next strength, though, 

can be thought of as Aboriginal based. He has spliced Aboriginal fables into world mythologies 

and placed Maban reality on an equal footing as the flood story of Utnapishtim, in The Epic of 

Gilgamesh, or in ‘Deluge of Manu’ in the Hindu text Shatapatha Brahmana. Here again, this 

seems to be a more helpful approach for his main goal, which is to write Aboriginal 

conceptualizations of being and identity into the annals of world (canonical) literature. The 
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example listed here is their version of the Great Flood.  

No water though. [. . . ] No plants, no nothing. Then out of that dry dusty ground came 

Frog. She poked her head up. Looked around. No water. So she began hopping. Hopping 

this way, in that direction and this direction. No water. Too dry and dusty, her skin began 

cracking. No water. Gotta have water, you know, or nothing will grow. That’s what Frog 

thought. Gotta have water, or I can’t live here. And she began to vomit up water. Lots and 

lots of water. It was like a waterfall coming outa that frog’s mouth. Finally, too much 

water came. Everywhere water.
192

 

 

The tale harkens back to Aboriginal lore, about the dominions shared between women 

(sea/water) and men (land).  One of Mudrooroo’s greater achievements then, perhaps more than 

his assimilation of the (Biblical) canon, is his creative force in guiding the reader to re-think the 

value and modern plight (and potential) of Aboriginal people and their cosmology. He places 

their epistemological understandings on the same plane as those the West now accepts. Yet these 

understandings, as epiphany-inducing as they are, do not render one’s ‘mob’ as spiritually 

uplifted. 

A dystopian travelogue, overall, Master of the Ghost Dancing is still a purgatorial piece, 

one where none are able to escape. This not because the characters are inept; there is nowhere 

they can go that is free. Furthermore, Dreamtime and/or Maban reality cannot be employed as an 

effective strategy. Such despair is also to be seen in Long Live Sandawara, where there is much 

talk of the demise of the ‘Law,’ as the unifier of the people and its demise.  ‘Noorak sighs, 

watching the last fading of the keeping of the Law. It has been broken, the people are scattered – 

would a wholeness ever return?’
 193

 Without a geographical location to retreat to, Mudrooroo 

(and his works) battle on a spacio-temporal plane. This is (somewhat) achieved by re-visiting the 

already transcribed Aboriginal history, but now by giving it some privilege; competing (and 

sometimes succeeding) against world history. 
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 As such, it is fitting indeed that Jangamuttuk lives above the mission camp. When Fada 

attempts to coax Jangamuttuk to leave his elevated dwelling, he says— ‘I have built a nice home 

for you in the mission compound and yet you persist in living in the bush up on that mountain of 

yours.’
194

 The elevation is symbolic, for it shows this ‘mob’ maintaining some little autonomy 

and status. In this fashion, the Indigenous cannot be seen as yet fully conquered. However, the 

liminal space allows for slippage—especially here, with the struggle between colonials and 

natives. 

 The relationship between master servant, coloniser and colonised, is a fluid one. And so, 

Robinson needed Wooreddy, even as Fada is dependent on Janagamuttuk. This is a contentious 

coupling, too, for there could be no colony without the colonised, and here it is no different, as 

Fada says, ‘I need to use the authority of Jangamuttuk to collect the natives together.’
195

 With 

this authority comes legitimacy. Understanding this dynamic gives Jangamuttuk enough strength 

and space to successfully plot against Fada. Therefore the mission camp is destroyed and they do 

escape.  

 Ultimately, all, except Sonny (Fada and Mada’s son) leave the island, but Mada dies, all 

this reminiscent of the tragic mulatto syndrome: wanting to flee an oppressive and unfulfilled 

life, only to die of disease or suicide, with the husband then finding a more ‘suitable’ spouse. 

‘Mada unfortunately never [did] return[ed] to London. Upon reaching the chief town of the 

colony she fell prey to her real sickness.’
196

 Now a widower, Fada achieves success, marrying ‘a 

young lady, the daughter of an accountant, join[s] the Ethnological Society and tour[s] 

Europe.’
197
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 The main Aborigine cast also progress, but this is only superficially positive, with an 

ending reminiscent of old TV dramas which promise more colourful events if the viewers would 

‘tune in tomorrow.’ The novel ends: ‘As for our band of intrepid voyagers, their further 

adventures on the way to and in their promised land await to be chronicled, and will be the 

subject of further volumes.’
198  

They leave in a schooner piloted by Wadawaka.  

 The problem for us (and for them) is their likely destination. They are not the powerful 

from an acknowledged nation-state, but those who are fleeing the treatment of an invader. 

Further, Jangamuttuk, their leader on the ground, when he is on board the schooner, is of a 

reduced capacity and purpose. Wadawaka pilots the ship. Ludjee, being female, is at one with the 

water and does not need a leader. This new dynamic means that their accustomed centre 

(Jangamuttuk) cannot protect them, as in the past. More, the land they were fleeing, which is 

normally one’s refuge, was their own.  

 Mudrooroo, with his ephemeral background and history, serves as a prologue, to the 

text—for the question of (ultimate) destination is one very difficult to consider. Where can one 

go without an identity tethered to a land, or to any land? 

 Such a voyage as this must remind us of the other enigmatic journeys—Odysseus 

returning home after twenty years; the Romans ultimately being expelled from Britain—to go 

where?; and the Victorians with their colonising/trading empire which was to be one drenched in 

blood and which would, ultimately, revolt from almost every part. Also then is the irony to all 

these scenarios that none ever thought they would have such an ignominious end. 
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Book Two of the Master of the Ghost Dancing series 

The Vampire Trilogy 1 (The Undying) 
 

The Undying, 1998, is the follow-up of the primary Indigenous characters seen in Master 

of the Ghost Dancing. 

A quartet begun in 1991 with the publication of Master of the Ghost Dreaming and 

completed in 2000 with The Promised Land. The quartet traces, albeit in very disparate 

ways in each novel, the flight of the major black characters from Tasmania and their 

ensuing journey along the coast of mainland Australia to the west, a journey complicated 

by its beginning and ending with the Aboriginal people’s encounters with the historical 

figure of George Augustus Robinson as well as the repeated skirmishes with the 

apparently fantastical figure of Amelia Fraser, the vampire.
199

 

 

The travails encountered by the quartet lead to the only answer as to which location promises 

freedom: there is none.  

 The old characters, Wadawaka, Jangamuttuk and Ludjee are back, as was written at the 

end of Master of the Ghost Dreaming, but with an additional voice. The tale is ‘told’ by George, 

the adopted son of Jangamuttuk. Being an outsider/harbinger within the group, he represents the 

co-mingling of two cultures—and the demise of the Indigenous one. In the waning pages of The 

Underground (third in the series) Wadawaka reveals that his biological father is George A. 

Robinson.
200

 But now George has been turned into a vampire. Never a full member in either 

society, this last conversion makes his tribulations even worse than those of the Tasmanians. He 

is not comfortable or fully capable in either society. George’s lineage also forces the reader to 

reflect on Mudrooroo’s family history.  

The contradictory nature of George’s rightful place is mirrored in the author’s own case. 

By the time The Undying was published, Mudrooroo had been formally ousted from the 
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Aboriginal community. There was also the published piece ‘Identity Crisis’
201

 which further 

questioned his Aboriginal roots. Accused of being a fraud (which one might assume was a 

motivating factor
202

), he had left his teaching post, much like his characters having to leave what 

is familiar.  

The personal accounting embraces another aspect of Mudrooroo’s early life, he then 

released from prison but not to return to any discernable true family. He had been released, in 

1957, not to his mother. ‘Rather, it was into the care of the late Dame Mary Durack, a member of 

an influential pastoralist family, whose practices it was to assist authorities by taking in young 

men just released from gaol.’
203

 This lament—‘the songline ends here with me, the last of my 

mob’
204

 —reflects Mudrooroo’s situation; now only to be/live in the company of strangers. 

 The greater questions are, then, not only the retelling of the continual suffering of the 

Aboriginal peoples, but the struggles and relationships Mudrooroo has himself entered into. One 

is the implication of Mudrooroo being George (albeit ambivalently), and Amelia casted as his 

patron and primary shaper of his persona, Mary Durack. If so, it would explain the competitive 

voices of the narrator, and why ‘she’ seems to make him move. There is also the question of 
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Durack being Mudrooroo’s ‘moma’ in the manner that Fraser wants Others to call her. The 

struggle forces George/Mudrooroo to choose which land to live in. ‘The new land, yes,’
205

 

thereby incorporating more ‘foreignness’ into the text, for he will not be Aboriginal for much 

longer. Or, is it only an indictment tale? This is the real question, for the trilogy of vampiric texts 

continues Mudrooroo’s critique of colonization as an annihilating force. As one of his finest 

critics observes: 

He interweaves the concept of European vampirism with Aboriginal Dreamtime stories 

and culture in order to comment directly on the very real impact of colonization/ 

contamination on the Aboriginal people of Australia. For Mudrooroo, vampires and 

ghosts are textual metaphors, representing colonizing predators, which he uses to 

transform hegemonic accounts of Indigenous peoples. European narratives, which 

literally (pre)figured the Indigenous as absent or insubstantial via the notion of terra 

nullius, are in turn potentially refuted by the very existence of his own ‘ghostly’ 

characters.
206

 

 

In the text, George, raised in Aborigine culture, begins to turn away from it, even questioning the 

power of his adoptive father. 

[Jangamuttuk’s] ceremonies, though they gave us hope, seemed on reflection to have had 

the opposite effect to that intended. Instead of closing the entrance to the ghostworld, 

they seemed to have widened it. Ghosts, released from their world, flooded forth on great 

wooden ships to drift along the coastlines. They landed and made their homes, as they 

had on our island. Our island, which had felt the brunt of their mission. And perhaps, now 

that they had made it their own, they were following us to make this whole vast land 

theirs. Eventually this is what happened.
207

   

 

As a speaker of words, George is granted a home—a seat at the campfire. But this 

acceptance is complicated with Amelia’s manipulation of him, coupled by his acute loneliness. 

His lament, ‘Now they are gone, and I sit at your campfire and sing and yarn to you,’
208

 draws 

the reader into the narrator’s sense of profound loss, much as in Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription. 

For 
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The Undying is a darker, more confusing narrative than Master of the Ghost Dreaming, 

because it begins by refusing the optimism of the latter’s ending. It begins by announcing 

[author’s emphasis] the end, and in this way returns is to the tone of Doctor Wooreddy.
209

 

 
 

This is also shown by the limitations of their shaman; being a protector. The storm that 

confronts them pays no heed to Jangamuttuk’s words or power.  

Our little schooner hurtled towards it, towards a jutting point of its mass, and even 

Jangamuttuk’s chant was swept away in contempt by the blast of the storm. Powerless, he 

retreated down below, while I remained to strain at the wheel.
210

  

 

The powerful yet impenetrable storm that drove them is (deliberately) similar to the 

destruction in the apocalyptic poem, ‘The Sick Rose.’ 

  

 O Rose, thou art sick! 

The invisible worm 

That flies in the night, 

In the howling storm, 

 

Has found out thy bed 

Of crimson joy: 

And his dark secret love 

Does thy life destroy.
211

 

 

The Indigenous have had their lives destroyed and as they attempt flight have yet to fully realise 

their situation is almost completely hopeless—a similar predicament with Rose and her 

ineffectual protector. The forces in opposition are too strong and pervasive, even if not the 

primary. 

The secondary roles are still an all-encompassing. The Aboriginal voices, then, had 

desperately needed to counter control the master narrative, but are still not strong enough. An 

example of this asymmetrical, symbiotic relationship is the life George now leads, with Amelia 

speaking through him. ‘It was fate first, in the kindness of Wadawaka, then in the shape of a 
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female, that old yet young granny, who followed after us and passed over to me her ghost ways. I 

cannot bear the sun.’
212

  

 Amelia’s savagery is the metaphorical explanation of the West hunting down and 

overtaking all Aborigine peoples. In addition, those they meet are in the employment of the same 

destabilizing, colonising, and life-eating forces. Out of this ‘howling storm’ comes Amelia, and 

as Dracula lore goes, she needs a trusted servant, a ‘Friday,’ a Renfield. Here it is Dungeater, and 

is taken as sexually as Rose. ‘I take him into my mouth and give him such pleasure that his fright 

recedes as he groans in ecstasy.’
213

 Amelia, comfortable with her power as monster and her status 

as a ‘respectable lady,’ revels in the façade of lady-like modesty.  

In this vast and cruel land I am entirely alone and must have someone to do my bidding, 

especially when I am incapacitated by the day. In his mind I explain to him his new 

position as I give him an advancement on his first wage.
214

 

 

 This is said by her, while still enjoying her ‘dark secret love’
215

 of destroying souls. Curious, 

being she is very powerful, the transgression  almost espouses a proto- feminist stance. Instead of 

the phallic worm from William Blake’s ‘The Sick Rose,’ we have a ‘gyno-centric’ antagonist. 

Though still being European, the result is the same. Also, in keeping with his strengths, here 

again, Mudrooroo connects myth and historical personage.  

Once, how long ago it seems, I was Amelia Fraser and I had a sister, Eliza. Now that life 

is finished with and I have entered into some other, far different state of existence. I am 

something else, and perhaps it is better than what I would have become.
216

  

 

Mining the historical record, Eliza is a figure of genuine Australian settler lore, being 

kidnapped by the natives. 

Fraser, as Mudrooroo well knows, is one of the most controversial and overloaded figures 
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in Australian settlement history, a woman shipwrecked in 1836, and putatively kidnapped 

and victimized by her Aboriginal captors. Fraser would become a signifier for the 

evilness of Aboriginal Australians, a justification for punitive expeditions to rescue her, 

and later, in a dramatic change of fortune, she would go from mother of empire to symbol 

of female moral degradation.
217

  

 

The melding underscores just how formidable and destructive his European characters can be: 

Amelia Fraser is virginal and not (using sex and chastity as weapons), feminine, but not (as with 

the Bruny Island male, she is one with the land and not of the sea), saying, ‘It was not an easy 

thing for me to do for I need my earth to support me.’
218

  

 Refusing to glorify chaste women, Amelia sought this role (vampire); turns to it instead 

of being turned into one. ‘As he stood there with my face pressed against him, I bit him and tried 

to jerk away.’
 219

 His reply was a condemnation which befitted her. ‘You have bitten me and there 

is my blood on my lips. You little fool, it will change your life and I need blood for my blood.’
220

 

Amelia exhibits extreme aggressive tendencies—(behaviour the West respects)—and thus is 

awarded. She has no remorse, killing family (like Vlad II), as she dispatches her brother-in-law, 

the equally violent Captain Torrents, ‘his blood is an elixir filled with power. I gulp down the 

rich bear essence while I exult in his attempts to get free of me,’
221

 and then turning to his wife, 

her sister.  

‘Let me kiss you, for I have relieved you of your torment,’ I say, taking her face in my 

hands and placing my bloody lips full on hers. ‘There, taste your husband for the last 

time,’ and I break her neck as if I were snapping a twig.
222

  

 

 Not completely devoid of human modesties (or colonial denial of wanton destruction), 

when Ludjee takes her to bathe, she feels shame.  
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No person, except my mother, had ever seen me naked, and even in the worst conditions I 

have clung to my sense of modesty, as precious an ornament as the other. After all that I 

have been through and done, I am still a virgin.
223

 

 

Her claim is not of chastity, but of posture, for the plea from Ludjee to ‘leave me and my own 

alone,’
224

 does not end in reciprocity. Amelia wants all ‘savages’ under her sway. What saves 

Ludjee is her blood being different; different magic and so it cannot be killed by Amelia. She is 

powerless to conquer her, and flees, admitting, ‘some of these natives have strange and awful 

powers which equal or surpass my own.’
225

 However, the settler colonialists do not leave easily 

after having coupled with a land. 

 The passage illuminates a class/gender dynamic that inevitably leads to a racial one. 

Wadawaka and Amelia have sex, the coupling taking on the stereotypical overtones of a White 

female wanting to be overpowered by a strong slave/Black male.
226

  

I give a shriek. I have never known a man in this way and am afraid. Then I feel my body 

responding and try to rake his face with my nails, try to get at him with my fangs but I am 

mortified when he laughs as he continues to violate me.
227

  

 

After the initial act, there is a turn and the strong Black man forever craves the white woman. 

Wadawaka succumbs to Amelia’s spell, which causes doom for all involved, as they continue to 

sail west. ‘The course as always was westward, ever westward,’
228

 and Wadawaka flies away, 

with  George wanting him to ‘have better luck’
229

 in finding Amelia than he did. Thus, this text 

also ends with another turn in tomorrow’s announcement for the next installment of this seismic 

conflict between the races locked in mutual destruction. 
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Book Three of the Master of the Ghost Dancing series 

The Vampire Trilogy 2 (The Underground) 
 

 Whereas The Undying began with a friendly call to friends, to come and share in a 

trustworthy tale, The Underground (1999) begins defensively, as if the reader/viewer does not 

believe the new tale, or in the teller’s legitimacy. ‘Don’t look askance at me, I was one of the first 

to reach these goldfields and dig for the metal.’
230 

Furthermore, the epigraph (inscription) has a 

quality of chaos to it, or at least an overt over-lapping of cultures. ‘We danced roundabout . . . 

dressed in our breechcloths and academic sashes with all the animals and ghosts under the 

redwood trees . . . The fogdogs laughed and barked from the rim.’
231

 As Mudrooroo utilises 

Western novels frequently, this passage may be said to be a possible recalling of the chaos shown 

in William Golding’s The Lord of the Flies (1954).  There, a group of marooned boys are left to 

create a (re-imagined) community after being severed from what they knew—not unlike 

Mudrooroo’s male characters. There is one difference, however. When European males (largely) 

are shipwrecked, they are thought to retain a strong sense of agency and pluck (albeit calamity 

might still follow). Yet in Mudrooroo’s work, cultural displacement is a terrible loss that the 

characters are not able to reverse—there is no Lemuel Gulliver or Charles Marlow in his 

repertoire. Quite the opposite. ‘A significant element of Mudrooroo’s novels involves the central 

character being destabilized by events around him because of multiple voices and the mis-

distribution of information.’
232 

This displacement harkens back to the Wild Cat series, and to 

Long Live Sandawara. The only addition is the motif of how well the destructive agents work in 

concert. 
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 Though the vampire is powerful, the destruction of the mob is not solely by Amelia, nor 

by the force of British imperialism. It is from their unrelenting, complex and (inevitably) 

combined actions. The ghosts that occupy the land are physical beings. Next, Amelia 

representing a spiritual virus grows stronger, as she explains to a bewitched Wadawaka.  

Yes, my dear, you have to learn that there are other things than the freedom of the ocean; 

then this underground will be your paradise. You want to flee, do you?! You know what 

happens to runaway slaves? No, forgive me and I shall be patient, and wait until you 

assume your kingship willingly and rule with me.
233

  

 

She is underground, having become mad, and wishing for the one who had turned from her, 

asking, ‘Why did he have to abandon me, his newly made creature,’
234

 thus still showing a 

connection back to England (and empire), and another link in the chain of her being. However, 

by erecting a sunken fortress, ‘a vast cavern lit with glowing pools of liquid which reflected off 

myriad specks of mitre in the walls and ceiling to make it a magical place, warm and secure,’
235

 

she subverts the natural order: for only the dead live underground.  

 With Wadawaka in the clutches of Amelia, the mob must rescue him. Jangamuttuk tells 

George that he must first locate the adopted African. Yet George is so terrified by the prospect of 

having to find Wadawaka alone, that he discounts his own totem and its resources. 

GEORGE: ‘But,’ I protested, ‘how am I to scent out Wadawaka when he flew off  

through the air? He’s a leopard and much stronger than me. If he can be enthralled  

and captured, what might happen to me?’ 

JANGAMUTTUK: ‘Dingo has a keen nose and can sniff out the track.’ He answered  

simply. 

GEORGE: ‘But if I go as Dingo, I will not be able to wear clothes or carry a weapon. If I  

turn back into a human, I will be defenseless as well as helpless unless, of course,  

my route is only on this island which is small enough for me to handle.’
236

  

 

In showing such reticence, George displays something Mudrooroo’s other young male characters 
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do not: a reluctance to do as instructed. This is the result of weakened bonds of authority. An 

elder (who represents legitimacy) is describing what must happen, and the reasons, but the 

younger is hesitant; another example of the diminishing power and control the Aborigine have 

over their world. This is a similar problem found in the lament from the ‘The Second Coming’ 

with ‘the falcon no longer hearing the falconer.’ The traditional order for relationships has been 

altered. So much when George finally agrees, it is only out of partial loyalty, for he has another, a 

mistress even more powerful. ‘Then came her voice calling me to come to her,’
237

 and as a 

dingo, but he loses himself to her.  

Aboriginal magic—even that which controls their personal totems, is waning. George is 

an example, not being able to convert himself back into human form after locating Wadawaka. ‘I 

reached him and tried to change back to George. Before it had been only a matter of wishing, but 

now, as much as I tried, I found that I could not,’
238

 as his magic does not work here; Amelia’s 

incantations have displaced Aboriginal magic. Even after the struggles which seem to have cost 

Jangamuttuk and Ludjee their lives, George is compromised by his loyalty to Amelia. ‘Once I 

had been a confused dog, now I was a puzzled human filled with conflicting emotions that 

should not have been there, hence my belief that she had stolen my soul.’
239

 

 Ludjee confronts Amelia first, having none of the sympathy as before. Yet seeing 

(kidnapped) children by Amelia’s side again becomes simple. Amelia convinces her to gauge the 

heat of a pool of water.  

 She stepped back, giving my mother enough room so that she might feel safe to  

come and sample the water.  

 LUDJEE: ‘It is far too hot,’ Ludjee exclaimed, kneeling down at the ledge of the  

pool. 

 AMELIA: ‘Of course it is, you fool,’ then moma screamed, leaping forward and  
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flinging her weight against the back of the kneeling woman.
240

  

 

Amelia seems to have drowned Ludjee, who is of the water, with an uncomplicated ruse. Yet this 

is only a temporary defeat. 

 Mudrooroo’s work recycles characters, motifs and themes. As such, Ludjee is (to-be) re-

united with her sisters (Lorimee and Nadjee), who in Master of the Ghost Dreaming, had been 

taken from the clan. Theirs is another tale of the native’s suffering cycles of degradation, 

including rape. And then of pragmatic acceptance. This is seen when Ludjee asks why they have 

stayed with the present ghost. ‘He’s better than the one we were with,’ Nadjee replied. ‘He 

doesn’t hurt us like the first brute who had us.’
241

 Their chances for freedom were further 

comprised by their lack of resources or allies. ‘Where could we go, if we left him and who would 

take us in? We have been defiled by them and even those blackfellows on the mainland opposite 

are frightened of us.’
242 

The world for them is without any reliable and/or uniform ‘Law’—only 

different forms of transgression. Malone’s behavour is an example of this as he gleefully submits 

to those of a lessor ‘class’ and stature—according to Western dictates. ‘It was lucky for us when 

he won us, for strangely he likes a bit of the lash himself though you have to be careful not to 

hurt him, or else he bellows like a stuck pig.’
243

  

As that tale of exploitation ended, another resumed. ‘Wadawaka, more agitated than he 

had been when he was speaking, got to his feet and prowled within the illumination of the 

campfires, stopping every now and again to stare off into gathering darkness.’
244

 What has 

unsettled, and infected Wadawaka is Amelia’s bite—an action replete of transgressive 

implications, for vampires, being alive and dead, human and other do not heed the moralities or 
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sensibilities of any society or culture. They are predator and prey, killing, while 

infecting/employing others, like Dungeater in an effort to destroy. As Jangamuttuk contemplates 

this problem, his ability to assess his mob is weakened as well. ‘Jangamuttuk stared after him, 

scratching his beard. ‘I thought he was stronger,’ he said. ‘She got into his mind and now he’s off 

without a word to us.’
245

 

 After the remainder of the crew is sea bound again, another storm destroys their 

schooner, leaving George and Wadawaka to swim to the shore of their ‘promised land,’ yet, as 

before, their hopes meet with disappointment. ‘In front of us, here in what my father had called 

our promised land, was a sprawling ghost settlement with a dozen or so ships at anchor,’
246

 this 

forcing a sharp revision of what George believes. ‘So my father had been mistaken about this and 

perhaps there were other things he had been wrong about.’
247

  

The tale ends with the ship dashed, George and Wadawaka in the water, having to swim 

ashore. Wadawaka, having enough of Aboriginal adventures, walks out of this epic, and into 

another tale of transgressed imperialism: Moby Dick—though this is done voluntarily, as he says 

‘I join you [Captain Ahab] for I too hunt leviathan.’
248

 The tale does not end for George, 

however, as he has now lost his Aboriginal family, and his friend, but not his mistress.  

I turned, confronting a figure all in black. Her body which I had only seen naked was 

covered from neck to feet in a long black dress and even her hands were hidden by black 

gloves as was her face behind a veil falling from a wide-brimmed black hat.  

 Conflicting emotions overwhelmed me.  I stood there petrified and she whispered one 

 word, ‘Dog’, and I felt myself changing.
249

  

 

The story ends here, with him being transformed into a complete submissive being. This 

dramatic conclusion is deliberately dramatic, cyclic and awesomely terrifying. 

                                                 
245

 Mudrooroo, Underground 35. 
246

 Mudrooroo, Underground 169. 
247

 Mudrooroo, Underground 170. 
248

 Mudrooroo, Underground 177. 
249

 Mudrooroo, Underground 179. 



 70 

 

 

Book Four of the Master of the Ghost Dancing series 

The Vampire Trilogy 3 (The Promised Land) 
 

 Beginning with Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription, there is a nuanced authorial retreat from 

having foregrounded Aboriginal characters. Replacing them is an English cast, with The 

Promised Land, published in 2000, going further by first not featuring Aboriginal characters at 

all. The novel begins with the echo of Dracula’s Lucy. ‘Lady Lucille, or as she was affectionately 

known to her intimates, Lucy, since becoming a woman subjected to noctambulism.’
250

 Also, 

Mina—again from Bram Stoker’s tale—is used as the willing supplicant to Lucy’s needs. ‘They 

had sighed and passed on their responsibility to Mina.’
251

 The text here is more straightforward 

in detailing the nocturnal habits of the English characters, and their sexual playfulness. Further, 

as with the other works of Mudrooroo, the liminal space brings serial characters back, as Lucy’s 

parents fret about marrying off their daughter, to an older gentleman, the ‘newly-titled knight, Sir 

George Augustus.’
252

 In addition, their having moved to Bath is perhaps an intended allusion to 

Canterbury Tales and the Wife’s peregrinations—or to Jane Austen. But in the vein of 

transgression, this Lucy here is not the same ultra chaste young woman of Bram Stoker’s text. 

Instead, this one is amenable to Amelia. It must be said, that in Mudrooroo’s work, the key to his 

women characters staying vibrant is their willful breaking of Western societal norms. 

 Another character, the Governor’s wife, Rebecca Crawley, unlike Mada/Martha, does not 

wilt if away from of the metropole. These women, and Lucy, are all opportunistic, similar to the 

figure Riyoko Tamada, in The Kwinkan.
253

 In another switch in conventional patriarchal 
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structure, it is Mrs. Crawley, who climbs socially. ‘She, using brazen invention together with her 

beauty and sharp intelligence, had glossed over her own origins, which were lower than those of 

the knight; her husband’s family was of ancient lineage which she, supposedly a distant cousin, 

had rejoined through their union,’
254

 using this device as a means to seal the marriage with Mr. 

Crawley. Seen in this fashion, Rebecca herself is a type of vampire. 

 The text does not signal a complete break with the Aboriginal saga, but, as with the 

legends of The Kwinkan, the cultures have changed positions, with the West clearly being more 

powerful. The example of George as being referred to as Mrs. Eliza Fraser’s dog, is one example. 

The immigrant British in Australia, fretting over their ‘obligations’ of being ‘caretakers’ to the 

natives is another. That and making a (home) career to which one can retire after converting 

them, as when Sir George offers his services at protecting the natives from ruffians.  

I had thought that the population of this colony would slowly increase and thus not upset 

the native too much; but if gold has been discovered, this means that hoards of riffraff 

and rascals will descend upon them [. . .] They must be protected, sir, and I am here on 

behalf of the government to see that they are protected.
255

  

 

The Great South Land has turned out to not be the Promised Land for the Aborigines. Instead, 

extractor colonialists, and prospectors looking for gold, are coming in hordes; so once again, an 

Aboriginal hope turns into a benefit for the British invaders. 

 Mudrooroo’s maternal heritage comes in to play here as well, for the text includes a 

Sergeant Barron,
256

 another inclusion from Mudrooroo’s family, this time one from the maternal 

side.  

Johnson represents Barron as fiction when, in fact, much like George Augustus Robinson 

and Eliza Fraser, he is drawn from an actual historical figure. History’s Edward Barron 

was in fact a Colours Sergeant of the ‘old’ British 63
rd

 Regiment, which was re-formed in 
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the new colony. And, as was the case with Robinson and Fraser, he was one of the first 

white settlers. Edward Barron was of Irish descent and together with his heavily pregnant 

wife, Jane, he arrived on the shores of Western Australia aboard the Sulphur in June 

1829. This is a highly significant year and event in Johnson’s own ancestral narrative, for 

the same Sergeant Edward Barron was in fact the author’s great-great grandfather.
257

  

 

This connection harkens back to the Wild Cat series, via the Barron name. Coupled with Tom 

(Long Live Sandawara), Wadawaka from this series also points to African and Black American 

paternal roots. Mudrooroo, using these elements to give added symbolism and structure to his 

novels, makes it difficult to think that he has not known of his own origins all along. 

 Though the quest for gold is a plausible plot device for The Promised Land, the work’s 

mission is rather one in revisiting the political history of the time. Recycling earlier prose, Sonny 

re-appears, the forgotten son of Fada and Mada. He returns to relate the abandonment of the 

‘sable friends’ (from the camp). In doing this, Wadawaka, Ludjee, Jangamuttuk, are all present 

and accounted ready for the next challenge. In fact, Wadawaka, who was John Summers, accosts 

Fada, over his past deeds.  

A would-be preacher and missionary who came to me in that prison, drowning me in your 

ideas of God and redemption, until I believed you and became your captain as you plotted 

to profit from those poor wretches under you. And here is another question: how many 

survived your ministry?
258

  

 

The exchange ends with Amelia convincing Robinson to hire Wadawaka by gazing into his 

‘eyes.’
259

 Strangely, the passage, instead of ending with a final battle, is more like a reunion.  

Ever the opportunist, Sir George decides he can use this episode to his advantage, by 

taking the three (Wadawaka, Ludjee, and Jangamuttuk) back to England, and thus gaining a seat 

at the gentlemanly Anthropological Society. ‘He had wished for a seat in the governing 

committee but had been unable to garner enough support. With a group of these blacks, that 
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could change.’
260

 Here another of Mudrooroo’s themes re-surfaces: the ‘superior’ races’ need of 

help (normally rendered not by negotiation, but force) from the ‘inferior’ races if they are to 

succeed. Yet what is odd here is the lack of authorial anger (or even animosity). Especially from 

a writer who still enjoyed the status of rebel, though a problematic one. However, there is no 

rebellion or harsh words from the remaining ‘native’ characters. In fact, as the novel reaches its 

conclusion, there is no clash or fighting at all. It is as if each side has claimed a victory and then 

decided to co-exist. And since the hostilities are over, all of the old cast can safely come back 

out.  

 Ludjee is present again too, explaining how she was able to escape after seemingly 

perishing. Conveniently there was a ‘hot and cold stream.’
261

 By following the cold stream in her 

Manta Ray totem, she was able flee. Ultimately they will all make the trip to England with Sir 

George, who is seen in a sexually compromised position with the Governor’s wife. 

When spotted, Jangamuttuk lectures him, as old friends: ‘Fada, you still up to your old 

tricks. But watch that one; she is just as bad as that Amelia. Keep that thing covered and for your 

wife.’
262

 The seduction having worked, Sir George enters into Becky, thinking of himself as the 

victor, but is not: ‘As her fingers freed him, she began her conquest. ’
263

 He is also wrong in 

thinking the affair with Becky created a connection he could never have with his wife. By the 

end of the novel, Lucy is completely under the sexual sway of Amelia. The ending is remarkably 

light for what had transpired historically, with Ludjee being the last full blooded Tasmanian, as if 

the final members (including the author) have agreed that resistance is, truly, futile.
 264
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The Kwinkan 
 

 Though a more modern work (1995), its setting is similar to the incarcerating, 

interrogating/surveillance environment seen in Wild Cat Screaming. More, there is a nameless 

narrator having to speak to symbols of authority. Nonetheless, the work departs (the most) from 

having an Aboriginal centre. The focal point, geographically, is Oceania. This start is more 

aligned with postcolonial sensibilities, though Aboriginal (and Australian) concerns are still 

present.  

Most of the novel is set outside Australia—a departure for the author—and the image of 

Queensland is actually thrown into clearer relief through the contrasts he [Mudrooroo] 

establishes in the South Pacific. The paradox is this: The Kwinkan is Mudrooroo’s most 

international novel, but it reflects the most parochial of Australian attitudes.
265

  

 

The attitude demonstrated by the narrator mimics what Mudrooroo had found in the Queensland 

male.  

Living in Queensland for a couple of years, I really had problems understanding the 

Queensland male character. I don’t know exactly how what was odd; I found them 

extremely macho and they were sort of ‘just there.’
266

 

 

 One who is not ‘just there’ but a serial Other (seen in Wildcat Screaming) is Detective 

Watson Holmes Jackamara. His authority is adequate enough so that the candidate (the nameless 

narrator), running for Minister of Aboriginal Affairs, needs his support to appear legitimate. 

Though here is another paradox. Jackamara is not a weak vessel, having the political matters he 

wants addressed, and at the conclusion he does benefit from his own manoeuverings. ‘The 

Kwinkan ends with Carla, Riyoko, Lataoga and ‘Carla’s Australian friend’, Jackamara, walking 

side-by-side with the fictional Prime Minister.’
267

 But is not is own master, either. In The 
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Kwinkan he is abused.
268

 And before that, in Wildcat Screaming he is a spy—against incarcerated 

Aborigine men.
269

 

Concerning the international application of the text, as noted earlier, it fits extremely well 

into many genres of Western literature. One of these being the detective story. Plus, with the 

nervousness of the narrator, is reminiscent of the early 1800’s, speculative fiction, the type 

American writer, Edgar Allen Poe, wrote. His narrators were conversational and conspiratorial, 

their voices read like confessions to the audience, making them part of the conspiracy. ‘The Tale 

Tell Heart’ (1843) is one example. ‘True ! – nervous – very, dreadfully nervous I had been and 

am ; but why will you say that I am mad ?’
270

 Using the second person thus creates an intimacy 

and a way into the story while making objective investigation difficult (reminiscent to The 

Kwinkan). ‘The text plots the interviewed narrator’s slackening grip on reality in which his own 

identity and relationships between the other characters become obfuscated.’
271

  

A like action is seen in Poe’s work, with his un-named narrators, as  in their leisurely if 

high stressed voice. ‘Hearken ! And observe how healthily – how calmly I can tell you the whole 

story.’
272

 Another of Poe’s, a short story of planning revenge, is ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ 

(1846), which begins with the reasoning for redress.  

The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I best could but when he ventured upon 

insult I viewed revenge. You, who so well know the nature of my soul, will not suppose, 

however, that I gave utterance to a threat. At length I would be avenged ; this was a point 

defiantly settled.
273  

 

Though macabre (the narrator in the first story suffocates then dismembers the victim, the second 
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walls the unfortunate in an underground tomb), these enticing short stories are told by unreliable 

narrators who live in oral versions of ‘truth.’ This style is displayed in The Kwinkan, when the 

narrator must revise his answers, for he is bedazzled by the power of the tape recorder. ‘I’ll try 

again, as, as, well, as your tape-recorder attracts my words.’
274

 Mudrooroo is at his most 

subversive for Aboriginal rights when he is parodying Western culture.  

The mirrored action here turns Western constructions back onto itself. The native 

informant is not a native of any minority group, but becomes one. ‘You have become an expert 

on, shall we say, native peoples.’
275

 Here, a white Queenslander has had business opportunities, 

but never succeeded in any of them. After the latest failure, his senior colleague tells him, ‘I’m so 

sorry, so very sorry, but you would drag in extraneous issues, such as land rights. What on earth 

made you come down so heavily on the side of the Aboriginals!’
276

 Further, it is Jackamara who 

had wanted that to happen; an Aboriginal displaying his powers of influence over a white 

Australian. The reversal of fortune displays a wider concern shown than merely a subplot in a 

novel. There are real-world concerns and consequences at play. ‘Why, it threatens our whole 

policy on that question,’
277

 draw the reader out of the work and into legitimate worries. 

Colonialists know ‘their’ land was ‘acquired’ by force, either soft or hard. Without the veneer of 

respectable law to aid their claims, the subject matter, then, is of (rightful) possession and 

(unlawful) dispossession. This is why his senior colleague comments, ‘The farmers are 

frightened that their land may be alienated from them.’
278 

The real fear is the same and Turcotte 

has put it well. 

Ken Gelder’s and Jane Jacob’s Uncanny Australia (1998) identifies the way in which the 
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Aboriginal sacred, reinforced by the Australian High Court’s Native title Act (or Mabo) 

decision, has led to many white Australians feeling dispossessed in their own country. 

There is a misinformed yet pervading fear that Aboriginal people will reclaim their land – 

that they will rise from nothingness, from terra nullius – and avenge themselves. 

Mudrooroo plays with these fears of ‘reverse colonization’ and allows them to haunt the 

Australian imaginary.
279

  

 

If an Australian court ruled all land once used and lived on, be reverted to Indigenous people, 

where would those with coloniser roots go? These concerns raise larger questions about identity 

and essence. 

 The informant, frustrated as well voices back, ‘And whose bright idea was that to give 

me the only Aboriginal detective as a bodyguard?’
280

 After the debacle, the protagonist is given 

another assignment. ‘I was to go to Canberra where many government departments still remained 

in those days,’
281

 though this was not a relief, for ‘Detective Inspector Jackamara was there to 

witness my further humiliation. True, indeed. And now he is a doctor and what am I but a lowly 

clerk.’
282

 

 The humorous exploits of this forced native informant underlie what is going on with the 

story: land is being ‘bought up’ and redistributed by the Others. They are now the new 

colonisers. Riyoko Tamada,—‘once we were considering that piece of land you controlled on the 

Spit. Now it is ours.’
283

 Moreover, her lover, Carla is a Gyinggi woman, a type of succubus, who 

dominates the narrator, makes him Kwinkan (a type of lustful spirit or ghost). Another feature of 

the change of the power dynamic, the white male character is without control or significance. 

Though one aspect does crop up and that is violence against women. Yet unlike past (frontier) 
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icons (such as John Wayne), he is physically deformed, with a ‘misshapen penis’
284

 and can 

finally be seen as morally deficient.  

I felt ashamed at hitting a woman—as ashamed as when I had hit my first and second 

wives. I helped her to her feet trying hard not to see the derision on her face. I knew that I 

was weak, weak, weak; but she had driven me to it.
285

  

 

This type of excuse is one abusers use: blaming their victims for the assault. However, Carla is 

not to be seen as a Martha or Ludjee. She is much more wordly. 

 Carla reinterprets an axiom (giving it great ironic power) made famous and influential 

since first written in the late 1600s. She says, ‘We torture, therefore we are.’
286

 René Descartes, 

in his Meditations had written ‘Je pense donc je suis,’ popularised into ‘Cogito ergo sum’ 

translated into ‘I think, therefore I am.’ Carla is very clear in her sentiment. Descartes’ is 

ambiguous, for who is the I? It is assumed a European male of the Enlightenment epoch, but 

what the proposition does not do is name, specifically, the ‘I,’ as in this ‘I am a rational, thinking 

human being; I exist.’ The theory has been defended and distorted, but still stands as a 

foundational concept for Western identity—but in The Kwinkan, the Western icon is nameless, 

and not very commanding. 

 The minor characters fair much better than the protagonist. All seem to have an elevated 

position, relative to his. Also, there is the fear that ‘those people’ will usurp the influence of those 

(colonials) in charge. Carla tells him,  

You see, darling, please forget your Brisbane, Sydney and Canberra. Things are different 

on our islands. My family have been colonial rulers for 200 years. Little Britain, so far 

away, left us to our own devices.
287

  

 

In the Kwinkan, the displacement is more than voices and space, as power has shifted. Tamada 
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tells the protagonist. ‘Once we marched out to conquer, now we wait and they, you all come to 

us.’
288

 Also interesting here is there is no remorse for having lost any traditional attributes—a 

difference from Mudrooroo’s earlier work. It might be that by this point he had tired of such 

‘fixations,’ given his personal and private battles, but there might be another reason. By this time 

in his life, the practices and sensibilities of Buddhism had become more central to how he 

interacted with the world. If this is the case, as he argues in his ‘defense,’ by the time The 

Kwinkan is published, such dogmatic positions would no longer not have any place in his 

creative universe. One would hope that were true, though other aspects do still remain, making 

that claim suspicious. One was the abuse women suffered by the narrator’s hand.
 289

  The second 

is how Mudrooroo still views carnal activities. 

 Concerning sexual relations, there is the same large amount as in the previous novel, The 

Promised Land, although the exotic nature of the women has become more complex. Riyoko 

Tamada is both an ‘Asian fox’ and a Japanese corporate agent. The Ginggyi, Carla, is of German, 

English, and African American heritage and she also has power, since her family owns the 

Polynesian Island’s plantation economy and has an incestuous relationship with the Black 

American, Maynard Brookes.
290

 The women are not taken for granted as before, but still, 

symbolically, fulfill any (and all) of the island-tropic porn narratives written for Western 

consumption. 

The text ends somewhat where it started, with the nameless, down-trodden narrator 

complaining of a plot against him by yet other, stronger forces. 

I want to say that only a Royal Commission will satisfy me. Sir, there has been 

skulduggery. Yes, I declare, skulduggery, and it must be brought out. The people of 

Australia must know how their country is run and how foreign affairs are conducted. 
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They must learn that I have been a victim of a plot vast in its ramifications.
291

 

 

With this lament the narrator, though a colonial figure, seems little more than a shrew—not much 

more than how he began. It is true he was always portrayed as that, yet initially, there seemed to 

be chances for promotion. Yet as with Mudrooroo’s G. A. Robinson, this European male 

character is only potentially viable when given help—namely by government entities. If they 

must survive as independent beings, they fail miserably. 

It would seem all disenfranchised people have the same types of resentments towards 

government. However, their bitterness is mitigated by the need of further assistance. Needing 

someone to publish his account secures his place in the subservient class. ‘Publish my 

account.’
292

 However, this alleged whistleblower is as compromised as his aspirations, when he 

nearly whimpers for a salary. ‘Please could you make out a receipt for the money. Make it out 

personally to me. That will do. Thank you, and goodnight and goodbye.’
293  

One could well smile in satisfaction at this reversal of fortune, but not for long. The 

Indigenous, in a multicultural milieu, do succeed here, in The Kwinkan, but the system is still 

Western and intact. The cynicism is powerful and appalling in the widespread operation. The 

reader is left exhausted and deeply despairing. This feeling is not too dissimilar from that 

reached when the reader contemplates Wildcat’s plight. He is free, but the struggle has left him 

broken. Here, with this international cast, they are free, but only where they stand. The West still 

surrounds them. 
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Conclusion of the Mudrooroo Section  
 

 Being a minority writer, aspiring to the widest public, often means having to struggle 

against asymetrical forces. Therefore, the writer must push for yet more adequate working space. 

Mudrooroo’s writing, then, owes its provocative status to not only being creative, but to its 

challenging the master’s narrative. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari have spoken helpfully 

about this position, having defined it as one (necessarily) belonging to a minor literature.   

A minor literature doesn’t come from a minor language; it is rather that which a minority 

constructs within a major language. But the first characteristic of minor literature in any 

case is that in it language is affected with a high coefficient of deterritorialization.
294

  

 

The second obvious characteristic gives a much clearer location for major and minor literatures. 

The second characteristic of minor literatures is that everything in them is political. In 

major literatures, in contrast, the individual concern (familial, marital, and so on) joins 

with other, no less individual concerns, with the social milieu serving as a mere 

environment or a background; this is so much the case that none of these Oedipal 

intrigues are specifically indispensable or absolutely necessary but all become as one in a 

large space. Minor literature is completely different; its cramped space forces each 

individual intrigue to connect immediately to politics.
295

 

 

This comparison and contrast style does not equate minor literature to being lesser in 

quality, or in its value. Rather, it creates a place, a distinctive position, for those who write from 

the periphery (almost exclusively people of colour); instead, of the privileged centre (that is 

almost exclusively white and male). Though not merely political, but aesthetic—something also 

seen as important in the field of letters.
296

 These are also the questions postian studies—post-

structural, postmodern and then, postcolonial—albeit sometimes inconsistently, ask themselves, 

further proving the creative talent of Mudrooroo is not merely an outlier.  

It becomes apparent, in comparing indigenous postcolonial works which exhibit 
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postmodern characteristics, that postmodernism is as political in nature as postcolonial 

literature: both contest the authority traditionally vested in univocal white history.
297

 

 

 Yet the author, as much as his material—can and does exist outside of pat definitions— 

fitting well along-side postian sensibilities, while not being confined by them. ‘Labels such as 

‘postmodernism’ and ‘semiotic theory’ apply to Mudrooroo’s work, but these non-Aboriginal 

concepts do not contain him.’
298

 This slippage of the work’s ‘centre’ (and author’s) has also been 

the source of controversy, for Mudrooroo, aka, Mudrooroo  Nyoongah, Mudrooroo Narogin, and 

Colin Johnson. It is precisely from his name/skin-walking ability, moving in and out of 

ethno/racial groups, including his father and mother’s ‘nativeness,’ that serious problems arose, 

these to be subsumed under the title: the Mudrooroo Affair.
299

 The first concerns were written 

about more than fifteen years ago.
 300

 Who is he really, and what is he up to? These are legitimate 

questions which can well undo the power of his prose. The reason being, it is problematic (at 

best) to say he ‘fully’ champions the Aboriginal cause (as one of them) vis-à-vis telling of their 

plight if he is not. Therefore, perhaps, he is not truly ‘one of them.’ A charge he has also lodged 

against famed Aboriginal writers, none better known than Sally Morgan. 

 With these questions it is difficult to know what to appreciate in the work and in its 

interlocking themes of separation/dislocation and yearning/re-living. Or, perhaps, some may 

query if the works should be read at all. 
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 Considering the second point, yes, it is of course true that without Mudrooroo, there 

would still be leading voices in the struggle for Aboriginal spaces. The better question is whether 

any others would be as influential. Mudrooroo’s ‘Portrait’ argues against that idea. Also, that in 

some small measure, he was never given enough credit for the support he gave to all things 

Aboriginal—although, perhaps there were reasons: ‘I really had antagonized some Noongars 

(and others including academics) who were out to crucify me even though I surely had done 

more for Aborigine people than they had, for example I had been on the founding committee of 

the cultural unit that had gone on to become Dumbartung Aboriginal Corporation.’
301

 The proof 

is there, with some self-justification too. Regardless, Mudrooroo has re-directed the discussion, 

widening it, enriching the possibilities, casting aside the belief that resistance is futile, as seen in 

the Song Circle of Jacky and Selected Poems. However, the controversy surrounding his identity, 

even after proving via his novels that there is no centre in which to properly draw from, hobbles 

his achievements.  

Additionally, the concern which critics (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal alike) have with 

the subterfuge goes beyond him. The degradation suffered by Indigenous people, not being able 

to maintain control over their identity, is profound. Though, now, sometimes there is a meagre 

give back of (public) writing space.  

In certain limited spheres, properties are now being ‘returned’ to Aboriginal communities. 

These returns are effected mainly when the properties in question have little or no 

immediate commodity status, or when they can be symbolically integrated into rhetoric 

of decolonization.
302

  

 

But such gestures are a pittance. Further, they bespeak of the control the West has, and the ‘other’ 

has not. Therefore, regardless of the motivations, such (well) intentions can never come close to 

restoring Indigenous peoples’ well-being or justified claims against colonial doctrines. 
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  Back to Mudrooroo’s problem, being or having been the paternal ambassador to/for 

recent Aboriginal literature and culture at times—there should not be any lingering questions 

over lineage. Especially with one who has been afforded and awarded so much.  

 Mudrooroo has been understood, via his writings, as an ‘Authentic’ rebel. Additionally, 

he sees his characters that way.  

In his novels Mudrooroo writes about outcasts and rebels; usually—but not exclusively—

these are aboriginal characters who are pushed to the fringe of the dominant society and 

fight to regain some space of their own.
303

  

 

His fidelity in this ‘struggle’ has earned him numerous accolades.  

In her opening speech for the second Aboriginal Writers’ Conference held in Melbourne, 

Victoria in November 1983, the poet Oodgeroo of the Tribe Noonuccal authoritatively 

assigned Mudrooroo (then Colin Johnson) the status of ‘historian’ to the Aboriginal 

people.
304

  

 

Mudrooroo (or more importantly, his work) is an influential voice in and for political/ 

cultural revival literature—as he has long written and lived in that space. He has changed the 

path of Aboriginal discourse. Perhaps more than merely that, he has created the tenor for 

contemporary Aboriginal literature. For better or ill, the discourse, both positive and negative, 

about all things Aboriginal (and the non-Aboriginals who also contribute), is in no small measure 

that from Mudrooroo’s mind. And indeed, we are left with points such as this to discuss and 

contemplate: 

The idea of having to live in two worlds is not a new one and is often applied to 

Aboriginal Australians, but there is more than this in the author’s words. Mudrooroo 

explicitly states that the Black Australian author must act as a mediator between the 

Aboriginal past and future while existing in the largely non-Aboriginal present.
305  

 

This, if for no other reason, makes him worthy of continued reading. True, Mudrooroo has, 

perhaps, made too much a mockery of circumstance, for questions of identity are important. 
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Further, he has made his claim for legitimacy difficult if such questions have no verifiably 

documented basis. Again, being able to agree and maintain specific and particular traits is one of 

the hallmarks of a dynamic, living and confident culture. Mudrooroo, at times, has believed that. 

Then, at other times, he did not. Such contrarian positions are confusing, and can be mirrored in 

his family history. 

 Much has been written about his grandfather and father being Negro and not Aboriginal. 

Oddly, this only places him in another minority class, so his status is still somewhat acceptable to 

many. This is enhanced (albeit also further scrutinised) by Maureen Clark’s Mudrooroo: A Likely 

Story: Identity and Belonging in Postcolonial Australia (2007), which not only explores 

Mudrooroo’s work, but his larger family heritage. The extra attention gives us a better 

understanding of Mudrooroo’s lineage than Shoemaker’s 1990’s text, Mudrooroo: A Critical 

Study.  

Yet research into his matrilineal side had lagged behind. Why did the academy not spend 

much time on that question? Is there an unwritten protocol, still, that prohibits critiquing 

constructions of even (partial) whiteness, while so often deconstructing blackness, Indian-ism, 

Jewishness, Oriental-ism and on? It would seem there is—perhaps subconsciously—that 

whiteness is still thought of as normal, correct and the dominant paradigm, and, therefore, 

above/not needing close scrutiny. Though this is the future—can whiteness (finally) be other than 

pure, be labeled as a social/personal fault line, since these are social constructs? 

Going back to his first work, the narrator of ‘Finish’ is raceless. The reader learns much 

later that the narrator in the Wild Cat series is Aboriginal. Although, what separates these two 

characters is very little, raising the question for identity well before the writer was ou(s)ted, 

which creates another question. Is there a true Aboriginal identity in Mudrooroo’s texts, or is it a 
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construction that the readers posit for its similarity? For many, the question (and answer) is very 

important.  

In Australia in recent years, there have been several thefts of Aboriginal cultural identity 

which mocks Aborigines in their struggles for acceptance and equality, not only in the art 

world, but in every sphere dealing with Aboriginal issues.
306

  

 

The prime example of this theft—  

Colin Johnson, now known as Mudrooroo. Colin Johnson has changed his name so many 

times it is hard to keep track of who he really is. One thing is for certain though, he is not 

an Aboriginal person.
307

 

 

Conversely, ‘the deployment of authenticity as a concept which meant to validate the 

categorization, reception and reading of literature is highly suspect.’
308

 This is a valid statement 

both in the abstract and in the practical sphere. But how are we to prove literature (and its 

creators) honest? A test (of purity of blood and mind) would have to be conceived. And with such 

a test, would not the eugenics of the world rejoice? However, not admitting the seriousness of 

such posturing glosses over the deep shame Aboriginal people must endure yet again.  

The literati, academia and the publishers, besides those ignorant Aborigines, seem to 

uphold his right to maintain his false identity. I ask you, where does that leave the 

indigenous people, the Nyoongar people, whose cultural identity he has stolen and made 

use of for his own ends? Are we to accept this state of affairs? Are we to let students from 

all over the country believe that he is a Nyoongar, an Aboriginal man. Are we to let this 

imposter make fools of us? 
309

 

 

 The question is compounded by the understanding that Elizabeth Durack had also 

engaged in a like deception.  

The next notorious person to assume an Aboriginal identity is Elizabeth Durack, an 

elderly white woman who paints under the pseudonym of Eddie Burrup. At first glance, 
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Eddie Burrup is construed as being Aboriginal. This is a deliberate ploy to delude people 

into thinking that her artistic work is done by an Aboriginal person.
310

  

 

The simple question of identity via pseudonyms is not the point. bell hooks (Gloria Watkins), 

Jamaica Kincaid (Elaine Potter), while the British (seeming men) George Eliot and the Bronte 

sisters
311

 are all examples of deliberate identity change. Instead, it is the historical context. 

 Terry Goldie, in ‘On Not Being Australian,’ discusses two ‘ethnic’ and publicly awarded 

writers of Australian letters: Mudrooroo and Demidenko. He writes that the first might not be 

‘truly’ aboriginal,312 and Demidenko was born to English migrants who were not Ukrainian. ‘As 

her mother puts it, ‘We are Poms, let’s be honest about it.’’313 Legitimacy, and questioned 

authenticity surrounds each case,—yet there is something else, slippage. Later, Goldie writes,  

There are many similar examples in the United States, the United Kingdom. My claim is 

that the special character of certain countries such as Canada and Australia, places where 

identity is a rather fragile thing, makes imposture a particularly important issue, and in 

case of the indigenous and the migrant, it becomes a still more difficult matter.314  

 

  Criticism and theory (though always needed) should be cautiously applied when a term 

or author gives definitive answers to societal-induced problems and phenomena. In her warning 

about postcolonial theory, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak writes, ‘Postcolonial studies, unwittingly 

commemorating a lost object, can become an alibi unless it is placed within a general frame.’315 

The question of ‘agency’ [i.e. self-generating action] can also be at risk, for who is the legitimate 

spokesperson, and is the terminology static? Moreover, there seems to be a question as to 

whether the discourse itself might be problematic.  
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Colonial Discourse studies, when they concentrate only on the representation of the 

colonized or the matter of the colonies, can sometimes serve the production of current 

neocolonial knowledge by placing colonialism/imperialism securely in the past, and/or by 

suggesting a continuous line from that past to our present.316  

 

Perhaps this is why theoretical wonderings should not be the sole purview of academics. ‘There 

is a damaging and self-defeating assumption that theory is necessarily the elite language of the 

socially and culturally privileged.’317 Nevertheless, the Academy is in a very solid place to offer 

such ideas, even if they are enhanced from other sources.  

What is less well known is that a member of the Nyoongah community first aroused 

Laurie’s curiosity about the results of research undertaken into the Johnson family’s 

ancestry. It was only following this initial approach that the journalist moved to contact 

the author’s older sister, Betty Polglaze, whose investigations had, in 1992 culminated in 

a reunion with a ‘lost’ younger brother whom she had neither seen nor heard of for over 

forty years. Any exposé of what has since been called ‘the Mudrooroo affair’ must 

therefore be regarded as an act performed by both ‘families.’
318

 

 

Mudrooroo was duly ‘defrocked’ as a kin member of Narrogin peoples. ‘The Kickett family 

rejects Colin Johnson’s claim to his Aboriginality and any kinship ties to the families throughout 

the Narrogin and Cuballing region.’
319

 Thus, there are serious consequences for ambiguity or 

obfuscation of the truth. Yet the situation for such censure seems to have made the Aboriginal 

community seem a little smaller. 

 Mudrooroo has rebutted these claims, pointing out, after dispatching his own 

investigators, that they could not find conclusive, paternal evidence.
320

 Yet that will not do much 

to assuage the controversy; Mudrooroo’s acknowledged then celebrated claims and literary 

contributions are, too, duly noted to pretend they never happened—or that ‘Mudrooroo’ ever 

existed. This being true, we are only left with the second question: how to appreciate his work? 
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The strangeness of Mudrooroo’s work transcends boundaries, occupying too much 

liminal space321 to be ignored.  Also, his work in theory and fiction challenges long-held 

(historical and political) foundations—for the betterment of Indigenous peoples. This is why 

there needs to be a separation between the person and the work—to save critics from becoming 

ensnarled in a ‘cult of (his or her) personality’ in the future, for it has certainly happened in the 

past. The trap of only seeing from the perspective of ‘one’s academic cult’ has also been 

pernicious. John Eustace wrote of this problem in explaining why anthropologists (and in a wider 

view, academics) have not been as forthwith as they should have: ‘In attending to the Mudrooroo 

affair the way we have, we have defended our territorial interests.’
322

 Personal gain has sullied 

the issues. A further mea culpa: ‘His Aboriginality legitimized our cultural practice; his 

authenticity legitimized ours.’
323

 Hence, one of the vehicles for Mudrooroo’s influence came 

from those who saw their fortunes tethered to his. But this still does not minimise the well-

documented effects that he has had on all things Aboriginal—or in other spheres of Indigenous 

thought. ‘In this way. Mudrooroo’s spectre haunts the uncanny limits of Australianness through 

fiction in its widest sense.’
324

 This is what the works have created in its readership and in the 

larger field of literature. 

Yet what Mudrooroo can be held in low regard for is something that Clark has argued. 
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His refusal to speak, however, also implies that Johnson is unwilling or perhaps unable to 

admit that the politics of the body in which he engaged depended for its authority on the 

same conceptual colonising apparatus he still professes to resist. It is not unreasonable to 

suggest that all things considered, the Aboriginal peoples, the academic communities, his 

readers and his biological family deserve something more than his silence.
325

 

 

This seems to be the most reasonable point; to those who seem loyal and have been (none 

more than Shoemaker,
326

 who has been at work ‘litigating’ to bring Mudrooroo and his texts back 

into ‘respectable’ discussions), a better explanation is warranted. Sadly, ‘Portrait’ does not 

expound on personal accountability. Instead, ‘Any identity we have is made up of our intricate 

relationships with our families (society), nature and the whole universe.’
327

 Therefore, one must 

question the sincerity of this summation.  

Nonetheless, ‘He cannot be easily removed from that heritage.’
328

 Or better, his work has 

served a purpose in unifying and creating spaces for modern Aboriginal ideas. Clearly merit, 

evasion and anger have all served to blur the essential power of the writing and the challenges 

which it poses for the host society/his readers, whenever and wherever they may be. However, 

understanding (and acknowledging) that Mudrooroo’s entire body of work is an attempt to 

neutralise and/or destroy hegemony will never be lost or diminished by the results of any DNA 

test. 
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Section Two—Sally Morgan 
 

Although a contemporary of Mudrooroo, Sally Morgan’s worldview is not nearly 

as angst driven. This does not mean her work is emotionally void or impersonal, however. 

My Place,  

tells of the search of its author, Sally Morgan, for her true place within the present and 

past Aboriginal culture, and also gives a very personal counter-version of traditional 

post-contact Australian history.
1
  

 

This story’s communicative tools are oral and literal, having recorded family interviews, to 

which the project is dedicated. The transcripts were then transferred; their essence onto paper and 

then into a (flowing) text. Her maternal, Aboriginal heritage side is featured at length. The 

project addresses a desire (for countless Aboriginal and/or Indigenous people) to create a 

connection between a past that has been partially erased and/or silenced, and a present that does 

not seem to be accorded a space. 

Mudrooroo and his characters are to be seen as loners. Morgan’s text, instead, is 

inclusive. With the support of numerous family members she creates a new, safe space for 

herself, and all her people. This also means the writing style is less experimental than 

Mudrooroo’s, using a standard format for self-discovery.
2
 Yet the venture is still sophisticated, 

weaving four familial, inter-relational narratives into one—Or, let us postulate, a family narrative 

Aboriginal people can ponder over while thinking of the space they do not readily enjoy, due to a 

vast social and historical void. 

My Place attempts to fill that void beginning with the dedication. ‘How deprived we 
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would have been if we had been willing to let things stay as they were. We would have survived, 

but not as a whole people. We would never have known our place.’
3
 The issue here is the ability 

to flourish as a whole being, instead of existing on the margins via institutional ostracization. 

‘This practice of habitation is more than the occupying of a location, it is itself a way of being 

within which, and through which comes to be.’
4
  

The first void that crowds out Morgan’s awareness of her place is the hospital. ‘The 

hospital again, and the echo of my reluctant feet through the long, empty corridors.’
5
 There is a 

detachment here since the location represents a Western, colonised space. ‘An ideally efficient, 

sanitized, scientific bureaucracy [that] also suggests the imposition of a certain totalizing system 

of social relations.’
6
 The Samoan writer, Albert Wendt, wrote more dealing with that institution 

and one other:  hotels. Such papalagi [of European descent] architecture has invaded Oceania 

with 

super-stainless/super-plastic/super-hygienic/super-soulless structure[s] very similar to 

modern hospitals, and its most nightmarish form is the new type tourist hotel—a multi-

stories edifice of concrete/steel/chromium/and air-conditioning.
7
  

 

The application of Western space antagonises all it touches. ‘I hated the bare boards that gleamed 

with newly applied polish, the dust-free window-sills, and the flashes of shiny chrome that 

snatched my distorted shape as we hurried past. I was a five-year-old in an alien environment.’
8
  

Morgan’s opposition and reasons for activism began very early. 

The best way to understand how My Place contests colonization is to split the work into 

two sections. The first can be titled ‘Not My Place.’ It chronicles a young, bewildered Sally 
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living in a household that is fearful of its being discovered as Aboriginal. This work is not 

without its contradiction, however, for, along with other Australian texts from the 1980s, it does 

‘privilege the nuclear family, intentionally or unintentionally, and in particular, sustain[s] the 

mythology of motherhood.’
9
 Nevertheless, the chapters read as vignettes, detailing how standard 

and respectable institutions (formal education and organised religion/the church), then 

governmental bodies (questions concerning her right to claim Aboriginal scholarship awards ) 

shunned her. This is all contained in the section titled ‘Not My Place: Home Instability.’ It bears 

this description for her home life (as a child), was not idyllic. Her father was abusive and the 

family was very poor—almost destitute. There were more travails though, including the 

problematic relationship with her grandmother Daisy. 

In the second section, here titled ‘(Re)Creating My Place,’ she proclaims her Aboriginal 

lineage as a location not to be shied away from, and so she explores it formally.  

The narration in My Place follows first Morgan’s journey from childhood to adulthood, 

then the gradual development of her identity through her slow understanding of herself, 

in relation to her family and their place within the Aboriginal kinship network at large 

and, finally, importance of the Aboriginal culture within Australia at large.
10

  

 

This wider view leads to a doubling back to an oral and re-visioned understanding of standard 

Australian history and Aboriginal people. ‘Morgan feels that she needs to go back to the 

beginning, to delve into the history of the Aboriginal people, if she is to discover her true 

identity.’
11

 Of which she admits in the text. ‘A very vital part of me was missing.’
12

 

 Her going back happens in a linear fashion, re-living her life from childhood to adult, 

from being a confused little girl to a proud Aboriginal woman. Along the way, each chapter (or 
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vignette) chronicles her confusion at not being allowed to fit into proper society, until she re-

examines her maternal history. On a different front, then, this can also be seen as her own 

‘battler’ tale. Battler since the term is one ‘used to describe ‘ordinary’ or working class 

individuals who persevere through their commitments despite adversity.’
13

 The vignettes 

chronicling her meagre home environment and status as an outsider strengthen this idea. 

‘Typically, this adversity comprises the challenges of low payment, family commitments, 

environmental hardships and of a lack of personal recognition.’
14

 The Sally Morgan depicted in 

much of the novel (then) is not much different from many of Mudrooroo’s characters—in plight. 

However, there the similarity ends, and three differences occur. 

My Place is not a text consumed by racial (nor class or gender) oppression—albeit those 

problems are present. Instead, the text is a means to chronicle her (and immediate family’s) 

struggles, and their successes. This is seen in her ability to construct a positive outcome, 

whereas, while if it were a Mudrooroo text, perhaps that would not be the case, since he has 

almost perfected, by his pen, the pathos that can surround one being from a broken home. This is 

the second important difference between their works. In Morgan’s novel, though there was 

abuse, the family remained together. And not only the nuclear aspect (mother, and all her 

children), but positive, older extended family members were present and offered what aid they 

could. Thirdly, had this happened while embracing and utilizing what Australian society has to 

offer. These themes are also in Epeli Hau’ofa’s work. He also addresses the plights of oppressed 

people—but on a larger platform, by critiquing the matter of global colonization. 
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Not My Place: Home Instability 
 

Not being able to connect, or reconnect to a holistic past, a younger Sally elicits help 

from her oldest, immediate elders: first, her great uncle Arthur, then mother, Gladys, and lastly, 

grandmother Daisy (also known as Nan). Of the three, Gladys gives insight into the troubled 

relationship she had with her husband (Bill Milroy).  

I suppose many people must wonder why on earth I didn’t just take the kids and leave. 

Well, I nearly did, on several occasions, but Bill always threatened me. He said, ‘Nobody 

will let someone like you bring up kids and you know it. I’m the one that’ll get custody, 

I’ll give them to my parents.’
15

  

 

Here he means an Aboriginal woman with mixed-blood kids. Further, with the history of 

Australian racial policies, this was not an idle threat; mixed race children were routinely taken 

from their Aboriginal mothers. The film, Rabbit Proof Fence
16

 has chronicled this policy very 

clearly indeed.  

Yet Gladys did not see herself as a victim. As with most of her family, she is proud of her 

achievements. 

What I’ve always hated is people feeling sorry for me, and I would hate that to happen, 

because when I think of it, I’ve really had a fantastic life. I’ve managed just lately to be 

able to talk about where I was brought up; up until now I haven’t been able to, so it’s 

good.
17

 

 

The text, then, has liberated Morgan’s mother as well. A positive not noted in many of the 

(negative) critiques of the work. One point, which will be listed later, is that the Morgan of the 

text was not an angry person—at her situation or white Australia. Yet since there is also a lack of 

                                                 
15

 Morgan 377. 
16

 Rabbit Proof Fence, dir. Phillip Noyce. Miramax Films, 2002. DVD. The film chronicles the struggles of 

Aboriginal mothers and their inter-racial daughters. A close look at Australian resettlement doctrine, circa 1930s, 

though the policy ran from 1869 to beyond 1969. The experience here is of three mixed blood Aboriginal girls, 

Molly Craig, Daisy Craig Kadbill and cousin, Gracie Fields (Played by Everlyn Sampi, Tianna Sansbury, and Laura 

Monaghan, respectively.). 
17

 Mary Wright, ‘A Fundamental Question of Identity: An Interview with Sally Morgan,’ Kunapipi 10:1-2 (1988): 

92-128. 



 96 

 

 

vituperative criticism (and concerns) with Gladys’ comments; those dismayed by the text’s ‘even 

temper’ should have leveled scorn (it would seem) at her mother as well. Saying she had ‘a 

fantastic life’ displays the same mindset as her daughter. Indeed, she does not curse out the 

‘white man’ either. Yet neither is a Pollyanna figure—quite the opposite. More, Gladys is a very 

determined person. She admits the abuse she suffered from her husband and Australian 

governmental policies, but then decides to not live (solely) by those events. Such strength of 

character, which can be seen throughout this work, leads to the reason—which will be discussed 

later—that most of the criticism is not due to Morgan being a traitor to the Aboriginal cause, but 

difficulty with not knowing how to interpret her Aboriginal experience (and place). 

FORMAL EDUCATION 

Problems with the academic system, rendered by Morgan, is not one unique to 

Aboriginal people—especially those who became professionals. Larissa Behrendt wrote, 

as an Aboriginal student and teacher, along similar lines. ‘Aboriginal people experience 

many hurdles in the education system.’
18

 As such, Morgan’s ambivalence/struggle against 

Western institutions and constructions began at an early age. Indeed, the educational 

system held the same place as the hospital.  

Mum chattered cheerfully as she led me down the bitumen path, through the main 

entrance to the grey weathered and asbestos buildings. One look and I was 

convinced that, like The Hospital, it was a place dedicated to taking the spirit out of 

life.
19

  

 

Morgan does end up in a formal class and bonds with reading, but she does not enjoy school. ‘By 

the beginning of second term at school, I had learnt to read, and was the best reader in my class. 

Reading opened up new horizons for me, but it also created a hunger that school could not 

                                                 
18

 Larissa Behrendt, ‘At the Back of the Class. At the Front of the Class: Experiences as Aboriginal Student and  

Aboriginal Teacher,’ Feminist Review 52 (1996): 27-35. 
19

 Morgan 15. 



 97 

 

 

satisfy.’
20

  

Succeeding in school did not mean that she felt comfortable. ‘They were the spick-

and-span brigade, and I, the grubby offender.’
21

 The ‘grubby offender’ here is the ‘grubby 

five-year old in an alien environment’ who had earlier visited the equally clean hospital. 

Here again, the feelings written are not outside the parameters of what other Aboriginals 

experience. From Behrendt: ‘I remember being reprimanded for wearing small symbols of 

my Aboriginality to school. I encountered a third grade teacher who told that ‘you people’ 

never amount to anything.’
22

  

 Young Sally’s sense of place was further challenged in high school, when she befriends a 

white schoolmate. ‘I think my intense admiration for Steph’s room caused me to become 

somewhat dissatisfied. I suddenly realized there was a whole world beyond what I knew. It was 

frightening.’
23

 This awareness (further) validates the text and answers why a young Morgan 

would be so dissatisfied—even conflict-ridden. 

 Can one be loyal to different ‘masters’? The answer is, ‘no.’ Even if the schools were 

were more sensitive to the struggles the Aboriginal students faced, those pupils would still feel 

ostracised. Being successful in a Mathematico-technologial culture
24

 in a manner deemed by 

western standards (potentially) puts Aboriginal children (and parents) in a horrible position. ‘If 

Aboriginal children are schooled in this way they will lose their Aboriginal identity.’
25

 This while 

realizing ‘economic opportunities’ lie with doing well in western pedagogy. The either/or 
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paradigm is one stress hegemony leverages for benefit and to the disadvantage of Indigenous 

people. 

ORGANISED RELIGION 

Missionary (Christian) service is a part of the colonization paradigm. The man young 

Sally married, Paul Morgan, and then later divorced, was born to missionary parents. Christianity 

is also seen as another pillar in Western civilization—including its missionary zeal. A young 

Morgan displayed this phenomena; being a convert and believer.  

 MORGAN: ‘Who are you?’ I asked mentally. 

  With a sudden dreadful insight, I knew it was God. 

MORGAN: ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. I don’t know why I was surprised. It  

was a church hall, after all. It had to be Him because the voice seemed to come 

from without not within, it transcended the reality of the room. I couldn’t even see 

my surroundings any more. I was having an audience with Him, whom I dreaded. 

The mental images that I had built up of Him so far in my life began to dissolve, 

and in their place a new image. A person, overwhelming love, acceptance and 

humour. What Nan’d call real class. In an instant, I became what others refer to as 

a believer.
26

 

 

Older, she reflected on the place of Christianity and Aboriginal beliefs—  

I think one can enhance the other. I have many relations who wouldn’t have the 

same beliefs as me, and would probably disagree with my religious beliefs, but 

they still have that Aboriginal spirituality, which I just think comes as part of that 

culture and as part of that inheritance.
27

  

 

Though such a musings should not be thought of as odd. Morgan had that side (Aboriginal 

spirituality), before she realised what it was. A younger Sally spoke of Nan’s private but 

expected special bird call. ‘This morning, I was waiting for the bird call. Nan called it her 

special bird, nobody had heard of it but her. This morning I was going to hear it, too.’
28

 

The special bird reappears in the last chapter, titled ‘The Bird Call.’ There it reassures a 

dying Nan, who must then assuage the fears of the family.  
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‘Ooh, no,’ she scoffed, ‘it was the Aboriginal bird, Sally. God sent him to tell me 

I’m going home soon. Home to my own land and my own people. I got a good spot 

up there, they all waitin’ for me.’
29

  

 

Because of her confused, in-between status, a young Sally struggled with her grandmother’s 

blending of religions—not knowing its Aboriginal roots. Morgan was also conflict-ridden with 

being a believer and a true follower. A good example is her fondness for belonging to a local 

youth group but not the Church proper.  

I joined the local youth group after that. I was full of ideas for making the meetings and 

outings we went on more interesting, but it was difficult to change the pattern that had 

been set in motion so many years before.
30

  

 

The tension is exacerbated when told she was an undesirable. Further proof that she was 

not acceptable to mainstream society. 

DEACON: ‘I’d like you to stop mixing with Mary.’ He smiled his charming smile again. 

MORGAN: ‘Why?’ I was genuinely puzzled.  

DEACON: ‘I think you know why.’ 

MORGAN: ‘No, I don’t.’ 

DEACON: ‘You’re a bad influence, you must realise that.’  

MORGAN: ‘What do you mean?’ 

DEACON: ‘This is Mary’s Leaving year, the same as yours. I don’t want her mixing  

with you in case she picks up any of your bad habits.’ 

MORGAN: I nodded my head, and he walked off. I was hurt and disappointed. He was a  

deacon, I’d looked up to him. I was lucky I had my pride, it came to my rescue  

yet again. I didn’t need people like him, I decided.
31

 

 

Her being relegated to the margins was not unique, as she found out.  

For a while, I’d been hearing about a girl who attended a church a few suburbs from mine 

who was supposed to have a great personality and sense of humour. I was keen to meet 

her. Firstly, because I hadn’t met many girls with a great sense of humour, and secondly, 

because I’d come in on quite a few conversations about this girl that ended in ‘Yeah, but 

she’s got a great personality’ or ‘Yeah but she’s nice, isn’t she?’ I wondered what was 

wrong with her. When we finally met, I understood. I can’t remember her name, but she 

was a very dark Aboriginal girl.
32
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This passage displays the clear divide between Australian and Aboriginal people. The problem 

with Aboriginals is that they are Aboriginal; marginal, not fully admissible. But there is no 

sadness with this contemporary. Her placement is curious for one of the common complaints of 

the text is the supposed lack of ‘real’ Aboriginal voices. Yet that accusation is not supported. 

Indeed, its opposite is clearly true. 

 One day, she told me she was leaving. 

 MORGAN: ‘What do you mean, leaving?’ I asked. ‘Where are you going?’ 

 ABORIGINAL GIRL: ‘I’m going back to live with my people.’ 

 MORGAN: ‘Your people?’ I was so dumb. 

 ABORIGINAL GIRL: ‘Yes. I’m going back to live with them. I want to help them if I  

can.’  

I was really sorry I wouldn’t be seeing her any more. And I wondered who  

her people were and why they needed help. What was wrong with them? I was too  

embarrassed to ask.
33

 

 

The passage proves that Morgan was aware of other Indigenous people. The problem, then, was 

her relationship to those she had been taught were not of her lineage. The old dilemma, then, had 

resurfaced and with it several other questions. Who was Sally Milroy (maiden name) and why 

could she not grasp societal distinctions lay between ‘race’ and culture? Her confusion came 

from her not being reared or taught as to her true heritage. It did not come from her hiding that 

fact from herself. 

IDENTITY/CITIZENSHIP  

Western perspectives and perceptions centre on individual identity to prove its difference 

and (thus space) from others. Not a small or unique issue.  

In the nineteenth century, the very notion of a fixed identity was doubtless a product of, 

and reaction to, the rapid change and transformation of both metropolitan and colonial 

societies which meant that, as with nationalism, such identities needed to be constructed 

to counter schisms, friction and dissent.
34

  

 

Even well after the nineteenth century, identity (and its markers) continues to be important. 
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Regardless of it being a social construct. Sally learns this as a young student. 

 In the first few chapters Morgan is seen as an outsider. This sentiment is reinforced by 

those outside her family.  

The kids at school had also begun asking us what country we came from. This puzzled 

me because up until then, I’d thought we were the same as them. If we insisted that we 

came from Australia, they’d reply, ‘Yeah, but what about ya parents, bet they didn’t come 

from Australia.’
35

 

 

When Sally asks her mother for clarification, Gladys dissembles, keeping her ignorant, but 

temporarily satisfied.  

MORGAN: ‘I mean, what country. The kids at school want to know what country we  

come from. They reckon we’re not Aussies. Are we Aussies, Mum?’ Mum was  

silent. Nan grunted in a cross sort of way, then got up from the table and walked 

outside. 

 GLADYS: ‘What do the kids at school say?’ 

MORGAN: ‘Anything. Italian, Greek, Indian.’ 

GLADYS: ‘Tell them you’re Indian.’ 

MORGAN: I got really excited, then. ‘Are we really Indian!’ It sounded exotic. ‘When  

did we come here?’ I added. 

GLADYS: ‘A long time ago,’ Mum replied. ‘Now, no more questions. You just tell them  

you’re Indian.’ 

MORGAN: It was good to finally have an answer and it satisfied our playmates. They  

could quite believe we were Indian, they just didn’t want us pretending we were  

Aussies when we weren’t.
36

  

 

 Young Sally is closely questioned by her schoolmates, for they perceive something is 

misplaced with her. She cannot be Australian (‘pure,’ in a Victorian sense). Yet they have trouble 

placing her securely with any Other sub-group. She mimics proper (Australian) behaviour well 

enough, but does not ‘look’ like an Australian.  Hence the problems with Sally’s identity were 

from those outside in their attempt to categorise her—not from some profound lack of self-

esteem. 

In Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, the protagonist, Marlow, has a similar problem with 
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identifying an African, who, circa 1700s-1960s, were all thought of as primitive. However, this 

particular African had an important duty, working the ship’s boiler. Much crew vexation ensues, 

for the man did not fit into the category he should. The African blurred the racial boundary line 

by not being ‘white,’ or acting ‘savage.’ Marlow is attended upstream by a mimic man. The 

African, like Sally, is an historical anomaly: ‘the savage who was fireman.’
37

  

Another similarity between these texts is that of satire. Critics of Heart of Darkness have 

railed against it as being a racist tract. However, the action played can also be thought of as 

deeply cynical of the Western idea of Enlightenment. The passages which make young Morgan 

completely oblivious should be taken the same way. She is writing about her younger life, and 

using a child’s naivety to express the problem of her surroundings, the culture and not herself. 

This performance gives the reader a better understanding of why she needed to find her own 

place. 

However, the tone for her older relatives, being that they have already lived through deep 

bouts of humiliation, is rendered differently. There is no light mood with them—only concern. 

That is why Gladys’ answer of ‘Indian’ solved the dilemma for the moment, but only that. Due to 

Nan’s experience with dominant society, she is so anxious lest her secret(s) will become known 

and spoken, and then she reacts extremely. 

Towards the end of the school year, I arrived home early one day to find Nan sitting at the  

kitchen table, crying. I froze in the doorway, I’d never seen her cry before. 

MORGAN: ‘Nan … what’s wrong?’ 

NAN: ‘Nothin’!’ 

MORGAN: ‘Then what are you crying for?’ She lifted her arm and thumped her clenched  

fist on the kitchen table.  

NAN: ‘You bloody kids don’t want me, you want a bloody white grandmother, I’m  

black. Do you hear, black, black, black!’ With that, Nan pushed back her chair and  

hurried out to her room. I continued to stand in the doorway, I could feel the strap  

of my heavy school bag cutting into my shoulder, but I was too stunned to remove  
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it.
38

 

 

As long as there was a silence over the past, there was plausible deniability. But that tactic was 

never reliable, so the fear of past and what it might portend was never far away. Still they needed 

to perform differently. 

Concrete instances of the impact of racialist, legislative texts on the corpus of Aboriginal 

Australia punctuate all three accounts. Daisy’s [Morgan’s grandmother] story reveals, for 

instance, how, in keeping with the legislation which prevented Aborigines from disposing 

their own property, she is not allowed to keep anything that belonged to her cousin, Helen 

Bunda, when the latter dies – it is Helen’s white employers who ‘inherit’ their Aboriginal 

servant’s meager possessions. Gladys’s [Morgan’s mother] account records the historical 

facts that Aboriginal people were legally obliged to obtain official permits to travel in 

Australia. 
39

 

 

This explains Daisy’s attempts to move closer to the centre.  

Acting in a certain manner, one that would be respectable to the larger culture, was born 

out of a need to be safe. There was no alternative for Daisy. She had witnessed, many times, 

what happened to those known to be Aboriginal. Hence, she tried, for the rest of her life, to act 

differently, using her own version of the politics of respectability.
40

 

The politics of persona and self-respect are not only relegated to questions dealing with 

race, however. Judith Butler has argued forcefully that gender is also a term tethered to 

performance and not to biology.  

In this sense, gender (author’s emphasis) is not a noun but neither is it a set of free-

floating attributes, for we have seen that the substantive effect of gender is performatively 

produced and compelled by the regulatory practices of gender coherence. Hence, within 

the inherited discourse of the metaphysics of substance, gender proves to be 

performative—that is, constituting the identity it is purported to be. In this sense, gender 
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is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject who might be said to pre-exist the 

deed.
41

  

 

In Gender Trouble, Butler goes on to say,  

In an application that [Friedrich] Nietzsche himself would not have anticipated or 

condoned, we might state as a corollary: There is no gender identity behind the 

expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ 

that are said to be its results.
42

  

 

Racial categories, identifications, should be seen in a similar manner.  

 Stuart Hall contends that race is a ‘floating signifier.’
43

 An image loaded with differing 

meanings, depending on the gazer and those gazed upon—not too dissimilar to gender. What is 

interesting, unlike the idea of a skinwalker, the ‘viewee’ has little agency—as opposed to the 

‘viewer.’ Instead, is trapped by what a culture or society sees that person or people as being. 

Worse, one might be forced to remain in that category. Butler’s Gender Trouble includes the 

word ‘Trouble’ not by happenstance. One who speaks differently than her perceived station can 

and normally will experience consequences and repercussions meant to ensure the wrong 

performance will not happen again. For the Milroy family, especially Nan, performing as 

something other than Aboriginal was the only reasonable survival tactic. They were never 

respected as having a legitimate culture. Even by those who supposedly had their best interests in 

mind. 

In colonial versions of Australian history, Aborigine people (when they are mentioned at 

all) are invariably dismissed for their feckless nomadism or their inherent aversion to work. This 

attitude may be clearly observed in Alice Drake-Brockman’s comment to Morgan, during a visit 
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she pays to the Drake-Brockmans in the hope of finding out more about her Aboriginal family 

history. ‘The natives never liked to work. You had to work with them if you wanted them to 

work. They always wanted to go walkabout. They couldn’t stand the tedium of the same job.’
44

 

Such a sentiment is reminiscent of Mudrooroo’s first official patron, Dame Mary Durack,  

Some [Aboriginals] became assimilated into the white community, but the majority 

continued to breed among themselves or [go] back into the Aborigines from other parts of 

the State, resulting in a drifting coloured minority caught in the vicious circle of a lack of 

opportunity and their own lack of stamina.
45

  

 

The viewpoints are not much different, but the identity/position of Mudrooroo is that of the 

rebel. Morgan is the traitor. This is the pervasiveness of perceptions that reinforces the belief 

based on agreed behavior/performance. Morgan’s text exposes such ideas and notions as wrong; 

an endeavour most writers must confront. Black American writer James Baldwin voiced a 

familiar charge. ‘Every society is really governed by hidden laws, by unspoken but profound 

assumptions on the part of the people.’
46

 Baldwin knew this rule well. 

In the 1950’s-1960s, Baldwin and other Black American intellectuals (before and after), 

sought refuge in Europe. There they reflected on the ease of living, as long as they had an 

American passport. They were safe and even celebrated in their Blackness—as long as they were 

not European. Richard Wright had also expressed such a freedom, but Baldwin at least placed a 

heavy caveat on believing in this utopia: one must know/have the right symbols and language. 

The meaning of Europe for an American Negro was one of the things about which 

Richard Wright and I disagreed most vehemently. He was fond of referring to Paris as the 

‘city of refuge’ – which it certainly was, God knows, for the likes of us. But it was not a 

city of refuge for the French, still less anyone belonging to France; and it would not have 

been a city of refuge for us if we had not been armed with American passports.
47

  

 

Hence, they were only safe as long as they performed as belonging to, yet estranged from a 
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dominant culture. In that manner they were fun to be around. But not France’s problem if they 

became trouble—they could be expelled. However, they would have to be very troublesome for 

that to happen. Chinua Achebe, commenting on the secure ability of Western artists wrote this:  

These children of the West roamed the world with the confidence of the authority of their 

homeland behind them. The purchasing power of even very little real money in their 

pocket set against the funny money all around them might often be enough to validate 

their authority without any effort on their part.
48

 

  

Hence, the political/rebellious sentiment many have espoused is dampened with knowing, by 

their identity, little damage would become them. Such an understanding does not diminish one’s 

stance, but lessens the ‘romantic aura’ attached. Indeed, these artists (and many more) fled their 

home countries because they were more than merely inhospitable, or conducive to living with 

dignity and respect. As for American Negroes, until late in the 1950s, life what very dangerous, 

with even pubic hangings still in the minds of people—both black and white. What should be 

noted, though, is the paradox: It is only that because they came from those particular countries, 

that they were also safe—abroad. Sadly, it makes several aspects of adult society seem rather 

base.  

Nevertheless, being conscious of one’s colour and its symbolic nature is needed to 

perform well. A young Sally, reflecting on her life, initially, did not.  

For the first time in my fifteen years, I was conscious of Nan’s colouring. She was right, 

she wasn’t white. What did that make us, what did that make me? I had never thought of 

myself as being black before.
49

  

 

Even at this juncture, Sally does not recognise the inherent problems of being outside, unlike her 

younger and more racially astute sister. 

JILL: ‘Boongs, we’re boongs!’  I could see Jill was unhappy with the idea.  

MORGAN: ‘What’s a boong?’ 

 JILL: ‘A boong. You know, Aboriginal. God, of all things, we’re Aboriginal!’ 
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MORGAN: ‘Oh.’ I suddenly understood. There was a great deal of social stigma  

attached to being Aboriginal at our school.
50

 

 

Young Sally is displayed as someone who sees/observes a confusing outside world—while 

staying ambivalently connected to it. Not too unlike Wild Cat, she lives existentially from the 

greater society, for that is not her space. Those locations are already occupied and/or heavily 

dominated. She does wonder about this new identity, but, and believes it is not new as much as 

not well known to her. 

MORGAN: I settled back into my mattress and began to think about the past. Were we  

Aboriginal? I sighed and closed my eyes. A mental picture flashed vividly before  

me. I was a little girl again, and Nan and I were squatting in the sand near the  

back steps. 

NAN: ‘This is a track, Sally. See how they go.’  

MORGAN: I watched, entranced, as she made the pattern of a kangaroo.  

NAN: ‘Now, this is a goanna and here are emu tracks. You see, they all different. You got  

to know all of them if you want to catch tucker.’ 

MORGAN: ‘That’s real good, Nan.’ 

NAN: ‘You want me to draw you a picture, Sal?’ She said as she picked up a stick.
51

 

 

By the end of this flashback, Morgan seems lost again.  

I opened my eyes, and, just as suddenly, the picture vanished. Had I remembered 

something important? I didn’t know. That was the trouble, I knew nothing about 

Aboriginal people. I was clutching at straws.
52

  

 

There is an understood amount of desperation here—though from the outlook of a child. 

Nonetheless, the yearning is legitimate, if the reader remembers that the text, though formatted in 

a straight forward manner, has blanks. These were caused by Morgan’s elders, who saw that 

living without a fixed lineage (thus performing in an inconspicuous manner), though with a 

certain end (alluding government detection) was their best chance to stay intact. Thus, true, a 

young Sally is grasping, but luckily, they were still familial straws. 
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Re(Creating) My Place: Confrontation 
 

Affirming and then fashioning a space/agency is the central theme of My Place. However, 

until there was official backlash, her topic was not research—the project being closer to a hobby, 

than a profession. Nevertheless, Morgan, not being formally recognised as Aboriginal was a 

threshold she wanted to cross. This is partly why she had applied for an Aboriginal scholarship. 

‘I desperately wanted to do something to identify with my new-found heritage and that was the 

only thing I could think of,’
53

 in ‘A Beginning.’ When she is confronted by an official concerning 

the scholarship,  

about halfway through that year, 1973, I received a brief note from the Commonwealth 

Department of Education, asking me to come in for an interview with a senior officer of 

the department,
54

  

 

there is a more defiant Sally, though the accusation would have angered most. 

We’ll get straight to the point. We have received information, from what appears to be a 

very reliable source, that you have obtained the Aboriginal scholarship under false 

pretenses. This person, who is a close friend of you and your sister, has told us that you 

have been bragging all over the university campus about how easy it is to obtain the 

scholarship without even being Aboriginal.
55

 

 

The outcome is a different one from what Daisy or Gladys would have had; Morgan 

reacts indignantly. 

I’d had it by then. ‘Look,’ I said angrily, ‘when I applied for this scholarship. I told you 

people everything I knew about my family, it was their decision to grant me a 

scholarship, so if there’s any blame laid, it’s your fault, not mine. How do you expect me 

to prove anything? What would you like me to do, bring my grandmother and mother in 

and parade them up and down so you can all have a look?
56

 

 

At this point Morgan has no verifiable proof, except the spectacle parading her mother and 

grandmother. She decides to not back away from her now official designation however, partly 
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because of the injustice her grandmother suffered.  

Just then, for some reason, I could see Nan. She was standing in front of me, looking at 

me. Her eyes were sad, ‘Oh Nan,’ I sighed, ‘why did you have to turn up now, of all 

times?’ She vanished as quickly as she came. I knew then that, for some reason, it was 

very important I stayed on the scholarship. If I denied my tentative identification with the 

past now, I’d be denying her as well. I had to hold on to the fact that, some day, it might 

all mean something.
57

 

 

In her push to understand her past, she also realises her own inability to withstand official 

scrutiny stems from her mother’s and grandmother’s lack of identity and place. The legacy of 

oppression is always felt, and then disseminated. 

I looked at Mum and Nan and I realised that part of my inability to deal constructively 

with people in authority had come from them. They were completely baffled by the 

workings of government or its bureaucracies. Whenever there were difficulties, rather 

than tackle them directly, they’d taught us it was much more effective to circumvent or 

forestall it. And if that didn’t work, you could always ignore it.
58

 

 

Such actions are not surprising by those who have not ‘benefitted’ from government 

benevolence; many in an unprotected minority status have similar stances. Nan’s feelings on this 

point are the most prominent though, and those young Sally tries hardest to penetrate, but 

clumsily, as the passage about bribing housing officials shows.  

 NAN: ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sally.’ 

MORGAN: ‘Yes, you do. All these years, you’ve been frightened that we’d get evicted.  

That’s why you’ve been buttering up the rent men. You thought if it came to the 

crunch, he might put in a good word for us.’ 

 NAN: ‘Good men have collected rent from this house over the years, Sally. Don’t you go  

running down the rent men.’
59

 

 

However, Nan is not without her ability to connect to other groups who have suffered.   

NAN: ‘Hmmph, you think you know everything, don’t you?’ she replied bitterly. ‘You  

don’t know nothin’, girl. You don’t know what it is like for people like us. We’re  

like those Jews, we got to look out for ourselves.’ 

 MORGAN: ‘What do you mean people like us? We’re just like anybody else, aren’t we?  

I didn’t even know you knew Jews existed, how on earth could we be the same as 

                                                 
57

 Morgan 179-80. 
58

 Morgan 129. 
59

 Morgan 130-31. 



 110 

 

 

them?’ 

NAN: ‘In this world, there’s no justice, people like us’d all be dead and gone now if it  

was up to this country.’ She stopped and wiped her mouth with a man’s 

handkerchief. Her eyes looked tired and wet. 

 MORGAN: ‘Nan,’ I said carefully. ‘What people are we?’
60

 

 

In this exchange the reader understands the underpinning symbolic nature of Nan comparing 

their plight to Jewish people; persecuted, abused. From the perspective of one who has been 

abused, laws and the idea of human rights are at best far off concepts. What the oppressed 

experience instead is violence, degradation and humiliation. Within that context, it might seem 

reasonable to curry favour with any and all who seem to be in an official capacity. 

 Nan, gives hints for the obfuscations, though, is also a product of her subjugation, 

actively engaging in racialist language. An illustration of this is the chastisement of her brother, 

Arthur. ‘You silly old man,’ she grumbled, ‘who do you think you are? Nobody’s interested in 

your stories. You’re just a silly old blackfella.’
61

 However, Nan, always fearful of others piercing 

her act, does not understand that such a term, depending on the person, is a term of endearment.  

   ‘Aah, you’ll have to think of a better name than that to call me,’ he smiled, ‘I’m proud 

of bein’ a blackfella. Anyway, you’re a blackfella yourself, what do you think of that?!’    

   Nan was incensed. No one had called her blackfella for years. She bent down to him 

and said, ‘I may be a blackfella, but I’m not like you. I dress decent and I know the right 

way to do things. Look at you, a grown man and you got your pants tied up with a bit of 

string!’
62

 

 

 Though the arguments and fights over her status always seem present, it was six years 

after the confrontation with an official from the Commonwealth Department of Education,
63

 that 

Morgan announced writing the text. ‘I’m going to write a book. It was the beginning of 1979.’
64

 

She also tells her mother about the written history she read in Battye Library, proving Morgan 
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does not see a problem in combining oral and written accounts for a better understanding of the 

past. 

MORGAN: ‘I went to Battye Library the other day, Mum.’ 

GLADYS: ‘What for?’ 

MORGAN: ‘It’s a history library. Western Australian history. I wanted to read up on  

Aborigines.’ 

GLADYS: ‘Oh,’ Mum said keenly, ‘did you find out anything interesting?’ 

MORGAN: ‘I sure did. I found out there was a lot to be ashamed of.’ 

GLADYS: ‘You mean we should feel ashamed?’ 

MORGAN: ‘No, I mean Australia should.’ 

GLADYS: Mum sat down. ‘Tell me what you read.’ 

MORGAN: ‘Well, when Nan was younger, Aborigines were considered subnormal and  

not capable of being educated the way whites were. You know, the pastoral  

industry was built on the back of slave labour. Aboriginal people were forced to  

work, if they didn’t the station owners called the police in. I always thought  

Australia was different from America, Mum, but we had slavery here too. The  

people might not have been sold on the blocks like the American Negroes were,  

but there were owned just the same.’
65

 

   

For those who share the same status as Aboriginal people, the ‘Law’ is designed only for the 

powerful. The Indigenous must find a different path.  

Hence Morgan’s seeming naivety serves a greater role—she is an ‘apostle’ on a quest for 

truth and enlightenment. The journey compels her to seek the narratives of her relatives to better 

understand who and what she is. To this end she needs Arthur, separated by gender, and Gladys, 

by era, to share their stories of dislocation and injustice (similar to that) suffered by Daisy.  

ARTHUR CORUNNA 

In ‘Where there’s a Will,’ Sally talks to her great uncle Arthur, whose agency is not mired 

in shame or voluntary amnesia. Instead, he has triumphed in two different worlds. ‘I got all my 

land up in Mukinbudin, that’s more than what most blackfellas got.’
66

 By obtaining land in a 

Western sense, he becomes a success in ways that were seen the purview of white Australians.  

Arthur Corunna’s story, for example, presents Aboriginality as a split-identity. Arthur is 
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the first to tell his story within Morgan’s text and seems keen to relate his indestructibility 

in the face of hardship. On one level his story fits well with other ‘Aussie-battler’ 

narratives; conversely, through the process of naming and asserting his relationship with 

specific places and people, he clearly locates his story in an indigenous framework.
67

 

 

Arthur’s mobility is not from a romantic notion of nomadism, though. He left to preserve 

his life, as his recounting of the punishment meted out by Bob Coulson, a worker there, details. 

‘He raced around the dormitory like a madman, beating us with a long cane over the head and 

body. He didn’t care where he hit us, he just beat us till we bled.’
68

 (This is the same type of 

treatment Mudrooroo and his character Wildcat speaks of.
69

) Arthur is an authentic speaker who 

must be conferred. He has overcome the struggles most fell prey to, as a noted farmer of 

Muckinbudin, earning him ‘bush hero’ status. His other value comes from disabusing Morgan of 

the idea that Judith Drake-Brockman, Alice’s daughter, understood their family history.  

MORGAN: The following evening, Mum and I sat chatting to Arthur. After we’d finished  

our tea, I said, ‘I visited Judith Drake-Brockman the other day, Arthur.’ 

ARTHUR: ‘What did you do that for?’ 

MORGAN: ‘Oh, I thought she might be able to tell me something about Corunna Downs  

and something about Nan.’ 

ARTHUR: ‘You wanna know about Corunna, you come to me. I knew all the people  

there.’ 

MORGAN: ‘I know you did,’ I paused. ‘Can I ask you a question?’ 

ARTHUR: ‘You ask what you like.’ 

MORGAN: ‘Judy told me Nan’s father was a chap by the name of Maltese Sam, have  

you ever heard of him?’
 70

 

 

Arthur responds strongly to having outsiders be allowed to tell his family history.  

Are you gunna take the word of white people against you own flesh and blood? I got no 

papers to prove what I’m sayin.’ Nobody cared how many blackfellas were born in those 

days, nor how many died. I know because my mother, Annie, told me. She said Daisy and 

I belonged to one another. Don’t you go takin’ the word of white people against mine.
71
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He then goes on to explain why Alice Howden Drake-Brockman was not a reliable 

resource, and that Alfred Howden was their father.  

Don’t forget Alice was Howden’s second wife and they had the Victorian way of thinking 

in those days. Before there were white women, our father [Alfred Howden] owned us, we 

went by his name, but later, after he married his first wife, Nell, he changed our names. 

I’ll tell you more about that one day.
72

 

  

His depiction of the ‘way things were’ gives a better understanding of why Daisy and Gladys 

would be hesitant to talk of their pasts. 

I remember seein’ native people all chained up around the neck and hands, walkin’ 

behind a policeman. They often passed the station that way. I used to think, what have 

they done to be treated like that. Made me want to cry, just watchin’. Sometimes, we’d 

hear about white men goin’ shooting blackfellas for sport, just like we was some kind of 

animal. We’d all get scared then. We didn’t want that to happen to us. Aah, things was 

hard for the blackfellas in those days.
73

  

 

This is the treatment suffered by the powerless. They do not enjoy full participation (without 

struggle) that others might take for granted. This regardless of how ‘patriotic’ the minority 

person behaves, as Arthur comments. 

They never even treated the blackfellas right during the war. I heard of this native bloke, 

he went and fought for the country overseas, when he came back he still wasn’t a citizen, 

he had to get an exemption certificate. And he wasn’t even allowed to vote. That’s the 

white man’s justice for you. You see, the black man remembers these things. The black 

man’s got a long memory.
74

 

 

Arthur freely gives content and context, however seeks clarification on why she has persisted, as 

if ensuring her intentions are honorable. As a literary device, it also answers the question for the 

intended reader. 

MORGAN: ‘I want to write the history of my own family,’ I told him. 

ARTHUR: ‘What do you want to do that for?’ 

MORGAN: ‘Well, there’s almost nothing written from a personal point of view about  

Aboriginal people. All our history is about the white man. No one knows what it  

was like for us. A lot of our history has been lost, people have been too frightened  
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to say anything. There’s a lot of our history we can’t even get at, Arthur.’
75

 

 

With her incorporating ‘us’ answers, Arthur asks if he could be included.  

 ARTHUR: ‘Do you think you could put my story in that book of yours?’ 

 MORGAN: ‘Oh Arthur, I’d love to!’ 

ARTHUR: ‘Then we got a deal. You got that tape-recorder of yours? We’ll use that. You  

just listen to what I got to say, if you want to ask questions, you stop me. Now,  

some things I might tell you, I don’t want in the book, is that all right?’
76

 

   

The exchange here is relevant for two reasons. The first will be touched on briefly
77

 (then 

discussed further in the conclusion of this section). The second, discussed here is that the 

dialogue represents a merger of two realms: orality and modernity. A rebuttal to the colonial 

narrative which says native peoples are forever fearful of technology; afraid of what the white 

(boogey) man might have. That caricature, and the ‘happy-go-lucky’ trait are constructs used to 

portray native (or any other than white) peoples as needing help. They are like children, after all. 

One literary example of the loveable buffoon comes from Aneas Gunn’s We of the Never-Never, 

published in 1908.  

The blacks (and the Chinese) are alternatively comic, sly, affectionate, loyal and useful—

indeed somewhere between children and dogs whom the ‘missus’ learns to manage 

because she is genuinely fond of them.
78

  

 

Though the allusion is maternal, the colonial context is a paternalistic one.  

This is the backdrop to what is taking place. By Arthur demanding and Morgan agreeing 

to use the tape recorder as a legitimate device in getting the truth, the reader sees the crafting of 
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her identity is not by happenstance (Nor ignorance of technology.). Yet there was an objection. 

He did not want the Drake-Brockman question trespassing on his narrative.  

Before we start there’s something else. I don’t want my story mixed us with the Drake-

Brockmans’.’ If you’re going’ to write their story as well, I’ll have none of it. Let them 

write their own story.
79

 

 

His stipulation further privileges the integrity and authenticity of Sally’s Aboriginal family 

heritage. This while strengthening what will be an oral accounting in a written (and so Western) 

space and an identifiable ‘proper’ style. 

GLADYS MILROY 

Arthur’s battler past gives Gladys permission to be more at ease at claiming her 

Aboriginality. ‘For Mum in particular, there was something to be proud of.’
80

 Therefore, when 

Sally decides to travel (metaphysically as well) to her relatives’ birthplace for more clarification, 

‘I decided that our best course was to return to Nan and Arthur’s birthplace, Corunna Downs,’
81

  

her mother decides to accompany her. ‘I’m coming and that’s that!’
82

 Gladys’ contemporary 

identity has also been grounded in not knowing her past. 

In ‘Return to Corunna’ Morgan and her mother meet a relative they were not expecting, 

which leads to a wider re-telling and affirming of Morgan’s matrilineal heritage.  

By the time we arrived in Port Hedland, we were eager to begin our investigations. We’d 

been told to look up an older gentleman by the name of Jack, as he knew a lot of people 

in the area and might be able to help us.
83

  

 

The older gentleman was her maternal grandfather Jack McPhee (Aboriginal name: 

Wanamurraganya), who gives her more information concerning her family tree.  

 Another point of contention for many critics of Morgan centres on her not engrossing 
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herself enough in all things Aboriginal. She is an interloper, according to some Aboriginal 

thinkers. However, she is warmly welcomed (albeit in very melodramatic fashion) after she 

declares what culture she claims to be hers— 

WANAMURRAGANYA: ‘Well, I’ll be,’ he said, with tear in his eyes, ‘So you’ve come  

back! There’s not many come back. I don’t think some of them are interested.  

Fancy, you comin’ back after all these years.’ 

MORGAN: ‘Are we related to you, then?’ 

WANAMURRAGANYA: ‘Well now, which way do you go by, the blackfella’s way or  

the white man’s way?’’ 

MORGAN: ‘The blackfella’s way.’ 

WANAMURRAGANYA: ‘Then I’m your grandfather.’
84

 

 

But her search did not stop here—there was yet another surprise. A connection to pastoral 

Australia. While inspecting old photographs, she and Gladys find an ‘odd’ person: Alfred 

Howden.  

Suddenly, I held up a photograph of Howden as a young man next to her face. We both 

feel into silence. ‘My god,’ I whispered. ‘Give him black curly hair and a big bust and 

he’s the spitting image of you!’
85  

 

With it now impossible to deny Morgan’s project or doubt its integrity, Gladys is persuaded to 

tell of her life. 

GLADYS: ‘There’s been so much sadness in my life,’ Mum said, ‘I don’t think I can take  

any more.’ 

 MORGAN: ‘You want to talk about it?’ 

 GLADYS: ‘You mean for that book?’ 

 MORGAN: ‘Yes.’ 

GLADYS: ‘Well’ she hesitated for a moment. Then, with sudden determination, she  

said, ‘Why shouldn’t I? If I stay silent like Nanna, it’s like everything’s all right.  

People should know what it’s like for someone like me.’
86

 

 

What ‘people should know’ are the feelings of dislocation and shame.  

I have no memory of being taken from my mother and placed in Parkerville 
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Children’s Home, but all my life I’ve carried a mental picture of a little fat kid 

about three or four years old. She’s sitting on the verandah of Babyland Nursery, 

her nose is running and she’s crying. I think that was me when they first took me 

to Parkerville.
87

 

 

Gladys (like Daisy
88

), has also wished she were of a different race. ‘I feel embarrassed 

now, to think that, once, I wanted to be white. As a child, I even hoped a white family would 

adopt me, a rich one, of course. I’ve changed since those days.’
89

 This admission comes after she 

has become a successful business woman and on hearing how her uncle has contributed his life 

story. Curious, the idea of being adopted here, as a white child, is made with the stipulation that 

it be a rich one. Such a location would not be contested. Remnants of this sentiment (class), it 

would seem, followed her into her adulthood.  

I’m still a coward. When a stranger asks me what nationality I am, I sometimes say 

a Heinz variety. I feel bad when I do that. It’s because there are still times when 

I’m scared inside, scared to say who I really am.
90

 

  

This very real fear translated into staying with her abusive husband. ‘Aboriginal women 

weren’t allowed to keep children fathered by a white man. I couldn’t take the chance of losing 

them, I had to stay and try to cope somehow. They were all I had.’
91

 Such sexist-racist privilege 

was institutionalised, as Daisy later explains.  

In those days, it was considered a privilege for a white man to want you, but if you had 

children, you weren’t allowed to keep them. You was only allowed to keep the black 

ones. They took the white ones off you ‘cause you weren’t fit to raise a child with white 

blood.
92

  

 

Their lack of agency was not by mistake. Instead, for 

many Aborigines, sexual violation of cultural codes was constitutive of being part of a 

subjugated people. There were no forms of protection from such a personal violation. 
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There was no social or legal recourse to protect their personal rights or their sense of 

personal dignity.
93

 

 

This environment was not conducive to a sense of proud identity, but some Aboriginal 

children did retain a sense of unity and fidelity, as Gladys recounts.  

Every morning the older girls came over to bathe us. I dreaded bath time because of the 

carbolic soap and the hard scrubbing-brushes. The House Mother used to stand in the 

doorway and say, ‘Scrub ’em clean, girls!’ We’d cry, those brushes really hurt. Our crying 

always seemed to satisfy her, she’d leave, then. As soon as she’d left, the girls would 

throw the brushes away and let us play. It got that way that we’d start crying as soon as 

the House Mother appeared in the doorway.’
94

  

 

Underscoring the balance sought in not being portrayed as a victim, Gladys tells of an example 

of compassion amongst the children. This is also an example of passive-aggressive rebellion. 

I guess that was one of the few times when I was lucky to be black, because the older 

Aboriginal girls always gave us black babies an extra kiss and cuddle. That gave me a 

wonderful feeling of security, I’ll always be grateful for that time. You see, even though 

we weren’t related, there were strong ties between black kids.
95

  

 

Yet having such a protective support system did not last very long. In her teenage years 

she meets her future husband, Bill Milroy, at an engagement party, and knows there will be 

tragedy, severely limiting any possibility of creating her space. 

It was strange, really, because, all my teenage years, I’d dreamt of this man who I would 

one day meet and marry, so it was quite a shock to see him at this party. The dreams I’d 

had about him were always mixed up and recurring. Sometimes, they turn into 

nightmares. My future marriage was to turn out like that, it was to be good and bad, only 

I didn’t know it then.
96

 

 

 This not knowing is similar to that of the main characters from Mudrooroo’s Master of 

the Ghost Dreaming series, and the children in Long Live Sandawara. There is an attempt at 

freedom, but they do not have the tools or ability. Perhaps more particular to the Master of the 

Ghost Dreaming, in their bafflement, parents are not able to care for their children. George was 
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lost to his adoptive parents who were not able to properly care for him. In Morgan’s text, her 

grandmother, and mother were not given rights that would have kept them stable, with Gladys 

presented with a doomed marriage before it had begun. Thus young Sally is confused, but the 

difference in Morgan’s and Mudrooroo’s work is that the family, maligned and problematic, is 

still intact. This key, of being connected to something, is also a theme in Epeli Hau’ofa’s work 

for Oceania, which has had its destiny altered by outside groups, but re-aligned from within. 

Perhaps, ultimately that is one of the reasons Morgan and Hau’ofa’s work seems to have 

conclusions not as dark as Mudrooroo’s. 

DAISY CORUNNA’S STORY 

The text builds upon each episode leading to the final discovery. Although, the claiming 

and epiphanies are not for Morgan. They are for Daisy (and various implied readers).  

Daisy’s recollection is similar to that of Gladys and Morgan, but the difference in context 

is crucial. Daisy is one of the Stolen Generation – a term used to describe an entire 

generation of Aboriginal children of mixed parentage who were taken away from their 

parents and placed into the care of white people.
97

  

 

Since Daisy’s story is the most traumatic, the need to be accommodating, by seeming 

sympathetic and empathetic, is most important. Because of this, proof had to be given that 

Morgan’s self-discovery quest was an important link to the family establishing its rightful place.  

As with Gladys, knowing Arthur’s story helped convince an extremely reluctant Daisy 

into telling her history.  

I read her the section on Arthur’s boxing days. When I stopped, she said, ‘That’s a 

wonderful story, a really good one. I did enjoy it, where did you get such a story from?’  

‘This is what I’ve been writing, Nan,’ I grinned. ‘That’s Arthur’s story.’ 
98

  

 

His affirming story reduces her reticence and silence.  

I read a little more, and then we began to talk about the old days and life on Corunna 
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Downs Station. For some reason, Nan was keen to talk. As she went on and on, her breath 

began to come shorter and shorter grasps. Her words tumbled out one over the others, as 

if her tongue couldn’t say them quickly enough.
99

  

 

She is also motivated by her own mortality and would not be able to aid much in reconnecting 

past and present. 

Daisy’s narrative reiterates some of the same concerns other family members: dislocation, 

fear and injustice, but begins with affirmations. ‘My name is Daisy Corunna, I’m Arthur’s sister. 

My Aboriginal name is Talahue.’
100

 Throughout the text she has claimed amnesia, though here, 

into Morgan’s tape recorder, she ends her long silence.  

On the station, I went under the name Daisy Brockman. It wasn’t until I was older that I 

took the name Corunna. Now, some people say my father wasn’t Howden Drake-

Brockman, they say he was this man Malta. What can I say? I never heard ’bout this man 

from Malta before. I think that’s a big joke. And you see, that’s the trouble with us 

blackfellas, we don’t know who we belong to, no one’ll own up.
101

 

 

 The inherent schism between the indigenous (when subjugated) and the dominant culture 

produces feelings that do not leave, as Daisy Corunna admits,  

I’m ’shamed of myself, now. I feel ’shamed for some of the things I done. I wanted to be 

white, you see. I’d lie in bed at night and think if God could make me white, it’d be the 

best thing. Then I could get on in the world, make somethin’ of myself. Fancy, me 

thinkin’ that. What’s wrong with my own people?
102

  

 

Such notions should not be seen in a vacuum, however, for all institutions are skewed toward 

those in power.  

In My Place, political legal and economic control is exercised by white people, such as 

Howden and Alice Drake-Brockman, the police, missionaries and educators. Alice, Daisy, 

Arthur and Gladys Corunna were coerced into accepting white (author’s emphasis) 

assessment of themselves as ‘inferior’ and therefore as subordinate. The exercising of 

white power in the lives of the Corunnas is pervasive throughout all facets of their lives: 

the sexual use and abuse of their bodies; the enforced denial of family rights; restricted 
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use of their language to English and restricted communication with family members.
103

 

 The account of Daisy succinctly describes this plight, and the lasting effects on her 

and anyone else, perhaps, who would have had to endure it.  

I was owned by the Drake-Brockmans and the government and anyone who wanted to 

pay five shillings a year to Mr. Neville to have me. I been scared all my life, too scared to 

speak out. Maybe if you’d have had my life, you’d be scared, too.
104

  

 

Daisy contextualises her bitterness and resignation with an analogy to the colonization of her 

body. 

Aah, that colour business is a funny thing. Our colour goes away. You mix us with the 

white man, and pretty soon you got no blackfellas left. Some of these whitefellas you see 

walkin’ around, they really black underneath. You see, you never can tell. I’m old now, 

and look at me, look at my skin on my arms and legs, just look! It’s goin’ white. I used to 

be a lot darker than I am now. I don’t know what’s happened. Maybe it’s the white blood 

takin’ over, or the medicine they gave me in the hospital, I don’t know.
105

 

 

Of the three older relatives, Daisy alone cannot fully recreate a semblance of space or 

territory. She being female, had been limited in opportunities, and, unlike Gladys, was never 

allowed to become literate. 

They told my mother I was goin’ to get educated. They told all the people I was goin’ to 

school. I thought it’d be good, goin’ to school. I thought I’d be somebody real important. 

My mother wanted me to learn to read and write like white people. Then she wanted me 

to come back and teach her. There were a lot of the older people interested in learnin’ 

how to read and write then. 

Why did they tell my mother that lie? Why do white people tell so many lies? I 

got nothin’ out of their promises. My mother wouldn’t have let me go just to work.
106

 

 

Thus Daisy is sent to Perth, Claremont, and lastly, to Ivanhoe, soon to be disheartened, and 

yearning to be reunited with her people. 

At night, I used to lie in bed and think ’bout my people. I could see their camp fire and 

their faces. I could see my mother’s face and Lilly’s [an older sister]. I really missed 

them. I cried myself to sleep every night. Sometimes, in my dreams, I’d hear them 

wailing, ‘Talahue! Talahue! and I’d wake up, calling, ‘Mum!’ Mum!’ You see, I needed 
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my people, they made me feel important. I belonged to them. I thought ‘bout the animals 

too. The kangaroos and birds. And of course, there was Lily. I wondered if she had a new 

boyfriend. I missed her, I missed all of them.
107

 

 

Yet Daisy does not acquiesce to the colonial myth of ‘happy darkies loving their masters,’ though 

one was offered: ‘Alice kept tellin’ me, ‘We’re family now, Daisy.’’
108

 Daisy did not agree, and 

as such is ‘saved’ from complete madness, seen in, Urfried’s (tribal name Ulrica) manner, in the 

novel Ivanhoe. Yet this is not a complete or satisfactory ‘victory.’ She is still detached in ways 

most would think are horrible to contemplate. 

Thing is, they wasn’t my family. Oh, I knew the children loved me, but they wasn’t my 

family. They were white, they’d grow up and go to school one day. I was black, I was a 

servant. How can they be your family?
109

  

 

Not being allowed to fully enter proper Australian society (by being literate) was devastating 

enough. Even more incredible, this happened in addition to being severed from Aboriginal 

society—with the realization there will never be a reunion of any sort. Such a predicament left 

Daisy without a place or family. This situation also left her without something else, perhaps, 

even more intangible, and that is hope. It is true that Daisy being able to reject the ‘lie’ told by 

Alice proves she is one of great strength, but sadly, and historically, her treatment is not different 

than that experienced of Ludjee or any of the other Aboriginal women in Mudrooroo’s middle 

texts.  
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Conclusion of the Morgan Section 

 My Place can be seen as having elements of universal appeal, as in recognition of great 

difficulties, and restoring faith. Such are important aspects in canonical work. Some of the 

travails are forced silence, victimization of women, and near cultural annihilation. On the more 

positive side is a belief in the written word as a form of redress. Of course these are not the sole 

properties of any one group, and thus cannot be monopolised. Mysteriously, it is this inclusive 

landscape which has forced some critics to question the entire endeavour. There are two over-

lapping critiques that form a Venn diagram of dissent—what is left in the middle is proof of 

Morgan’s poor writing ability and ‘hucksterism.’  

The first encompasses questions of Morgan’s legitimacy and authenticity to write My 

Place. This stems from her not exclaiming her ‘Aboriginalness’ from birth. Some critics (most 

particularly those discussed in this section) have conveniently dismissed her admission of not 

being told. Even more, there was a dissembling project to keep that part of her heritage hidden. 

Hence, she ‘found’ who she was in her adulthood ‘by suspecting a deceit.’
110

 This also factors 

into Morgan’s reason for publishing such a work—to serve as a model for those searching for 

their place. But such motivation is viewed dubiously. ‘At the back of all these critiques of My 

Place lies the question of authenticity.’
111

  

The second charge accuses the plot and storyline as being too simplistic (a point briefly 

mentioned while discussing Arthur Corunna’s contribution). ‘My Place can also be likened to a 

detective novel, according to its conventions.’
112

 As such the work might be a respectable 

example of pulp fiction, but should not be thought of as literature. These charges, especially the 
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second, over-look certain points. My Place, while readily consumed, is connected back in theme 

to/via established literature (Ivanhoe). Also, borrowing from different genres shows command of 

the craft. ‘The inventor knows how to borrow.’
113

 More, its ‘heteroglossia’ narrative connects it 

to literary theory. Those connections will be commented on after discussing the question of 

legitimacy. 

Concerning Morgan’s legitimacy, there is a curious synergy with the harsher criticism. 

That chorus is comprised of non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal writers. Male and female. Therefore, 

Bain Attwood, in criticizing Morgan, is a solid template for Aboriginal writer and thinker, Jackie 

Huggins. They have a similar view of her and the text. Thus, Huggins’ critique seems genuinely 

suspect when she defensively uses Attwood’s criticism to ground hers. ‘Foremostly I detest the 

imposition that anyone who is non-Aboriginal can define my Aboriginality for me and my 

race.’
114

 She goes on  to write, ‘There are no books written by non-Aboriginals that can tell me 

what it is to be Black as it is a fiction and an ethnocentric presumption to do so.’
115

 Nevertheless, 

she endorses his position.  

Having said all this, [Bain] Attwood’s argument is the only deconstruction of 

Aboriginality that I have found even remotely interesting and makes some poignant 

remarks which need addressing.
116

   

 

Such an admission means any reasonable person can have insightful ideas concerning 

Aboriginality—or, at the very least, in opposition to a text with Aboriginal issues. 

 ‘Morgan’s My Place is part of a growing body of writing by Aborigines about their past 

and, like most of that literature, takes the form of autobiography and family history.’
117

 What is 
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at odds is the family history. Albeit Attwood (later Huggins) believes Sally Morgan is genetically 

Aboriginal. But this is not good enough without ‘a particular historical experience.’  

Unlike other Aboriginal writers who have been conscious of their Aboriginality (defined 

in terms of a particular historical experience which they have in common), Morgan was 

unconscious of her Aboriginal background and only becomes fully cognisant of her 

‘Aboriginality’ through the telling of the history of various members of her family.
118

  

 

Such a complaint, blaming her for not knowing about her lineage is a problematic one.  In 

addition, this explanation leaves out the part of the text where she writes her mother and 

grandmother did not want her to know. Therefore, stating ‘by comparison with other Aboriginal 

writers, then, one could argue that Morgan’s ‘Aboriginality’ is forged through the creation of the 

text rather than the reverse’
119

 is not appropriate.  

Another of Attwood points, which is also very weak, argues Morgan’s new identity was 

solely created via an exercise, and therefore she is not a ‘real’ Aboriginal person. This while 

disregarding the void of guidance growing up. Additionally, all identity is forged via some 

conduit. And most poignant; her maternal family is Aboriginal. Also, the knowledge gained was 

not something she was embarrassed by. Instead, it was the not knowing. She was not raised in a 

tribe or Aboriginal community, so how else was she supposed to be ‘forged’ if not by her own 

interrogative methods, courage and insistence?  

He (author’s emphasis) has allowed me to crystalize my long-felt doubts, fears and 

opinions regarding Sally Morgan’s My Place and express them in a public way. For I too 

agree that ‘Morgan’s Aboriginality is forged throughout the creation of the text rather 

than the reverse.’
120

  

 

Huggins does not believe the text is a legitimate reflection of an Aboriginal’s life. Though it 

incorporates oral narrative of Aborigine—Morgan’s older relatives, Sally Morgan is not a real 

member of the Aboriginal community. Unlike Huggins, who  
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lives, breathes and works in the Aboriginal community in localised and national ways, 

[for] the issues that I wish to raise are positioned by the fact that I always was, always 

have been and always will be Aboriginal, and I would challenge anyone to refute it.
121

  

 

Morgan, then, is a tourist. 

Stranger still, the critique has shifted from text and author’s credibility to Huggins’ own 

agency, which is used as a baseline. It is clear Huggins has set herself up as an impassioned 

(brave) arbiter of what and who is authentic. But where is that checklist? She does not list the 

definitive criteria, as will be shown later. There is also irony here, for one of the complaints 

Morgan (and most Diasporatic peoples) has about Western institutions is its rigidity. More, the 

manner in which Morgan’s authenticity has been criticised assumes the construction of 

Aboriginality (and being Aboriginal), is fixed. This position while others argue it ‘is not a fixed 

thing.’
122

 Further, ‘It is created from our histories. It arises from the intersubjectivity of black and 

white in a dialogue.’
123

 For some Aboriginal advocates to not admit that there is ambiguity in the 

term and its administration is confusing, since others do. Jane M. Jacobs wrote of the larger 

context: 

In South Australia there are a large number of Aborigines who do not fit the limited 

notion of ‘Aboriginality’ underscoring the passing of the Pitjantjatjara and Maralinga 

Acts. Many of the state’s Aboriginal population have been displaced from their traditional 

lands, and, in short, do not display any of the characteristics which white Australia 

accepts as hallmarks of a tradition-oriented lifestyle.
124

  

 

Stereotyping is supposedly a pursuit for non-oppressed groups. Conversely, all minority people, 

and their advocates, are sympathetic and empathetic to each other. But Huggins, and Mudrooroo 

(I here include Tim Rowse and Stephen Muecke), in their comments would fit in the voices of 

pro-colonialist. 
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As with Mudrooroo’s claim that this is a sanitised story, Huggins agrees. ‘Precisely what 

irks me about My Place is its proposition that Aboriginality can be understood by all non-

Aboriginals. Aboriginality is not like that.’
125

 Yet the reader (most of whom are non-Aboriginal) 

does not receive an explanation of why Aboriginality cannot be understood. One can imagine 

perhaps, but if the boundaries are so permanent, why not include a few and/to then prove their 

timelessness? Instead the reader must contemplate this point: ‘To me that is My Places greatest 

weakness—requiring little translation (to a white audience), therefore it reeks of whitewashing in 

the ultimate sense’
126

 means. Again, the reasons for calling the work not respectable seem flimsy. 

Would more ‘Aboriginal’ words and phrases, make any work more authentic? If so, how many 

would be needed?  

These critics do not seem to have any suitable examples of the perfect Aboriginal novel, 

written in the ‘perfect’ dialect or language. There are two reasons for this predicament. The first 

being English (or any of the Western or Asian language/culture—which crafted the written form 

we call ‘novel’) were not germane before first contact. Next, ‘Aboriginal’ culture, initially, was 

not literal, but oral. Therefore, any Aboriginal novel, to be called that specifically, would still 

have to have more in common with those outside forces than inside tribal fidelities. If there are 

inviolable, fixed boundaries and criteria, then an endeavour such as writing an authentic 

Aboriginal novel is impossible. The opposition does not concede that, or the equally problematic 

search for a ‘pure’ accounting.  

Yet Morgan has violated some ancient trust. Though none have sufficiently answered 

what truth has been sacrificed, or who swore her to secrecy. It is a mystery, until one remembers 

her relatives related their family history and wanted it to be known. This is the paradox those 
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who believe Morgan is not an authentic, Aboriginal person struggle with.  

Seeing this is not a profitable line of inquiry, there is another—which is probably closer 

to the truth. Perhaps the anxiety stems from the text not screaming at white Australia.  

 Not being angry and voicing vituperations seems to have been a point of contention for 

Mudrooroo. ‘For Mudrooroo, Morgan’s My Place was weak precisely because it did not shout at 

its white readership; in fact, he felt it ‘mirrored their concerns as to their place in Australia.’
127

 

More,  

Sally Morgan’s book is a milepost in Aboriginal literature in that it marks a stage when it 

is now considered O.K. to be Aboriginal as long as you are young, gifted and not very 

black.
128

  

 

Huggins uses a similar tactic in explaining what a real Aboriginal is, which goes beyond living 

and breathing it. One must be ‘actively involved to alleviate the disadvantaged positions of 

Aboriginal people per se.’
129

 By this criteria, the status of infants and teenagers is unclear, but at 

least mature, active adults would have an identity. Concerning Morgan, her writings and lectures 

were not enough (or for other critics with similar complaints). Also included for disregard is any 

and all work(s) committed to the Fremantle Arts Centre. This point is stressed with Huggins 

asking has Morgan ‘established ‘a writer’s trust fund, charities,’
130

 or similar projects. Yet 

Huggins has not offered proof Morgan has benefitted in any unscrupulous ways.  

In conjunction with not being riotously angry, Morgan has had the effrontery of having 

whites help her career. ‘Outside of the text there is the whole series of well-meaning whites 

bringing us the book.’
131

 What is curious is Muecke does not discount Mudrooroo’s work, 
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though he was also helped by ‘well-meaning whites.’ More, publishing in English (as an 

enterprise) is the purview, largely, of Western culture, what non-white writer has not been aided? 

But Morgan’s eases white Australia’s guilt since many white Australians helped her. This 

somehow proves the society was not and/or is not as destructive as many might believe. 

Morgan’s friend who encouraged her to publish, the ‘white’ publishing house and its 

sympathetic and sensitive editors, and last but not least the white reviewer for whom the 

book becomes an occasion to drive home gratuitously a moral lesson about how we 

should take up the burden of guilt for the wrongs of the past.
132

 

 

In addition, Muecke believes My Place is a token text, and Morgan not truly invested in 

Aboriginality.  

What I would argue is that the appearance of an Aboriginal literature over the past 

two decades is not just in response to conditions of repression and struggle but is 

also a consequence of the publishing industry being in a state of readiness, even 

eagerness, to publish work to Aboriginal writers.
133

 

 

It does not help her ‘pureness’ with her critics that she has held offices such as being the 

director at the Centre for Indigenous History and the Arts at the University of Western Australia. 

This, in addition to My Place earning the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 

Humanitarian award in 1987. Later, the Western Australia Week literary award for non-fiction in 

1988, and the 1990 Order of Australia Book Prize. In 1993, international art historians selected 

Morgan's print Outback, as one of 30 paintings and sculptures for reproduction on a stamp, 

celebrating the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. All of this is thought of as an indictment 

of her true intentions, which are not pro-Aboriginal. Thus, no Aboriginal person could look at 

this list of achievements and feel proud of Morgan. 

Categorically held beliefs are commendable, but such stances miss an important point 

when dealing with identity and past events: ‘We live, no matter who we are, in a problematic 
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relation to our past.’
134

 This is true for all peoples, yet there is a dividing line between those who 

are secure versus groups that do not have such control over their destiny, if any truly do.  

For the Aborigine the past represents pain and humiliation in more recent times, 

and the mysterious source of identity and self-respect in former times. There is no 

absolute dividing line, though there is no doubt that the rot set in two hundred 

years ago. It is this past, both pre- and post- contact, that Aboriginal writers are 

seeking to explore in an effort to redirect the future of a people.
135

  

 

The expansion goes further, explaining in a similar fashion the problematic foundation of 

Western ideologies. 

The underlying difficulty is twofold—to account for the present in terms of the 

past; that is, to learn how to interpret present conditions in terms of past 

repressions and humiliations: and second, to overcome (as illustrated in My Place) 

the deeply felt shame of a disposed and enslaved people.
136

  

 

 Castigating those who do not adhere to the ‘understood’ rules is a tactic to silence those 

voices. Further, these critics (and others) voice frustration in their attempt to locate Morgan’s text 

on their Aboriginal plane. This without considering Morgan’s project as an attempt to destroy (or 

force a re-evaluation of) supposedly fixed barriers. The very same boundaries that Mudrooroo, 

Epeli Hau’ofa, and many others have outwitted by using them as points of contestation and 

instead of allegiance or fealty. ‘I have spent most of my life, after all, watching white people and 

outwitting them, so that I might survive.’
137

 My Place displaces the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ paradigm 

and replaces it with a shifting sense of departure. Its power comes from its ability to change 

known dynamics. Conversely, the concept of ‘change’ (or not) has been one of the frustrating 

‘controls’ many Indigenous critics have had to fight to establish it as being a legitimate 

prerogative. This for there is a strange double-standard many have employed. ‘When we change, 
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it’s called progress, but when they do—notably when they adopt some of our progressive 

things—it’s a kind of adulteration, a loss of their culture.’
138

 Change can be intimidating to 

contemplate. However, such an attempt should be thought of as typical for one who has been 

denied true access into a society.  

 But the central complaint adheres to a belief that the past is fixed, immutable. In addition, 

that essence can be distilled. This can be understood as a Western theory, but not one generally 

prescribed to tribal peoples. More odd is that agreed upon inviolable boundaries, by colonial 

administrators, has been an effective tactic to oppress minorities. In addition, those not privy to a 

dominant narrative must go further to (re)create and establish themselves. Baldwin explains this 

is the survival strategy for black people. 

To become a Negro man, let alone a Negro artist, one had to make oneself up as one went 

along. This had to be done in the not-at-all-metaphorical teeth of the world’s 

determination to destroy you. The world had prepared no place for you, and if the world 

had its way, no place would ever exist. Now, this is true for everyone, but, in the case of a 

Negro, this truth is absolutely naked: if he deludes himself about it, he will die.
139

 

 

This dying, though symbolic, is real enough for the person and any work created. This is a more 

important factor than how the work was born. 

Morgan’s project has been accused of being too simplistic to take seriously. Yet reflecting 

on ones’ life (in a memoir setting) to explain a present position is not antithetical to those taught 

in a Western educational system. A common enough device, but not disingenuous, despite what 

some, like Stephen Muecke, argue—  

It is a literary form which could be called occasional [author’s emphasis]; it functions in 

relation to specific events in one life and a set of lives, it does not aspire to a universal 

literary condition, and it makes a specific political move (recuperation of untold stories) 

in the realm of documentary history.
140
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The authenticity question is also discussed. ‘My Place can also be likened to a detective novel in 

that, according to its conventions.’
141

 Attwood writes,  

it is, in other words, rendered in terms of her capacity for growth and self-knowledge. 

This romantic view of an individual life not only characterises autobiography, but also the 

classic realist novel.
142

 

 

It is true that the format is not a daring one, but that was not the goal of the project—

though it aided in its benefit. ‘The success of My Place might be said largely to reside in the ease 

with which Morgan’s Aboriginality can be understood by all non-Aborigines—that, unlike most 

other Aboriginal life histories, it requires little if any translation.’
143

 The text is fairly linear. Yet 

within that construct is a sophistication not admitted to by Attwood.  

The text does move in and out of European sensibilities. This would include Morgan’s 

contextualizing her paternal side, though Attwood denies that has happened: ‘There is a racial 

determinism at play in her excavation of her past which leads her to deny.’
144

 How one can assert 

this after reading the text, unless there was a deliberate and unfair hidden agenda? Little else 

makes sense, for if the text is fully examined, including the non-Aboriginal narrative, then the 

historical and literary references, a different conclusion is reached. John Docker has written: 

The novel explicitly and openly suggests that the ethnic and cultural identities of the 

narrator and her family are multiple, and here My Place can reprise by analogy the 

historical experience of forced assimilation and conversion in Europe of Moors and Jews 

in the history of the conversos and marranos of medieval and early Spain, Portugal and 

Holland.
145

 

 

This other perspective leads to a more balanced critique, instead of dictating what it should be. 
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‘The debate was freely prescriptive, anxious to tell Sally Morgan what she should have done.’
146

 

This without the slightest amount of irony: stripping an Indigenous person, one already 

marginalised, of her agency. Luckily, not all had the desire to rewrite My Place as they saw fit.  

I do not see the novel’s generic connections and literary conventions as a sign of the 

failure of her alleged claim to authentic Aboriginal identity. Rather, such textuality and 

intertexuality constitute a major part of its interest and richness as an autobiographical 

novel.
147

   

 

Still, there is a legitimate concern to be discussed—even if one sees the work as being a positive 

text.  

Critics are right to feel the glowing reports and cheers of My Place as a post-modern or 

postcolonial text have been a bit too enthusiastic—when the work is being heralded as being a 

‘hybrid.’ Though meaning well, ‘hybrid’ has a not-too-innocent history. Such worry is not 

misplaced but should be thought of in a wider context. One, My Place has connections to 

contemporary theory and political-therapeutic practices. Two, there are links to the classic novel 

Ivanhoe. Compared to these points, the hybrid term does not seem warrant skepticism of the 

work as much as its use by those of us in the academy 

My Place is nuanced, in a fashion that might not be easily understood by polemics. 

More, even those who have a higher opinion of the work might be challenged.  

I would like to argue that, due to the hybridised nature of My Place, the text does not put 

forward any single definition of Aboriginality. It is true Morgan attempts to define herself 

[author’s emphasis], but the inclusion of so many voices in her narrative prevents anyone 

reading of indigeneity.
148

   

 

In addition, Mudrooroo, on different occasions has argued Aboriginality is not fixed. ‘It is not a 

static ideology based on fixed traditional ways of expression and culture.’
149

 This leads credence 
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to the idea Morgan’s text is within the spirit of Aboriginality and being protest literature. 

Morgan’s text is one of many that came to be known as a kind of ‘resistance literature’. 

What was being resisted was the idea that there can be any authorized definition of 

Aboriginality.
150

  

 

Such a view then shows, perhaps, another form of struggling against doctrine. Yet as the 

historical use of the term ‘hybrid’ has changed, it might help to understand its legacy. 

The historical links between language and sex were, however, fundamental. Both 

produced what were regarded as ‘hybrid’ forms (creole, pidgin and miscegenated 

children), which were seen to embody threatening forms of perversion and degeneration 

and became the basis for endless metaphoric extension in the racial discourse of social 

commentary.
151

  

 

Robert Young gives even more detail. 

Models of cultural interaction, language and sex, merge in their product which is 

characterized with the same term: hybridity. The word ‘hybridity’ has developed from 

biological and botanical origins: in Latin it meant the offspring of a tame sow and a wild 

boar, and hence, as the OED puts it, ‘of human parents of different races, half-breed.’
 152 

 

Though sounding pedantic, the reason for the word’s etymology is important for the context it is 

still used. 

‘Hybrid’ is the nineteenth century’s word. But it has become our own again. In the 

nineteenth century it was used to refer to a physiological phenomenon; in the twentieth it 

has been reactivated to describe a cultural one.
153

  

 

Young is correct in saying in the newer century it has been ‘re-activated,’ though the old 

connections have not been broken off, severed, as much as new signifiers put on. Race, class, 

culture can be talked about using a myriad of terms, but in context they are interconnected. 

Therefore, ‘An OED entry from 1890 makes the link between the linguistic and racial 

explicit.’
154

 This is the danger.  
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Today, therefore, in reinvoking this concept, we are utilizing the vocabulary of the 

Victorian extreme right as much as the notion of an organic process of the grafting of 

diversity into singularity.
155

  

 

Hence, when speaking of blackfellas and whitefellas, the discussion is actually taking place in 

the early years of modernity; still attempting to make a separation, distinguish and distill a 

language and manner separate from all Others. An endeavour that is not new, but is still all 

performance. 

 Words are the tools used to define other words and symbols. After groups, societies agree 

on meanings and actions, they aid in categorizations and hierarchy. Their usefulness, in turn, 

signifies certain peoples as sub-human and thus having no legal rights or laws that civilised 

human beings need worry or heed. The same trick was used in the ‘New World,’ which was 

called virginal—despite all the people already living there. 

 It would seem, then, that by not being confined to only one definition would be a radical 

proposition, as Morgan defined herself.  ‘I wouldn’t define myself as an academic even though I 

work at the university. I would probably define myself as an artist and a teacher, and an ordinary 

person.’
156

  

Therefore, her reluctance to being bitter in her text, one which chronicles social injustice, 

seems to also be based more on having a more balanced strategy, and personal outlook, rather 

than on obsequiousness. ‘I think there was a danger there to get up on my high horse, but I think 

what I learned while I was writing it was that you don’t have to be explicit to say something.’
157

 

Yet Morgan does comment on the affirmation of Indigenous people.  

I am for multiculturalism but my personal view is that when a country, regardless of what 

country it is, has an indigenous population then those indigenous people should have a 
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primary place of honor within the overall society because they are the indigenous 

people.
158

  

 

 Alongside the other misguided points is arguing the text does not discuss and chronicle 

the hardships faced by her family, or using a neutral tone when writing it. ‘My first motivation 

was anger – I get angry at injustice, and I thought, ‘Somebody should put this down, people 

should know about these things’.’
159

 This course of action is reasonable and subversive to the 

hegemony that seeks to narrow, reduce her significance. ‘The novel explicitly and openly 

suggests that the ethnic and cultural identities of the narrator and her family are multiple.’
160

 

Such a stance is not kowtowing to existing power structures. Minders like Muecke then, a ‘kind 

of non-Aboriginal guardian’,
161

 do a disservice to the group and movement they supposedly ally. 

This by lamenting Morgan is not performing as how Westerners have constructed Aborigine 

people.  

The complaint of her voice or text failing at being representationally authentic enough is 

not logically sound. As stated in the introduction and preface of this work, there is no complete 

(or essential) beginning to which every person can subscribe. What humans have is an agreed 

starting/ beginning narrative for their tribe, clan, or culture. Such narratives should be given 

respect and latitude. When one tries to limit the legitimacy of others (even within the same 

group), we should pause and wonder about those motivations.  

The idea the work is merely autobiographic is also weak. There are several 

autobiographical elements, but the text is a collaborative project, albeit some of the subjects, 

Daisy and Gladys, initially did not want to help. Ultimately, the additions strengthened the text. 
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Their oral accounts, included with Arthur and then Morgan’s maternal grandfather, testify and 

bear witness to the destruction wrought after colonization. 

While Morgan’s autobiography celebrates a continuous transcendent Aboriginal identity,  

the testimonies bear witness to assimilation as a violent historical process which has  

produced an irreparable rupture in Aboriginal culture. In an effort to reclaim the text’s act  

of witnessing to the traumas of forced assimilation, I want to suggest, that it should be  

read and evaluated as a ‘testimonio’ rather than a European-style autobiography.
162

 

 

The term testimonio is a derivation of testimony, with its context being legalistic, religious or a 

combination. The reason is still tethered to having given a narrative concerning an important 

matter. ‘The Testimonio, or Testimony, is a therapeutic tool in the treatment of people who have 

suffered psychological trauma under state terrorism.’
163

 As such it is grounded in the sufferings 

of oppressed peoples in an even wider context. 

The Testimonio, generally recognized as the treatment of choice for people who suffered 

psychological trauma under state-sponsored terrorism, was introduced in Chile in the 

1970s a means of reestablishing the personal and political ties severed by political 

repression. Earlier it had been practiced in Europe with Holocaust survivors.
 164

 

 

In the text, Morgan tape-records the experiences of her relatives. The primary reason is 

ethnographic, but the second gives a literal voice to those not heard of by the larger culture. 

Realizing this Arthur volunteers to help Morgan.
165

 But there is one stipulation: that his story 

‘not to be’ intermingled with those of the Drake-Brockmans. He even goes further, demanding 

they write their own story.
166

 Though regardless of the term testimonio or a collective 

autobiography, the inclusion of Daisy’s alluding to being like Jewish people (already discussed) 

or any other outside group, not Aboriginal, and literal references, gives the work the right to 

higher respect. 
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 Having her relatives adding their history to her narrative adds legitimacy, though the 

means was not as positively therapeutic for Daisy. Her tale, taking place in the era of greater 

Aboriginal despair, is also a jeremiad. As such it does not have the happy after all ending some 

think has happened. Hers is still open to opinion, for Morgan does become frustrated and even 

condescending as she attempts to understand her grandmother, but fails—seen when Daisy refers 

to their plight as Jewish in nature, and Morgan stunned by the analogy.
167

 Though the failure 

does not last long—as with the inclusion of Ivanhoe—a work with its own broken people.   

The heroine in Ivanhoe tells of the impossibility of her marrying one outside her ‘race.’ 

Rebecca saying to Brian de Bois-Guilbert, ‘You are a Christian; I am a Jewess. Our union would 

be contrary to the laws alike of the church and the synagogue.’
168

 Therefore, there are 

connections here (again) with race and an immutable barrier. Moving from present to a past gives 

space for reclamation; the reason for giving a testimonio.  

Described as a verbal journey to the past ‘allows the individual to transform past  

experience and personal identity, creates a new present and enhancing the future,’
169

 the  

testimony is a first-person account of one’s life experiences, with attention to the  

injustices one has suffered and how one has been affected by them.
 170

 

 

My Place is deceptively like a matryoshka or Russian nesting doll, for it has narratives 

within narratives. There is the child narrator at the start of the text, and the oral transcripts of 

Aboriginal life, but also non-Aboriginal people. ‘Glady’s testimony interpolates an account of 

Bill’s [her husband, Sally’s father] wartime experiences constructed from what he had told 

her.’
171

 

With Gladys then giving an accounting of her husband, complimented with what a young 
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Morgan recites, there is a pattern worth noting: Except for Arthur, who is the brother of one of 

the main characters, the narratives are told by women. On the plane of gender politics, there is 

another reason why the text became so popular: its accessibility is rooted in tribulations suffered 

by women over recorded history. This inclusion spans beyond performed roles and into literature 

and theory.  

The overlap into literature occurs with the insertion of Ivanhoe; the mansion where Daisy 

was a servant. ‘I did all the work at Ivanhoe.’
172

 By this link, Daisy’s future had been arrested, 

unbeknownst to her. Later she would realise how much. Being conquered, conquest, is also what 

concerns Ivanhoe. John Docker comments, ‘[Sir Walter] Scott’s Ivanhoe is a predecessor novel 

concerned with invasion, colonial relations of dominion and subordination, race and destructive 

desire for the other.’
173

 This interpretation fits with the havoc wrought on Aboriginal life. 

Granted, the turn in perspective is one within postcolonialism, for before Ivanhoe enjoyed a more 

fun and vaunted status. ‘Ivanhoe is one of the great tales of English literature. As a result, 

Ivanhoe has a secure place in the curriculum of our schools.’
174

 Morgan’s use of it has altered the 

enthusiasm of that view, while staying true to the expectations of transcendent writing. ‘Great 

writing is always a rewriting or revisionism and is founded upon a reading that clears space for 

the self, or that so works as to reopen old works to our fresh sufferings.’
175

 

The start of the tale begins with ruin. ‘Norman oppression is heavy on the Saxon Master 

and his servant.’
176

 The Other here, are not Aboriginal people, but the context is still defeat. ‘For 

a hundred years since the Norman William the Conqueror had  defeated the Saxon King Harold 

in the battle of Hastings, the victors had ruled, seizing all great estates and governing 
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tyrannically and lightheartedly.’
177

 The genre is historical fiction, set during the Holy Crusades, 

the third. In addition, the novel has as one of its centre pieces, the plight of Jewish people. Yet 

what is also interesting is the character Urfried (tribal name Ulrica), an old servant. She tells of 

how the castle was taken by the Normans, raping her along with the other Saxon women. She has 

under gone a name changed, as Daisy, and was property. ‘Once her beauty had gone, she was no 

longer the sport of her master’s passions and was treated henceforth as servant and slave.’
178

 

Such a life is similar to Daisy’s. ‘In My Place it would appear that Howden Drake-Brockman the 

white station owner took Daisy to Ivanhoe in Perth for his sexual pleasure.’
179 

As both tragedies 

are rendered orally, so is the shame. Urfried talking of the loss: ‘They died—they died every 

man; and ere their bodies were cold and ere their blood was dried, I had become the prey of the 

conqueror.’
180

 Next she speaks of her fate. 

I was not born, father, the wretch that thou now seest me. I was free, was happy, was 

honored, loved, and was beloved. I am now a slave, miserable and degraded—the sport of 

my masters’ passions while I had yet beauty—the object of contempt, scorn, and hatred, 

since it has passed away. Dost thou wonder, father, that I should hate mankind, and, 

above all, the race that has wrought this change in me? Can the wrinkled, decrepit hag 

before thee, whose wrath must vent itself in impotent curses, forget she was one the 

daughter of the noble Thane of Torquilstone, before whose frown a thousand vassals 

trembled?
181

 

 

She continues her lament, ‘deep, black, damning guilt—guilt that lies like a load at my 

breast—guilt that all the fires of hereafter cannot cleanse.’
182

 This depression too is seen in 

Daisy, bemoaning her lack of connection and not being able/wanting to ‘go back’ and shame of 

being found out, as she had yelled at Morgan years precious at the grandchildren not wanting a 
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black grandmother.
183

  

Ulrica is able to visit her revenge by burning down castle Torquilstone, extinguishing 

Reginald Front-de-Boeuf. She also screams ending with these lines: ‘For vengeance hate shall 

expire! / Strong hate itself shall expire! I also must perish!’
184

 Her last acts restore some of her 

former dignity as Daisy’s Aboriginal bird call.
185

 

The plot of conquest, Diasporatic melancholy is evident in both works. Also, with the 

Jewish characters the reader sees the injustice perpetuated, not too dissimilar to what Aboriginal 

people suffered. In some of the more noted critics of Morgan and her work, they omitted these 

connections. Perhaps, as Eric Michaels has said, the problem is with not knowing what to do 

with her or her work. ‘What she [Morgan] uncovers nonetheless is so inconsistent with what we 

have hitherto understood about Aboriginal theologies that if Morgan is right, much will have to 

be corrected.’
186

 This might be true but leads to wondering why fear adjusting one’s definition or 

understanding of identity? This happens even in groups that are relatively stable. Judy Scales—

Trent, discussed in the Mudrooroo section brought this point up. We skinwalk throughout our 

lives. We are not the same person before having children, going to wars, divorcing—if not those 

around us worry and wonder. Even if there is a worry about an opening up of status, that 

phenomena need not always be in the negative. When critiquing the emphasis should be on 

evaluation, not condemnation, as Joan Newman, using Mikhail Bakhtin:  

Arthur Corunna’s narration draws the reader’s attention to the new context in which such  

familiar narration is now placed. This recognition demonstrates that language is not  

monologic, but a site of struggle for appropriation. All discourse, Bakhtin claims, has its  

parodying double. Parodic consciousness recognizes the simultaneous expression of ‘two  
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linguistic points of view, and in the final analysis two speaking subjects.’
187

 

 

Newman goes on to say that ‘within the novel, Bakhtin refers to this struggle between 

sociolinguistic points of view as heteroglossia.’
188

 Bakhtin refers to this term to mean:  

The base condition governing the operation of meaning in any utterance. It is that which 

insures the primacy of context over text. At any given time, in any given place there will 

be a set of conditions—social, historical, meteorological, physiological—that will insure 

that a word uttered in that place and at that time will have a meaning different than it 

would have under any other conditions.
189

 

 

There is nuance even here. That is important to remember. Yet as with all examples of strong 

work, it is not an exact copy of what has been written before. It is true the text shares much in the 

way of heteroglossia, but it deviates from there as well.  

The voices do not challenge one another, for they have the same cohesive function of oral 

narrative in terms of their relations to each other. Rather they challenge the discourses in 

which they are framed—orthodox European discourses of nationalism and the generic 

form of the autobiography.
190

 

 

In this manner then, it is and is not. The text occupies more than one space, or place. ‘There 

cannot be a coincidence of author and hero, they belong to different moments of time and space, 

and they represent different aspects of the texts.’
191

 

In this instance, there is a metaphysical (additionally, a Dreamtime or Vision Quest) 

quality to the work. Americans fiction writers sometimes refer to it as the night-time mind. 

Regardless, there is a separation from corporality that enhances a different perspective—
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consciousness. Odd, that in keeping the text grounded in literal and largely colonial terms, those 

who dismiss the text, though seemingly pro-Aboriginal, seem to be very closely tied to the 

colonial administrative way of conducting business. Such a point-of-view can only produce only 

more myopic reviews. But it does not have to be that way; and this is where a wider perspective 

can help, if the result is not a search for allegiances. In fact, literature should not be used as a 

purity test for various administrations or ideologies—that is the purview of propaganda. True, 

doctrines can sway many to a cause, and perhaps keep converts loyal, but not enrich the mind. 

Nor can it be reliable in aiding intellectual curiosity. 

Luckily, one of the utilities canonical literature is its ability to critique, forcing cultures 

and readers) to rethink foolish, racist, sexist ideas that have not injured in the abstract, but have 

had real world effects. True, there is uncomfortableness in a text detailing injustices as everyday 

experiences but that is a duty for canonical texts. ‘The literary canon does not baptize us into 

culture; it does not make us free of cultural anxiety. Rather, it confirms our cultural anxieties, yet 

helps to give them form and coherence.’
192 

If anyone is unhappy with that, they should stop 

reading and leave writing to those brave enough to expose such human failings.  
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Section Three—Epeli Hau’ofa  

Part One: Younger Voice 
 

All of the individuals featured here are more than merely accomplished writers. 

Mudrooroo and Morgan provide alternative approaches and interpretations to (Aboriginal) pasts. 

In addition they supply authentic representations of the Other—which are normally stifled within 

Western dominant master narratives. Hearing them, conversely, gives a clearer understanding of 

the weaknesses in the master’s/colonial narrative. Epeli Hau’ofa, though having this nuanced 

perspective, eclipses theirs. His works have, as a quality, ‘a transcendence of limits.’
1
 In his 

writing there is hope, disappointment, humility, frustration and humor, experienced over a 

lifetime of critiquing the central problems plaguing Oceania: ‘colonialism, Christianity, and 

international capitalism.’
2
 This without desperation. ‘Hau’ofa is an author of harmony, of high 

seriousness balanced by huge delight, even as he shows how humane laughter can drive out fear 

and despair.’
3
 A complete writer, now. Earlier in his writing, where he centred on Tongan 

topics—with his reflective and Western anthropological background, he was not.  Always 

present, though, was the idea of giving those muted voices a platform. 

For his doctoral dissertation, Hau’ofa wrote on Mekeo tribal life and power structures. 

This culminated in the text Mekeo: Inequality and Ambivalence in a Village Society. Though 

Hau’ofa’s legacy of prose begins here, many have not included it, though Geoffrey White gives 

us reason to reconsider.  

For his PhD work in anthropology, Epeli returned to the Pacific, studying at ANU and 

carrying out research in Papua New Guinea. From that work he produced a major book 

about the Mekeo (Mekeo: Inequality and Ambivalence in a Village Society, ANU Press, 
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1981), a lasting contribution despite its relative absence from lists that emphasize Epeli’s 

creative writing. While quite different from his later work, a close reading of Mekeo 

shows that he was already pushing the limits of ethnographic writing in order to create 

more human forms of representation.
4
 

 

This then can be called a Hau’ofa signature: informing, but not lecturing, the reader. This for all 

human portrayals should be seen on an equal plane, since we are more similar than different. A 

truth perhaps uncomfortable in modernist terms, which argued that Western European society 

was the apex of intellectual thinking, but not so within a postmodern mindset. 

In Mekeo, Hau’ofa decided to travel to the area (Mekeo village) to conduct a ‘study of 

improved communications.’
5
 His interest being the communications between the rural and urban, 

peripheral and centre. He also notes that what interested him was a road being built that would 

facilitate a connection between rural Mekeo village and the city of Bereina.
6
 For his field 

research he chose what would become a lifestyle: converting into being one of the people. 

Succeeding, he was well-placed to examine what important changes occurred. ‘Being 

strategically located in the middle of the village, our new accommodation afforded us a central 

spot from which to observe what was happening in the community.’
7
 More importantly, the 

project was one where he came to reflect on even his motivations. ‘My sympathy with underdogs 

is evident in my analysis of the relationships between elder and younger brothers, between 

seniority and juniority.’
8
 Conversely, another of Hau’ofa’s strengths was in not allowing his 

personal view to cloud his work. Hence when writing about demarcated lines, Hau’ofa did not 

make excuses for what he recorded. ‘The basis of inequality in Mekeo is ideological and 
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mystical.
’9

 Structurally, it is a stratified culture. ‘Inequality is a fundamental (if not central) 

principle in the ordering of Mekeo relationships.’
10

  

One of the stereotypes of native/Indigenous people is of warring brutes. The other is of 

lazy savages in need of civilization, or both, depending on the administrator. Hau’ofa’s rendering 

of Mekeo life discourages such ideas, while not shying away from their actions. By doing so, he 

displays their culture as not being exotic or doomed to fail. Instead, they are a functioning group 

with theoretical and philosophical outlooks that should be respected, rather than the myopic 

renderings of many first contact cultures. 

The typical narrative told by East and West is that of the European invader. A convenient 

and many times true depiction, but not the only one. ‘The early experiences of Mekeo with 

Europeans were friendly and peaceful. Partly because of their inland geographical location, they 

escaped the visitations of those unscrupulous traders, miners and settlers.’
11

 The same was seen 

in what would become the Americas, that not everyone from Europe had greed or destruction on 

their mind. For some this is astounding, and even more when missionary culture comes to the 

area.  

If at this period Mekeo were generally fortunate in their initial encounters with the agents  

of the colonial administration, events favoured them further in that they were not 

evangelized by the zealous London Missionary Society.
12

  

 

The restraint here by the Europeans is also written about in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, 

that in the beginning the missionaries were a curious lot and some native people converted, but 

each group, largely, left the other alone. The explanation is similar: the ‘priests depended on the 
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chiefs.’
13

 The tales diverge here, however. The Nigerian novel chronicles the ‘downfall’ of the 

Umuofia tribe (the same for those in the Americas), while Mekeo is largely left to its own 

devices. Yet not surprisingly, change still came for the Mekeo via war. 

The Second World War and the subsequent reconstruction and developmental periods 

broke the isolation of the society. During the war most able-bodied men were conscripted 

into military service which took them too many parts of the country.
 14

 

 

A migration began out of the experience, both physically and ideologically, giving the people a 

different perspective and opportunities. ‘After the excitement of these years the return to village 

life was a disappointment to many, who took the first opportunity to go to Port Moresby and 

other urban centres.’
15

 Thus, what took many risk-takers away from rural village life is also what 

brought Hau’ofa there. He wanted to chronicle the change seen from the eyes of the people, and 

those who were most knowledgeable of their traditions and customs. 

By reflecting on his early work, functional, formal connections are found which later 

become more nuanced and explored. Hence after his doctorate came journal articles concerning 

the Mekeo. Further, the early article ‘Anthropology and Pacific Islanders’ proves that even at this 

point in his career, Hau’ofa’s work was groundbreaking outside his fields.  

[Hau’ofa’s] 1975 reflection anticipated elements of Edward Said’s influential book 

Orientalism. His concerns about the depersonalizing effects of conventional ethnographic 

writing set the stage for later work critiquing academic discourses that reproduce many of 

the same imbalances of power and agency associated with colonial history.
 16

   

 

The text and articles that chronicle Mekeo lifestyles are succinct, but not as authoritative as seen 

in later pieces. Indeed, in his earlier years, it is clear he is struggling against structural decorum 

and seems to defer to those dictates.  

The present conclusions are tentative and subject to possible major modifications in two 
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or three years’ time. They are not to be taken as authoritative; my aim is merely to draw 

attention to a very interesting ethnographic case.
17

  

 

Here his anthropologist-sociological training reigned. Nonetheless, he renders the chieftainship 

of Mekeo expertly, countering what had been written.  

In a 1968 publication, Dr [M. D.] Sahlins admits to the existence of leaders other than 

‘big men’ in segmentary, tribal societies amongst which he includes Melanesia, but 

consigns such leaders to a special category of ‘petty chiefs’ with ‘little influence, few 

functions, and no privileges.’
18

 

 

He bestows the chieftainship with the respect deserved by its role and function within Mekeo 

society.  

 

It will be shown in the paper that the influence and the authority of Mekeo chiefs pervade 

a very large part of the corporate life of their people, that their functions enable them to 

control vital areas of their society.
19

  

 

Such a need to clarify and distinguish nuances was (and is) needed in fostering understanding for 

‘the literature on the Mekeo is sparse.’
20

 This is another signature of one who champions the 

underdog. Hau’ofa believed this particular group had not been investigated thoroughly. 

As a response, the subtly of the Mekeo tribe, rendered by Hau’ofa is very intricate.   

Through networks of rights and obligations created by ties of marriage, matrilaterality, 

clanship, and ufuapie [special groupings of chiefs for ceremonial and political purposes], 

the authority and influence of the Mekeo chiefs extend for specific purposes beyond the 

narrow confines of their respective groups.
21  

 

This is important to note since previous scholarship sounded a different tone. Also, there is 

attention paid to how the Mekeo delegate in a stable manner, albeit that has too been altered. ‘For 

the performance of tasks the chiefs are assisted by several functionaries whose positions are 

ideally hereditary, though under current circumstances some are appointed.’
22

 Outside influence 
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(Australian government involvement) altered the society. Western bodies have redirected the 

trajectories of non-Westerners (here with the Australian Administration). ‘Since the suppression 

of warfare, the Mekeo military leaders have lost their former political significance, vacating the 

field of leadership of the civilian chiefs and their functionaries.’
23

    

Hau’ofa’s other life experience, which of missionaries—like his own parents—is also 

listed, linking Mekeo society and Christianity, so 

that they have institutionalised in the office of their chiefs those qualities of humanity to 

which the common man aspires but, owing to the old Adam in him, cannot always attain. 

Thus, at its best, the Mekeo chieftainship symbolises what is good and desirable.
24  

 

 Pointing out the intimacies of Mekeo culture, presenting them as reasonable, strong and 

not needing saving, was part of a larger mission. That of deconstructing the relationships 

Oceania had (and still has) with international entities. However, Hau’ofa saw such endeavours as 

partial explorations of the person. ‘I believe that every analysis of social and cultural situations is 

in part a self-exploration by the analyst.’
25

 This also included examining power from within—

while locating himself there, as he did next with Tongan society. 

TONGAN SOCIETY AND THE WRITER OF ITS FABLES 

As a younger writer, Hau’ofa was sharp in his criticism of fellow Tongans. The first 

example comes after returning from ‘an absence of nearly twenty years.’
26

 He argued for a 

reduction in the birth rate, which he took for the most pressing problem facing 1970s Tonga. 

Much later, when asked to discuss population growth in the middle and late 1970s, he says, ‘that 

ten-or-so-page paper was miraculously transformed into a forty-page mini-picture book that 
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instantly established me as an Expert on population problems and environment.’
27

 Not pleased 

with the notoriety, Hau’ofa sardonically comments ‘since the publication of Our Crowded 

Islands [1977] I have spent so much time and ingenuity trying to avoid being exposed as a fraud 

that I have willy-nilly become a real imposter’
28 

showing a maturation into the force for which he 

is best known. For Hau’ofa does not really write sociology, or trade history, but rather one man’s 

musings on the past, present and likely future for the island peoples of the South Pacific and 

beyond. 

In ‘Pangs of Transition: Kinship and Economy in Tonga’ Hau’ofa offered pointed 

criticism of Tonga’s power structure, saying, ‘our kinship system is coming under heavy pressure 

and has shown certain inadequacies.’
29

 He was not without an ironic tone, noticing,  

it is indicative of the strength of kinship loyalty that those who complain about nepotism 

and favouritism do so not so much as a matter of principle but because they themselves 

have not benefited from particular acts thereof.
30

  

 

More, the worry of losing independence is ruminated on. ‘We dream about growing rich quickly, 

and about having our problems solved instantly by unrealistic methods, some of which, if 

implemented, will create more problems, including the loss of our independence.’
31

 Reasonable 

concerns, but the over-all tone is that of a parent or guardian scolding children. 

His critiques should not be seen as anti-authoritarian, or anti-monarchy, however. There is 

true affection for the royal family, but seen in an older Hau’ofa. In the eulogy titled ‘His Majesty 

King Tāufa‘āhau Tupou IV: An Appreciation’ [2006] he shows his respect and graciousness. 

‘Immediately after the passing away of someone we love, we recall and talk only of the good 
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things he or she has done with and for us.’
32

 This introduction concludes with an admission. ‘I 

will touch only on how and why we came to hold him so dearly in our hearts. This is neither the 

time nor place for saying anything else.’
33

 Yet to understand the complicated manner Tongan 

aristocracy is critiqued, the Janus aspects of Hau’ofa must be kept in mind. His writings are 

never far from his experiences (including his Christian roots), or from the backward looking 

history of his country.  

In ‘Thy Kingdom Come: The Democratization of Aristocratic Tonga,’ the relevance of 

Christianity is centre to the argument he makes about the future of Tonga and, in general, about 

political struggle. There is ‘a historical tendency for oppressed or threatened populations to look 

to religion for liberation or salvation.’
34

 Hau’ofa, being a child of missionary parents, had a more 

unique perspective than others who have, and rightly, more directly accosted the Church for its 

forced erosion of Indigenous peoples’ way of life. Yet this was no impediment to being satirical. 

‘Then came the Christian missionaries whose aim was to save everyone’s soul.’
35

 The change 

also gave the people the benefits of a Western educational system and greater opportunities. 

‘Ordinary Tongans in rapidly increasing numbers have received higher level educations and have 

acquired a greater awareness of the world and their potential to excel.’
36 

The aid was well 

received by those who wanted different outcomes than what was offered under the old system. 

‘The new knowledge and training in new skills were sought after eagerly by Tongan 

commoners.’
37

 The result was an increase in the peoples’ power. Before, ‘the aristocracy 

monopolized the entire field of cultural and technical knowledge then available in the country. 
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Commoners were referred to, as they still are sometimes, as me’a vale ‘the ignorant’.’
38

 Such a 

position made them very easy to control. 

 This slow transfer, seen in a socio-political and economical manner, is also important to 

realise in a wider context.  

Local societies of the Third and Fourth World do (author’s emphasis) attempt to organize 

the irresistible forces of the world-system according to their own system of the world—in 

various forms and with varying success, depending on the nature of the indigenous 

culture and mode of external determination.
 39

  

 

The ‘external determination’ cannot be understated. Here the aid Tongan society received 

increased the non-aristocratic middle class, one reason ‘the ruling aristocratic section of the 

community has declined.’
40

 As with other social vacuums, a newer entity moved into the 

departed space with tools needed, ‘for a modernizing society to develop and operate within an 

extremely complex international system.’
41

 This change, as any other, was one that had begun in 

an earlier era. ‘The process of democratization of Tonga’s political culture can be traced to the 

period around the middle of the nineteenth century,’
42

 which ‘culminated in the establishment of 

a centralized monarchy at the expense of a hitherto multicentred aristocracy.’
43

 

 In his discussion, Hau’ofa renders the context more intelligible while not glamorizing the 

past or its rulers. ‘The modern state of Tonga was built on conquest warfare.’
44

 After this ‘a new 

order that centralized in his hands (like George Tupou I) all powers of political control, and he 

exercised those powers through a newly established bureaucracy.’
45

 Never myopic in his 

thinking, Hau’ofa gives a parallel in continental Europe. ‘An excellent example is the reign of 
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Louis XIV, who emasculated the French nobility by bringing them into direct dependence on his 

court.’
46

 What can be said, then, is that tradition (or culture) although it enjoys respites of 

stability, is not, fundamentally, static. In addition, the manner in which political upheaval 

occurred in Tonga is not less culturally calculated than Western Europe. 

 The prior ‘stability’ also reflected a stagnant educational system. The ‘new’ knowledge 

forced a lessening of entrenched power circles, which took many away from Tonga. Not too 

unlike massive migration patterns in other times, by other peoples, as was written of in The 

Pleasures of Exile, ‘the young will remain too numerous and too strong to fear being alone.’
47

 

This theme is not monopolised by any group or society, given a chance, as Hau’ofa writes of the 

evermore numerous, educated Tongans. ‘Most of them have received their education overseas, 

where they have formed important links with individuals and institutions that may be activated 

for their advantage or that of the causes they espouse.’
48

 Therefore, ‘Tonga’s progressive 

absorption into the world economic and cultural system has supplied the means for the rise of the 

ordinary people.’
49

 

 The aristocracy is not to be discounted, however, a group in which he counts himself. ‘I 

use the first personal pronouns because I am now talking to myself.’
50

 Hau’ofa writes of them as 

a legitimate part of Tongan society for he understands their value. ‘Like their ancestors, they 

serve the nation in ways that no one else can; and therein I believe lies their great and continuing 

importance.’
51

 For though in a diminished capacity, are still ‘the foci of our culture and our 

identity as a single people, as well as being the signposts of our historical continuity as a 
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nation.’
52

 Therefore, ‘we still expect to see in our aristocracy, the ideal qualities of our collective 

personality.’
53

 This for Hau’ofa did not discard what was there (in functional terms) for foreign, 

idealistic notions. ‘We look to them for such qualities in social interaction as civility, 

graciousness, kindness and that calming aura of a unifying presence in our midst.’
54

   

 The continuity seen here is not of an invented national pride but a re-emergence of a 

significant contextual history. Tonga was never fully subjugated, thus able to continue its culture, 

an important aspect to consider. However, the particular colonial narrative of extinguishing 

‘savage’ tribes became very influential.  

In particular, any discussion of depopulation must be aware of the insistent and 

ubiquitous nineteenth-century narrative of the inevitable extinction of Pacific 

populations, which by the end of the century had become a colonialist mantra.
55  

 

Despite this, the tradition of solidarity along traceable kinship lines has only recently fallen apart, 

thus ensuring a reshuffling of society, but not its complete breakdown, as perhaps with all 

Australian Aboriginal society. ‘It is unlikely that Pacific peoples ever thought of themselves as 

inhabiting somewhere small,’
56

 before Westerners were able to exert their influence over them, 

via colonialism, Christianity and capitalism. The exertion, never being complete, would not be 

completely dictated to Tonga. 

 Paradoxically, this still meant changing their way of life, whether they wanted to or not. 

Moreover, there were Western-derived perspectives that had to be attended to.  

The new knowledge and training in new skills were sought after more than eagerly by 

Tongan commoners, leaving the aristocracy to nurse the kinds of knowledge that were 

becoming increasingly irrelevant for the conduct of everyday affairs in the changing 

socioeconomic environment.
57
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This kind of split, schism, is to be seen when an outside culture offers a deviation from that seen 

as normal. This separation is not an anomaly. Things Fall Apart gives such an example, 

explaining what had happened in Umuofia.  

The white man had indeed brought a lunatic religion, but he had also built a trading store 

and for the first time palm-oil and kernel became things of great price, and much money 

flowed into Umuofia.
58

  

 

In each situation, there was a status quo, then outside contact, devastation, but also opportunity. 

As is also the case in Achebe’s novel, the ‘newer’ form of culture and economics flourished for it 

helped those deeded ‘untouchable’ in Umuofia society 

 A similar phenomenon has been seen in India, with shocks to the rigid caste system.
59

 

Those who are surprised by these changes are the ones who never realise that societal shifts are 

inevitable.  Conversely, understanding that complex change is a constant is one of Hau’ofa’s 

gifts, with honesty the second. Critical humor, the third, and perhaps most important, offers a 

different path to conceptualizing changing space and agency. The journey is carried out via 

mythic/fictional/actual settings and cultures across the South Pacific.  
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Part Two: A Fictional and yet Peculiarly Authoritative Voice: 

Tales of the Tikongs 
 

A popular rap from the 1990s, which illustrates the space Hau’ofa existed is the song, 

‘Welcome to the Terrordome.’ In it the narrator with a dual consciousness tells of being between 

cultures (Black and White). ‘Caught in a race against time / The pit and the pendulum / Check 

the rhythm and rhymes / While I’m bendin’ ‘em.’
60

 The song contains two warnings; one, against 

the pitfalls of not controlling one’s identity. The second, there will be no pity from those who do. 

Hau’ofa’s work was always centred on such concerns. However, beyond his ability to criticise 

all, including himself, his use of humor, amidst dismal circumstances, sets him apart from most 

thinkers and writers about race and external change. 

In writing about Hau’ofa’s first novel, Tales of the Tikongs, Edward Watts explains 

‘Hau’ofa’s absurd characters, mostly [Pacific] islanders siding with either the neotraditionalist or 

assimilationist side, refuse to concede that all contemporary societies exist in a global context.’
61

 

Moreover, not understanding this context may well reduce the appreciation of the text since it 

ends with a somewhat defeated tone. 

Hau’ofa’s deeds and words are of a more persistent tone, while attempting an inclusive 

possible future. ‘For Epeli, tradition was not the arid, formulaic routine of what had gone on 

before; it was a living, breathing organism of the present day. It drew from the past, yet was 

neither bound nor limited by it.’
62 

However this stance stems from a more beholdened younger 
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one.  

Hau’ofa’s initial stridency was caused by unreflective thinking. Earlier in his career, he 

seemed to advocate a turning back of time, via population control—but not to the point of being 

an extremist. ‘Although he calls for population control and less dependence on foreign goods and 

existence in his 1977 book Our Crowded Islands, in his fiction he avoids romanticizing the 

‘Pacific Way.’’
 63 

When Tales of the Tikongs was published (1983), however, a more nuanced and 

authoritative writer satirises back-to-tradition-esqe ideas and the uncritical acceptance of Western 

institutional beliefs. The most fundamental being Christianity, now long a part of Tongan 

religious-culture. Yet, perhaps the main objective is—through the humorous logic—to prove that 

a pragmatic third way is the only viable answer for Tonga and Oceania.  

 The explanation for why a third way is needed is made clear in his novel. The dialogue, 

speech patterns were designed to prompt the people to think about the choices (some poor) they 

had made. In ‘The Writer as an Outsider’ Hau’ofa says this of islanders and of his Tales of the 

Tikongs,  

the style that I have developed is an attempt to translate into writing the cadences of sounds 

as produced in the islands by storytellers, preachers, orators, people in supplication, people 

giving orders, can be heard in Tales of the Tikongs.
64

  

 

The notion was to amplify those voices, making them heard with a better understanding of their 

actions (including their connections to Christianity), and remind them of their agency. 

 Hau’ofa tactically alters several favorite parables. The chapter titles: ‘The Seventh 

and Other Days,’ ‘The Tower of Babel,’ ‘A Pilgrim’s Progress’ and so on, challenges the 

effectiveness of Biblical narratives in regard to Oceania. The clashing between cultures has 

been horrific, but ‘these are not stories of fatal impact so much as upbeat tales of indigenous 
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responses to cultural and economic imperialism.’
65

 There is much to learn. About Tales, it has 

been said that it, ‘should be required reading for every government official and developer in 

the Pacific. Unfortunately, the people who should be reading this remarkable work are too 

busy trying to develop our islands.’
66 

   

 The vignette ‘The Seventh and Other Days’ illustrates Hau’ofa’s anger with confusion 

generated by church doctrine, as well as his view on other mistaken ‘traditions.’
67

 This point is 

illustrated by his Sione Falesi, ‘a Most Important Person who holds high positions in both secular 

and the spiritual affairs of the realm.’
68

 Exemplifying the schizophrenic nature of the character, 

he ‘is a true Polynesian chief, a practising Christian, and a self-confessed sinner who goes to 

church every Sunday.’
69

 Through themes of colonization, Christianity and capitalism, ‘the 

description in this story leads the reader all too quickly from the Christian church of Western 

origin to the usurping presence of foreign economic and political advisors.’
70

  

 The problem faced by Sione is that of his—and his people’s true identity. He is 

Polynesian in family, but avowed Christian in ritual and belief. Thus, he is able to argue his 

Christian beliefs using Old Testament doctrine, while living an alternative life making him a 

fallible believer in each community. In fact, Sione is so contradictory, the foreign-aid worker 

who is supposed to infuse him (and others) with the Protestant work ethic ‘lost his way, 

eventually finding himself slumped over the bar at the Tiko club.’
71

  

Sione is a farcical character, but does not suffer like Sailosi Atiu (a Man Friday type). 

After the English depart he becomes a revolutionary, replete with wearing ‘Afro-shirts, and 
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other Third World clothes.’
72 

Additionally, he is so hostile to educated young people he 

forces them away by espousing a ‘Pacific Way’ ideology
73

, regardless of the consequences. 

His eradication campaign becomes so successful at creating disarray, in addition to the 

mother colony feeling ‘remorseful,’ that he is sent a deputy to help him. The irony is the 

person ordered (a Mr. Eric Hobsworth-Smith) was his employer. The turn of events is 

catastrophic for Sailosi; he retreats to his home, calling in his orders. This vacuum leaves Mr. 

Hobsworth-Smith to assume command again, as if he had never left. The moral is one of the 

consequences of extremism. 

Another character who exemplifies absurdism is Tevita Poto [a potential self-protrait],  

a Tikong migrant who received a university education abroad, is castigated by his elite 

family for questioning the church and the monarchy and by the common people for 

supporting the ‘Pacific Way.’
74

   

 

This philosophy is described by Subramani as ‘a quasi-political ideology. Its basic objective is to 

assert that Pacific people should not be intimidated by foreign models but develop their own 

priorities.’
75

 The sentiment is fair, but has been used to stifle a diversity of options for the future, 

and problematically, has been used by the elite of society, to hold those below in their place.  

 ‘Paths to Glory’ explores these dilemmas while ‘Tevita’s quandary illustrates the inherent 

duality of the Pacific Way ideology in its adoption of seemingly progressive principles of 

nonreliance on Western culture.’
76

 Yet this is an uncritical posture when the look back is 

premised on a present overly influenced by first contact. The contradictions stifle him (and its 
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author), as he is accosted by his uncle, ‘You’re an Elite and you should walk and act like one’
77

 

for not performing ‘elitely’ enough. He is further scolded by a taxi driver because of his ability to 

class shift. The inebriated driver ends his rant with telling him, ‘Pray to God and you will have 

your democracy in Heaven. Goodbye, professor, I’m off to New Zealand tomorrow. Yes, for 

good.’
78

 

 Of the tales, the trilogy concerning the biblical Tower of Babel is the most forceful. There, 

‘Hau’ofa pokes fun at the abandonment of a viable subsistence economy for the surplus 

production economy which shortsighted foreign development schemes cannot sustain.’
79 

The tale 

told by Manu explains the ‘Fish Cannery Project fiasco,’ saying sex was its undoing. This also 

harkens back to a point made in Our Crowded Islands—that Tonga was at risk of over-

populating. Another point, that of short-sighted fishing enterprises, is also examined in the 

report, Corned Beef and Tapioca (1979). All of which is then satirised in Tales.  

 The tale, while a critique of colonial power, is engrossed with sexually and Christian 

allusions. The Japanese having old men who are not sexual viable for women, but still needing to 

consume tuna, comprises the first part of the tale. Then the responsibility falls onto New Zealand 

and finally to the Tikongs, with the company in charge of the fishing with the bemused name, 

‘Bottom Development’ and the aid person, Alvin [Sharky] Lowe, who ‘like the Great Shepherd 

of Nazareth, [Sharky] converted many frightened fellows into fishermen.’
80

 The tales’ characters 

are natives who are not interested in globalization. One is ‘Ika Levu, a part-time fisherman and 

gardener,’
81 

who, being a subsistence person had no debt; he was free. This for one who was an 

‘inhabitant’ of a tropic island—which means uncivilised. 
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His dual occupation meant that Ika worked whenever he felt like it; and he had very little 

money, which bothered him not at all. Ika never felt miserable until Sharky [the sleazy and 

corrupt Australian development coordinator] laid hands on him.
82

 

 

 The idea of island freedom is progressively destroyed with this imposed way of life. 

‘Although a Western-style developed economy will benefit transnationals and the existing elite 

in ‘Tiko,’ it effectively destroys the way of life for most commoners in a subsistence-based 

economy.’
83

 
 

 The worry of outside influence is not only from Western institutions, as the historical 

record shows. ‘The present government in Tonga began advocating a return to ‘traditional’ 

culture in the late 1970s, building a cultural centre with Japanese aid money.’
84 

The concern was 

shared by Hau’ofa, as he, also in the 1970s, commented on the curious situation of island people 

always desperately needing fresh fish.  

Although the demand for fresh fish in Tongatapu has never been adequately supplied, 

much of the catch of the government-owned deep-sea fishing vessels has been taken to 

canneries in Pagopago and Levuka for the much-needed foreign earnings.
85

  

 

The mix of international influences embedded in Tongan society makes their complete removal 

almost impossible, but not beyond hope, though that future is difficult to conceive. Especially if 

there is a misdiagnosis.  

 Edward Watts, in his discussion of the novel’s philosophy, sees the problems that befall 

Tiko as a confluence of language and power. ‘The failure of the ‘Appropriate Authorities’ to 

notice the inapplicability of the concept of ‘development’ to Tiko is again a failure of 

language.’
86

 Yet this is not a failure of language. Instead, an example of force exerted via 
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hegemonic language. ‘You try savvy good or I’ll bloody well bash your coon head in, O.K.?’
87

 

Alvin’s threatening and condescending tones complicates the supposition of there being a failure 

to understand the key issues. 

 Nevertheless, Ika was able to destroy the relationship foisted upon him, Toa Qase, was not 

as fortunate. ‘The story of Toa Qase concludes ‘The Tower of Babel.’ He has the misfortune to 

partake in the ‘Poultry Development Scheme funded by an agency of the Great International 

Organisation,’ which gives him six thousand chickens so he can become a ‘Modern 

Businessman.’
88

 Also, being a gardener and deciding on this plan, he dreams of something not 

seen in his culture: personal wealth. The business goes awry, for in Tongan (for the fictitious 

Tiko) culture there is an expectation of generosity and sharing. ‘In Tiko if you give less you will 

lose more and if you give nothing you will lose all.’
89

 The idea of hoarded wealth is antithetical 

to Polynesian sensibilities. Therefore, his chickens were removed, leaving him with the loan and 

his still thwarted Western aspirations. ‘After succumbing to this language, Toa forgets the 

Polynesian tradition of sharing [any] abundance. Hau’ofa makes it clear that another language 

interrupts Toa’s hope.’
90  

 
Ultimately, Toa, with the help of clergy thinks of ‘developing for himself vast treasures in 

Heaven where live neither thieves nor experts,’
91

 but even here, there is a question about what 

lessons were learned. Watts argues ‘each culture’s inability to recognize the de facto (author’s 

emphasis) existence of a series of interactive cultures on Tiko victimises the majority of the 

islanders.’
92 

This means that the power dynamic is not equal, thereby, ‘disallowing the possibility 
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that a multiplicity of priorities and languages share Tiko.’
93 

True, but these do understand each 

other. What is missing is a mutual respect for the different lifestyles, which capitalism and 

colonialism does not heed—as power seldom values the Other.  

Hau’ofa’s value is in his insistence on locating what could be used of the past (Oceanic 

tradition) and from Western culture. This while noting since neither is going away, it is vital to 

merge them in a productive manner. Such must be done without assuming either’s principles 

uncritically, for it is there problems arise. In the text the narrator, Manu, points this out. For proof 

he wears a shirt that says ‘Religion and Education Destroy Original Wisdom’
94

 on the back, yet 

displays ‘Over Influenced’
95

 on the front. This fictitious character is  

based the character of Manu on a popular eccentric in Nuku‘alofa. He shared his 

remarkable propensity for inappropriate truthfulness and freedom of criticism with an 

eccentric from Vava‘u.
96   

 

 Such fare saves the novel from widespread cultural and physical defeatism. This makes it 

very different from Mudrooroo’s Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the Ending of the 

World. Here the hero is saved by an ability to joke about the people’s predicament. On this 

subject, as Nigel Rigby writes, ‘comedy is a rarely used form in postcolonial writing; [V.S.] 

Naipaul and [Wole] Soyinka come to mind, but interestingly it is their early rather than their later 

work.’
97

 In addition, ‘Hau’ofa’s particularly Tongan humor does have parallels in postmodernist 

destabilizing and decentring techniques.’
98

 Yet first this is an extension of a societal trait. ‘The 

Tongans have a long history of using humor to deflect and deflate power,’
99 

from where very 

adult language is used.  
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The humor is often extremely bawdy. The comedy works through inflating and inverting 

the ‘norms’ of the rest of the Christian world, emphasizing the difference and smallness of 

Tiko: rest becomes work and work becomes rest: morality causes immorality; an official 

truth is an actual lie.
100

  

 

The action is designed to subvert the power of European activity and actions over Tiko (and 

Tonga), though the act is complicated—especially since the writer belonged to the upper and 

educated classes. However, he never succumbed to such allegiances. What saved him was his 

wanting to not be ‘type-casted’, but an individual. Further, at his core, he was a wonderer and a 

wanderer. So much that he wrote he has never felt very comfortable being in any one place.  

My background of rootlessness, of being a perpetual outsider, a professional underdog, and 

an unbeliever, rendered me completely ill suited to the life of sedentary respectability that a 

national Establishment provides and even demands.
101

  

 

 A contrarian, he saw himself more like the trickster, in African tales, ‘a clown at heart, a 

connoisseur of absurdity.’
102

 Like Hau’ofa, then, Manu ‘exists outside society’
103

 freeing him to 

comment without seeming biased. To further Manu’s independence, Hau’ofa gave him a unique 

name. ‘Manu means ‘a pain, like a toothache’ in Tongan, but Manuki also means to mock or 

deride. Manu, the alter ego of Hau’ofa, is an irritant to the power structure as well as a deflator of 

them.’
104

 Thus as Rigby says, ‘he is in touch with traditional values but is not simply a 

traditionalist. He wants Tiko to develop but does not want a development which continues to 

subordinate Tiko to the old colonial powers.’
105

 Hau’ofa expresses his skin-walker ability
106

 in 

‘Writer and the Outsider,’ where, as an anthropologist he was comfortable being with others 

while not wanting to become one of them. ‘I studied other people, I wrote about them, I liked 
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most of them, but I could never become one of them.’
107

 This is the type of nomad
108

 seen in the 

postmodern writings of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari.  

 As comedic as the vignettes are, the general subtext is very serious, albeit from the bottom, 

the rhizome. Borrowing the botanical term, Deleuze and Guattari write about a ‘distinct type of 

underground stem-system.’
109

 Such a stance means the understanding and strength comes from 

the proletariat. Of course the weakness here, with wanting such a strategy, is finding a weapon 

that is obtained with little effort. The working classes do not control the flow of capital. They do 

not shape public perceptions. In fact it would seem (if one solely believed in the bourgeoisie) 

they are powerless. Which would over-look one source: It is almost impossible to remove from 

an entire class, their ability to create space for laughter. Therefore, not being in power, the 

humour of the protagonist becomes his weapon. But this is a very limited weapon against 

Western hegemony. One not powerful enough to force the change sought, against an entity like 

international aid.  

His translations of the tall tales provide a distinctive and exuberant new voice in 

postcolonial writing, synthesizing modernity and tradition; but at the end of the last story in 

the book, ‘The Glorious Pacific Way,’ the humor is bitter.’
110

  

 

To save oneself from a nostalgic look at revolution, such a point, albeit crushing, must be 

remembered.  

 Also complicating the success of this strategy, many abandon it, deciding to follow the 

easier path—which is almost always made much more lucrative with the lure of enhancements 

and inducements. This is why there is sadness when a different character, Ole Pasifikiwei, is 
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seduced by such forces. ‘Since [he] shelved his original sense of self-respect and has assumed 

another, attuned to his new, permanent role as a first-rate, expert beggar.’
111

 The allure and force 

of ‘aid’ was too strong to resist.  

 In the final tale, ‘Hau’ofa presents an account of a Tikong amateur folklorist, Ole 

Pasifikiwei, who needs a typewriter to record his findings in an orderly fashion.’
112

 ‘The 

Glorious Pacific Way’ gives illustration of the impossibility of any pure movement and the 

pervasive undermining effects of assimilation. The most pointed example is the use of a very 

Western icon: the typewriter. In addition, writing down facts was not part of the culture before 

first contact. Instead, it became a model of preferred handling of information. Such a shift, 

though, is reasonable in a changed culture. Sadly, such alterations pushed Tikong culture in a 

negative direction. ‘The folklorist leaves his carefully collected papers with a relative, who 

unknowingly sells them as toilet paper, thereby destroying a rare written archive of Tikong oral 

culture.’
113

 The influence of the colonizers’ lifestyle is a theme throughout the novel. The 

disappointment is in Indigenous peoples, either traditionalists or those more invested in Western 

standards, not utilizing practical methods to their benefit. Not being in control of their constructs, 

they are unable to counter Western assumptions about themselves.   

 Tales, though not as tragic as Mudrooroo’s works, does end on a worrisome note. As if the 

narrator concedes there will be no change, no relief for the ordinary citizen. This is a weakness of 

using only one technique to oppose a power structure, as said by Rigby. ‘The fragmentations of 

this comedy can only reproduce the European representations of the Pacific as small and 

powerless, even as they expose the workings of those representations.’
114

 Humour does not erase 
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laws or regulations deemed unfair. In the larger debate, it also does not liberate one culture, if it 

is almost completely dominated by another. Such acknowledgments are important, but even more 

very sobering. Admitting them also reminds one of other claims, reminiscent of the endings of 

Mudrooroo’s novels (historical fiction as well) with strong Aboriginal characters who attempt 

rebellion but ultimately fail. Yet there is also another interpretation of Hau’ofa’s strategy. One 

that fits well with his seemingly weak (but ultimately sublime) strategy. 

 Hau’ofa never gave up his attempts at liberating his people. He only realised that what had 

been used before was not successful. The opposition had more effective weapons. Therefore, he 

did what any tactician would do: he changed his approach. ‘Hau’ofa seems to feel now that the 

primary need of the postcolonial writer is to help rebuild rather than deconstruct society.’
115

 The past can be contested and revised but only in the context of the present. In such a 

manner it is still based on the master’s narrative. Instead, rebuilding what is, as Heidegger says 

‘ready-to-hand,’
116

 is more practical. Such utilitarian ideas are not as dazzling, but have the 

strength of being better implemented and Hau’ofa does stress the importance of being practical. 

That if one were to not tip to an extreme point of view, there would be a path to a harmonious 

future. His next novel follows that proposition as well. 
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KISSES IN THE NEDERENDS  

If there is bitterness by the end of Tales, Kisses in the Nederends has an opposite 

feeling. This, though the beginning does not give the reader a hint of its graphic tone. In an 

interview with Subramani, Hau’ofa said of Kisses, ‘I first experienced the pain in Tonga in 

1981. My doctor opened its source and drained it [a fistula].’
117

 The experience led to 

Nederends, a creative nonfictional novel about pain, modernity, and colonial island life.  

 One goal of Nederends was to achieve a certain coarseness. ‘I intended Kisses to come out 

very differently [than Tales]; I wanted it raw, not cooked.’118 The depictions of pain and 

embarrassment are direct, yet the themes are connected to those of Tales, albeit more sharply. 

‘The central feature of the arse-about-face principle of grotesque realism is debasement, the 

sinking of the exalted or abstract to the loser material levels of the body.’
119

 What is merely 

absurd in Tales is bizarrely funny in Kisses, via its depictions. For this reason, many critics have 

connected Hau’ofa’s strategy of low body humor to François Rabelais, the 1500s French writer, 

who, in writing on similar themes and topics, forced ‘the peculiar logic of  ‘the inside out’  (à l’ 

envers) of the turnabout of a continual shifting from top to bottom, from front to rear.’
120

 These 

attributes point to a larger discussion than one with narrow categories such as ‘ethnic’ or 

‘minority’ writer.  

 Hau’ofa’s ideas also share similarities with Continental writer Mikhail Mikhailovich 

Bakhtin’s, the Russian classist turned prominent twentieth century interpreter. ‘This also involves 

a kind of transubstantiation, whereby grotesque realism turns its subjects into flesh through 
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laughter, thus imitating the traditional role of the clown.’
121

 As has been mentioned before, both 

Hau’ofa and Tongan culture expect humour. 

 It is very true that Nederends is even more ribald than Tikongs. The editor’s note for the 

1987 edition warns the text ‘is not for the fainthearted’
122

—nor for the easily offended by bodily 

function humor. Within the first two paragraphs there is ‘a stinking cacophony of snoring and 

farting which has the reader, like the hero’s wife, running for cover.’
123

 Yet there is another 

aspect here, seen in the two types (physical and spiritual) of treatment for the boil suffered. One 

is the more traditional, using local methods, potentially applauded by those with nativist/Pacific 

Way sentiments. This affords some help, but Oilei Bomboki’s fistula grows worse. Therefore he 

has more treatment, this time in Pacific Metro (Western) centres. This other extreme course does 

not offer the relief sought either. Thus, he is ‘whisked straight to the Dum Mihaka Hospital’
124

 in 

New Zealand. At a different hospital—with a suspicious Maori name—he receives a treatment 

plan taking a white woman’s anus. However, another extremism (this time sexism) prevails. 

There is opposition from the lead surgeon (Dr. Fraser) because it is a ‘feminist arsehole.’
125

 

Oilei’s body also rejects the organ which was proposed in a Western manner. Out of necessity, a 

different clinic is suggested (Babu’s Whakapohane Clinic). One that uses spirituality in its 

healing program, and there, surrounded with family and various well wishers, his mends. This 

amalgamation works for it unifies cultures and gender, producing an equality of race, culture and 

gender, something not readily seen in Greek or in later Western culture—or in Mudrooroo’s 

work.  

 The text itself, then, is a quest for relief; physical and spiritual. The pain is seen through the 
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tensions wrought in the developing and under-developed world by the developed. The 

‘developed’ countries feast on what is located in the developing or under-developed world. This 

diagnosis came about from a healer named Seru, who saw the body as being its own world, 

inhabited by creatures called the Tuktuks. These creatures reside in two basic camps: Lower and 

Upper. Such a point of view compliments the next healer, Babu, with his philosophy of the world 

and body. ‘Seru’s dream prepares for the introduction of Babu – sage, yogi and faker – whose 

holistic belief [is] that all parts of the body are of equal value.’
126

 Additionally, this type of 

explanation is similar to other non-western culture’s healing perspectives, like those of 

Traditional Chinese Medicine, that sees the body (life force or qi) as needing to be harmonised 

(i.e. a sore in the mouth is caused by too much fire in the body.) When it is not, problems arise.  

 The strife seen in Oilei’s body occurs because the Uppertuks want the resources found in 

the region used by the Lowertuks. But, rather than mutual barter, the Uppertuks steal and force 

them into servitude. They also have the advantage of superior weapons, as with colonial Europe, 

which is why, after hearing this lesson, Oilei says, ‘The rebellions sound exactly like what you 

here from the BBC news service every day.’
127

  

 The problem of extremes, as seen in Tikongs, is as important here. Therefore, these 

theoretical strong ideas, while respected, do not remove the fistula; instead it worsens. Further, 

Seru, after being assailed by Oilei’s affliction spurns him. However, a philosophical/spiritual 

understanding has been found, preparing Oilei for Babu’s viewpoint. Seeing Babu as a world 

operative and ‘faker’ is correct from only one perspective. Not having the aid of a powerful 

entity, he must be an opportunist. In this way, he is also the embodiment of the people of Tikong, 

                                                 
126

 Edmond, ‘Kiss my arse!’ 142-155. 
127

 Hau’ofa, Ocean 124.  



 171 

 

 

‘who must lie and trick in order to survive.’
128

  

  So, while appearing to some readers as no more than a joker, there is a more serious 

undercurrent to his character. ‘For Babu, the real obscenity of our time is the threat of nuclear 

annihilation.’
129

 To buttress this he offers a playful solution. ‘Against it we must greet, love and 

dance with each other in the middle of our zones of taboo’
130

 Babu’s treatment for Oilei and all 

others is to make peace with the anus, kissing it, thereby bonding the reprehensible with the 

afflicted and so displays the connection to Rabelais’ inside out theory. However, to non-

believers, this ‘new anal obsession, and his desire to kiss the bums of his family and friends 

results in an enforced session with a psychoanalyst.’
131

 The clashing of ideology is made into 

slapstick. Though Oilei has been ‘taught’ peace, he is incensed by the insinuations of Oedipal 

urges. ‘It’s a combination of anal fixation of an indeterminate form, and Oedipus complex’
132

 

Oilei responds to Dr. Zimmerman’s prognosis with threats of violence, showing again the 

incompatibility of such divergent cultures. ‘You dirty arsehole, if ever again I hear you utter the 

word ‘mother’, I will personally kick your fucking arse all the way back to Vienna.’
133

 

Obviously, this is another failure to communicate between Western and non-Western peoples. 

Granted, there is hope still, but only if orthodoxy is replaced with confluence.  

 Therefore, with the (co)operation between Western and traditional medicine Babu receives 

enough funds ‘to establish and International school of Traditional Medicine. This acts as a front 

for his Third Millenium Movement which in turn is fed by CIA and Russian money.’
134

 Or, 

perhaps, seen as a down the middle approach to healing, while acquiring alternative revenue 
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streams?  

Babu, however, is prophet as well as fraud, healer as well as entrepreneur. Oilei’s descent 

into the anal region is a quest for physical and ultimately spiritual cure, and in the end it is 

Babu and his friends who provide both.
135

   

 

Thus eschewing that pragmatic third way—Babu achieves success (where Sally Morgan 

succeeds and Ole in Tales fails) by using his Whakapohane clinic to enhance ‘Eastern’ beliefs 

instead of abandoning them.  

 ‘Hau’ofa’s work appropriates various cultural knowledge, both introduced and traditional, 

as remedial measures against maladies of modern societies’
136

 which some see as postmodern, 

yet is not, as Bakhtin has written.  

In the prehistory of novelistic discourse one may observe many extremely heterogeneous 

factors at work. From our point of view, however, two of these proved to be of decisive 

importance: one of these is laughter (author’s emphasis), the other polyglossia 

[mnogojazyč].
137

  

 

Further, as with Tongans, ‘the most ancient forms for representing language were organized by 

laughter—these were originally nothing more than the ridiculing of another’s language and 

another’s direct discourse’
138

 Hau’ofa, by continuing a Tongan tradition is engaging in a practice 

also recognised in the West. ‘Polyglossia and the interanimation of languages associated with it 

elevated these forms to a new artistic and ideological level, which made possible the genre of the 

novel.’
139

 Therefore, Hau’ofa is contributing to a known tradition, ensuring a dialogue with 

newer audiences, for he is a master of the machinations of the novel. ‘It usually strives for a 
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sense of reality, it doesn’t pretend to be the literal truth.’
140

 Such straddling is only successful if 

carried out delicately. ‘When we read a novel we should be empathizing with the characters and 

the world they inhabit, but at the same time we should also be aware that we are reading a fiction 

that has its own higher truths to relate.’
141

 These are expectations seen in any audience. ‘Both of 

Hau’ofa’s fictional texts draw upon Tongan storytelling practices communicated through 

humorous stories which satirize the target of criticism by means of comic allegory.’
142

 More, the 

location is not with high art but more proletariate in nature.  

Arlene Griffen has also evaluated Kisses in the Nederends in terms of Bakhtin’s theories, 

claiming that ‘Hau’ofa’s socio-comic-grotesque approach reinforces the validity and 

vitality of the culture of folk humour and the principle of laughter as an antidote to 

monologic discourses and practices.’
143

  

 

This impetus is very important. The problem is with another group which has been intellectually 

and psychologically arrested in their development by a culture which was so powerful that it had 

never set out to communicate in an equitable way. Indeed, 

Hau’ofa sets out to metaphorically liberate the indigenous body from the limitations of 

various discourses and social taboos, and the comic resolution of the novel points towards 

possible solutions for worldwide problems of discrimination and social exclusion.
144

 

 

As with Jonathan Swift, writing ‘A Modest Proposal,’ satirizing Ireland’s destitute, circa 

1714, one sees with  Hau’ofa, who though [he] 

explores and satirizes many of these issues [corruption and foreign dependency] in his 

two prose fiction texts, he is nevertheless somewhat unusual among postcolonial writers 

in his strategy of examining these issues through an exuberantly comic lens.
145

  

 

This same sentiment is articulated by Rod Edmond. ‘Themes of tradition and change, social 

disintegration and individual displacement, social mobility and cultural exile have not, 
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understandably enough, produced much serious comic writing.’
146

 Instead there has been a 

plethora of writings filled with sadness and anxiety. Yet ‘Hau’ofa, successfully counterbalances 

the ‘serious’ or satirical elements of his writing with an overlay of earthy, ribald and slapstick 

humour.’
147

  

 Such is achieved with Oilei, a stable individual, not intimidated by power, who embraces 

whatever works.  

The comic resolution of the novel, like Babu’s philosophy, therefore works towards 

possible solutions to global problems through reconciling extremes and collapsing 

distinctions of race and gender, thereby transcending binary systems of exclusion or 

discrimination.
148

  

 

The resolution, then, while acknowledging different methods, does not privilege either. The 

Western clinic in the tropics blends remnants of Western and native culture for a reasonable 

solution.  

This transformation does not erode non-Western culture but merges it. ‘The novel’s 

conclusion may also be interpreted in terms of Hau’ofa’s own philosophies about addressing 

some of the socio-political problems within the Pacific region,’
149

 such as the question of aid and 

remittances. The Western view is that of a non-educated labour force sending their wages back 

home to a un(der)developed homeland. As Hau’ofa wrote: ‘Islanders are not parasites on their 

relatives abroad.’
150

 But knowing many in his Western audience would be shocked by this 

statement, he goes on to explain what is truly going on. He gives a more nuanced description of 

the practice. 

Everything homeland relatives receive they reciprocate with goods they themselves 

produce, and they maintain ancestral roots and lands for everyone, homes with warmed 
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hearths for travellers to return to at the end of the day, or to re-strengthen their bonds, 

their souls and their identities before they move on again. This is not dependence but 

interdependence, which is purportedly the essence of the global system.
151

 
 

Therefore, what was missing in the Western point of view was the humanity and practicality of 

remittances. Yet the West, in its ignorance and power overlooks the idea that native people can 

do more than dance and chant, which gives a greater sense of urgency to Oilei’s problem. 

Indeed, Hau’ofa himself argues that Oilei’s ailment is a metaphor for the social ills of the 

contemporary Pacific, and that his acceptance of the Third Millennium philosophy 

implies that the solution to contemporary problems in the Pacific must be ‘global’ rather 

than local in nature.
152

  

 

This means his ‘arguments suggest that his novel may therefore be read on several allegorical 

levels; the central issue of bodily taboo is deployed as a metaphor for wider regional and finally 

[for the] global issues of conflict and discrimination.’
153

 Further, it is this global perspective that 

was missing earlier, when he had written Corned Beef and Tapioca: A Report on the Food 

Distribution Systems in Tonga (1979), or Our Crowded Islands (1980), which he admits was a 

text not readily disseminated. ‘No one wanted to know what I was saying,’
154

 for the analysis 

was too narrow for a native population. Younger, he was too beholden to Western perceptions of 

what the troubles and solutions should be for native peoples. As his older, authoritative voice, 

explains  

our economy, society, culture, and indeed our very existence, are not fenced in by our 

national boundaries. We are inextricably part of larger entities: the Pacific region and 

more importantly, the world economy.
155

  

 

Such a worldview is a welcome one for two reasons. The first it shows the writer’s maturity as a 

thinker and statesman. Second, to those looking for inspiration, it shows a potential path. 
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Such a lens proves his commitment to help the region. ‘The solutions to all the major 

problems in our islands lie in regional and ultimately in wider international co-operation.’
156

 The 

allegorical connection and resolution sought in the real world fits with the fictional world.   

Oilei’s search for the ultimate solution to his problem reflects those thoughts quite 

closely. He tries local dottores, an acupuncturist, and medical officers, to no avail. Then 

he goes regional (to a New Zealand hospital, that is) too late. But he is at last healed by 

the world Third Millennium Movement.
 157

 

The clashing does end in a victory of sorts, bringing different peoples sexualities together in a 

manner embracing all, advocating what is still seen as an insult, to ‘kiss my arse,’ into a remedy.   

Ceding common ground gives way to a new conception of what ‘victory’ could be. In 

sports, wars, the common assumption is one side scores more points or forces the other side to 

admit defeat. Here, since no one has lost anything (either fame or fortune), all are satisfied. 

Allowing those interested and concerned into Oilei’s room and to bear witness—which is 

chronicled in various forms throughout the novel—has vanquished old preconceptions. This has 

occurred because of the decision to not dwell on what had happened before. Such a practice 

would be extremely difficult to make happen in reality, but it does pose a curious argument: what 

if West and East could simply not fetishize on what separates them (granted the list of grievances 

is long and sordid), and, instead, took what could be used for a better purpose. The possibilities 

are endless, if the will is insistent. 
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We Are the Ocean: Selected Works  

 In this text the reader is exposed to articles, lectures and speeches which give a much 

clearer, nuanced, theoretical understanding to Hau’ofa’s political/theoretical evolution. Included 

here as well are his ideas and rationale behind his definition of ‘Oceania.’ It is also in this space 

that his more poignant comments are to be found, as in the commanding voice drawing its 

understanding from his travails. 

His opus is enhanced in ‘The Ocean in Us,’ beginning with an admission that he had 

published a work that was ‘more optimistic than the currently prevailing notions,’
158 

reiterating 

the need for a different direction. ‘This bleak view of our existence was so relentlessly pushed 

that I began to be concerned about its implications.’
159

 This was coupled with his own 

internalised Western concept of Oceania as being insignificant, inept.  

Two years ago I began noticing the reactions of my students when I explained our 

 situation of dependence. I was so bound to the notion of smallness that even if we 

 improved our approaches to production, for example, the absolute size of our islands 

 would still impose such severe limitations that we would be defeated in the end.
160

   

 

Not a man to admit defeat, however, he challenged himself—  

What kind of teaching is it to stand in front of young people from your own region, 

people you claim as your own, and you tell them that our countries are hopeless? Is this 

not what neocolonialism is all about?
161

  

 

This is the type of epiphany one must have if the goal is colonial liberation. ‘Soon the 

realisation dawned on me. In propagating a view of hopelessness, I was actively participating in 

our own belittlement.’
162 

The source for a more philosophical approach then came while 

travelling to a lecture in Hawai’i. ‘Under the aegis of Pele, before my very eyes, the Big Island 
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was growing, rising from the depths of a mighty sea. The world of Oceania is not small; it is 

huge and growing bigger every day.’
163 

With this realization (and contemporary events) he re-

categorises who has influenced the history of Oceania.  

Until recent years with the rise into prominence of historical anthropology and 

ethnographic history, there has been a near-total domination of the scholarly 

reconstructions of our pasts by the Canberra school of Pacific historians.
164

  

 

The critique presented is also a personal one, for Hau’ofa was a product of the Canberra 

school, having studied there for his PhD. Here, a more authoritative Hau’ofa is more critical of 

the ‘relationship’ between Europe/Empires and native inhabitants, using a personal anecdote.  

Many years ago, while visiting a rural community in Papua New Guinea, I was 

 invaded by a particular virulent kind of lice. Since then I have always associated the word 

 ‘contact’ with nasty infections. As used by historians and other scholars the term is very 

 apt; it describes accurately the first and early encounters between Oceanians and 

 European sailors as carriers of dangerous diseases that wiped out large proportions of our 

 populations in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
165

 

   

Such a danger was the plight of Indigenous in many places in the world, notably in Oceania.  

 

Within one hundred years the indigenous population of Hawai‘i, for example, was 

reduced by over ninety percent. There was real concern towards the end of the nineteenth 

century that we would vanish from the face of the earth because of such rampaging 

diseases.
166

 

  

The coming of death is a central theme in Mudrooroo’s Ghost Dancing series. This is 

especially true if one expounds on what is called ‘rampaging diseases.’ The fear of being 

obliterated was also alluded to in My Place. ‘In this world, there’s no justice, people like us’d all 

be dead and gone if it was up to this country.’
167

 Second, third and fourth world people have felt 

their history (and themselves) would vanish. Perhaps none did it as smartly as the late comedian 

Richard Pryor, in a sketch about the film Logan’s Run.  
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I don’t like movies when they don’t have niggers in them. I went to see Logan’s Run, 

right? They had a movie of the future called Logan’s Run. There ain’t no niggers in it! I 

said, ‘Well, white folks ain’t plannin’ for us to be here much longer!’
168

   

 

Others have also thought of this type of eradication but without the humour. Brian 

Attebery’s ‘Aboriginality in Science Fiction,’ chronicles the different depictions of Aboriginal 

people through Australian science fiction projects. The first phase, from the 1800s to 1970s is 

chronicled as the ‘Bad Old Days,’ for there were various themes of genocide. One was to prune 

‘them’ out. ‘In Erle Cox’s 1925 scientific romance Out of the Silence, a visiting superwoman 

offers, if her white hosts wish, to weed out all the coloured races.’
169

 Though Attebery talks 

primarily within an Australian context, there is the larger argument that such ideas are not unique 

to the relationship between Australia and Aboriginal people. 

Hau’ofa, always eager to use black humour points to how that fear gave way to another 

concern: what would happen if they reproduced in alarming numbers? ‘Ironically, a major 

concern in the twilight years of the twentieth century was that there were too many of us 

around.’
170

 

 Hau’ofa understood the importance of more positive representations for Oceanians, 

warning whosoever controls these images, controls them too. ‘It is a hindrance in that it 

marginalizes our peoples by relegating them to the roles of spectators. It does not see them as 

major players in the shaping of their histories.’
171

 This means they are still second class peoples, 

far behind the ‘real’ history makers. ‘The main actors are explorers, early traders, missionaries, 

planters, colonial officials, and so forth.’
172

 He then goes on to say, ‘it is not surprising, then, that 

many academics hold the view that the peoples and cultures of Oceania are inventions of 
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imperialism.’
173

 Next arguing there needs to be a change.  

We Oceanians must find ways of reconstructing our pasts that are our own. Non-

Oceanians may construct and interpret our pasts or our present, but those are their 

constructions and interpretations, not ours.
174

  

 

Hence, the reason for autonomy is clear, however defined. Agency, meaning one’s point of view, 

is central, not those that have been adopted. One example of this exorcism deals with Captain 

Cook. 

  For this purpose we lay to rest once and for all the ghost of Captain Cook. This is not a 

 suggestion to excise him entirely from our histories—far from it. As for us, we merely 

 send Captain Cook to the wings to await our summons when it is necessary to call in 

 the Plague, and we may recall him at the end to take a bow. Once we sideline Captain 

 Cook, it will be easier to deal with other and lesser intruders.
175

 

 

The separation Hau’ofa is making clearly stems from the need to undo what the West has 

wrought: Impose their interpretation on Oceania. Here, he recalibrates Oceanic sensibilities as 

another step that must be taken for independence of mind and spirit.  

 Thinkers like Hau’ofa operate on multiple platforms, but are myopically categorised, 

primarily, as a ‘minority’ or Oceanic writer. Disappointing, for his Selected Works not only 

deconstructs the mythology of Cook et al., and the problematic nature of the colonial mind, but 

also those followers of colonialism who have been oppressed by their leaders. The text reads as 

lecture and audacity, narrative, and an embodiment of the core ideal of Oceania, writing a more 

positive Oceania into consciousness.  

Relationships of power such as those between nations, classes, and other groupings are 

often characterized by the dominant going out of their way to erase or suppress 

memories, or histories, and implant what they wish in order to consolidate their 

control.
176

  

 

A posture as forceful as this is normally seen as naked aggression, but that depends, surely, on 
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the status/attitude of the ‘participants’—hence developed nations call it progress. Though in 

more contemporary times, intellectuals have conceded that Others have voices. One example 

said of Tahitians: ‘The glamorous view of that beautiful island and its beautiful people which 

prevailed in the drawing-rooms of Europe must have had a reverse side, the view seen by the 

Tahitians themselves.’
177

 The problem, of course, is in forcing hegemony into listening to those 

whose ‘imaginary’ way of life entertained Europeans. 

This does not mean that Hau’ofa follows the old tactic of blaming ‘the White man.’ 

Oppression is also a local phenomenon, as he has written concerning the Tongan royalty’s rise at 

the expense of its aristocracy. Theirs was a societal acquiescence from below. ‘We cherish and 

respect our connections to our aristocracies, mainly because we have no choice; and for the same 

reason ‘we love and respect our oppression.’’
178

 Such a critique is also present when the West 

honestly critiques itself.  

In Anti-Oedipus, one of the two seminal books by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 

there is a suspicious look at the manner government’s gain, then use power. The text critiques 

fascism, but not as an isolated, abhorrent phenomenon. Their argument is, instead, that even 

when one looks at the nuclear family
179

 there is tension, not unlike those of the Mekeo.  

The Western idea that the masses welcome control (it being a natural state) was also 

commented on by 17
th

 century Dutch philosopher Baruch (later Benedict) de Spinoza. His work 

is also referenced by Deleuze and Guattari. These theories are similar to Hau’ofa’s. Perhaps since 

all were cultural nomads. Hau’ofa had moved constantly, and Spinoza was excommunicated for 
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his views. In his Theological-Political Treatise, Spinoza, writes of his bafflement to why the 

masses willfully submit, which seems to be out of fear: 

It may indeed be the highest secret of monarchical government and utterly essential to it, 

to keep men deceived, and to disguise the fear that sways them with the specious name of 

religion, so that they will fight for their servitude as if they were fighting for their own 

deliverance, and will not think it humiliating but supremely glorious to spill their blood 

and sacrifice their lives for the glorification of a single man.
180

   

 

Anti-Oedipus also uses Austrian-American Jewish psychiatrist and psycho-analyst Wilhelm 

Reich to explain this phenomenon. He, as Deleuze and Guattari, was wary of any facile 

explanation of conformity. Reich argued (self) oppression could be seen throughout culture. In 

that way it is organic, and for those who are opportunistic, readily available. The problem is that 

the signs are so apparent many over look them. He gives the example of workers being hungry.  

What is to be explained is not why the starving individual steals or why the exploited 

individual strikes, but why the majority of starving individuals do not steal and the 

majority of exploited individuals do not strike.
181

  

 

Though the societal diagnoses overlap, Hau’ofa was not fearful of governments or 

administrations, knowing he was on the inside. ‘In view of this, we have to take careful note of 

our indoctrination by our contemporary elite groups and ruling classes—of which we, the senior 

staff of the university, are members,’
182 

while attempting a renegotiation.  

Whatever their political situation may be, most educated people in the Pacific, like 

myself, are trying to redefine their cultural identities, or endeavouring to shed a kind of 

mentality bred under conditions of colonialism.
183

  

 

It would seem that Hau’ofa, perhaps because he sees himself as part of that machine, was not as 

angry about it. He is not ambivalent either, but sees such machinations as endeavours in which 
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humans engage. Hence he steps away from stark absolutes of right versus wrong in order to open 

possibilities for different avenues of approach to the problems that plague society.  

The history of (especially modern) governments has proven that skepticism is prudent. 

Yet what is more curious is the amount of dark skepticism prominent Western thinkers employ 

when discussing the various types of governments. With Hau’ofa the same amount of leeriness is 

there, but he retains his hope in native governments, if only there were less outside meddling.  

Equally frustrating is how this has arrested intellectual development—his point being,  

after decades of anthropological field research in Melanesia we have come up only with 

pictures of people who fight, compete, trade, pay bride-price engage in rituals, invent 

cargo cults, copulate, and sorcerise each other.
184

  

 

When such ideology becomes normal, or, as Neil Postman has said, the easiest to speak 

of, understanding and discourse are limited.
185

 This being true, ‘we should not, therefore, be 

surprised when we see equally distorted pictures, painted by angry nationalists, depicting them as 

being more moral and better human beings than us.’
186

 In talking to his formal audience 

(Anthropology students and Pacific Islanders) he freely admits ‘we have neglected to portray 

them as rounded human beings who love as well as hate, who laugh joyously as well as quarrel, 

who are peaceful as well as warlike.’
187

 Though such analysis sounds bitter, the intent is not. 

In ‘The Ocean in Us’ Hau’ofa creates a companion to the ideas in ‘Our Sea of Islands’ 

which also has ‘community’ as one of its themes. Here, he argues that ‘a solid and effective 

regional identity can be forged and fostered.’
188

 There is an important need here, for the past 

categorizations have not been helpful. ‘It should now be evident why our region is characterised 

as the ‘hole in the doughnut,’ an empty space. We should take careful note of this because if we 
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do not exist for others, then we could in fact be dispensable.’
189

 Which is why, ‘the conventional 

western picture of the Pacific is one of an area of a multitude of indigenous societies where both 

geography and culture appear as ‘islands’–small, bounded, and isolated.’
190

 Thus, there is a very 

important need to connect outwards and so to be seen as valued. The question is of the future, a 

topic the disenfranchised wonder/worry a great deal. ‘We cannot afford to ignore our exclusion 

because what is involved here is our very survival.’
191 

This is not a call to nationalism, however, 

using examples such as nuclear waste, burning of chemical weapons, and drift netting to point to 

the sometimes narrowness of Oceanic thinking.  

But as these issues come to the fore only occasionally, and as success in protesting has 

dissipated the immediate sense of threat, we have generally reverted to our national state 

of disunity and the pursuit of national self-indulgence.
192

  

 

He also argues that unity could be used as part of a coherent strategy.  

The issue of what or who is a Pacific Islander would not arise if we considered Oceania 

as comprising people—as human beings with a common heritage and commitment—

rather than as members of diverse nationalities and races.
193

  

 

This definition might seem wide, but has a large component of the pragmatic. 

 

As far as I am concerned, anyone who has lived in our region and is committed to 

Oceania is an Oceanian. This view opens up the possibility of expanding Oceania 

progressively to cover larger areas and more peoples than is possible under the term 

Pacific Islands Region.
194

  

 

He goes on to say, ‘what I have tried to say so far is that in order to give substance to a 

common regional identity and animate it, we must tie history and culture to empirical reality and 

practical action.’
195

 The merging of thought, politics, and all social theory constitutes reasons 

                                                 
189

 Hau’ofa, Ocean 46. 
190

 Geoffrey M. White and Ty Kawika Tengan, ‘Disappearing Worlds: Anthropology and Cultural Studies in Hawai'i 

and the Pacific,’ The Contemporary Pacific 13:2 (2001): 381-416. 
191

 Hau’ofa, Ocean 47. 
192

 Hau’ofa, Ocean 49.  
193

 Hau’ofa, Ocean 50. 
194

 Hau’ofa, Ocean 51.  
195

 Hau’ofa, Ocean 55.  



 185 

 

 

Hau’ofa’s voice is very strong. Further, he weds his points to those of earlier vintage, as he 

quotes from the elder Albert Wendt, author of, ‘I belong to Oceania.’
196

 Concerning possibilities 

and perspectives: ‘Our countries, nations, planets are what we imagine them to be.’
197

 Here we 

have another visionary with wide influence.  

The entire Wendtian oeuvre constitutes an analysis and evaluation of the Samoan way of  

life from the vantage of a Samoan, an insider. Albert Wendt is keen to replace the  

‘superficial and distorted and over-romantic and racist’ literature written by outsiders  

with one that derives from a self-assessment by Samoans themselves.
198

 

 

By referencing such luminaries, he had a wider discussion than the one who wrote Our 

Crowded Islands.  

As a region we are floundering because we have forgotten, or spurned, the study and 

contemplation of our pasts, even our recent histories, as irrelevant for the understanding 

and conduct of our contemporary affairs.
199

  

 

Hau’ofa never stopped this dialogue, chiding and goading the region into a different future 

understanding of both their relevance and their common past.  

It is clear that we need to review our position, to develop radically different perspectives 

of ourselves. Our Sea of Islands, for all its shortcomings, aims to make us realise that we 

are not necessarily small or helpless.
200

  

 

The message is not solely for Oceania. Different Others have supported 

colonisers/first world countries (their need for slaves, minerals, arable lands), and this 

process still continues. Recent proof is the role of the Chinese, exploited in the past, now 

choosing, for its own benefit, to prop up the USA and Western Europe.  

Chinese Vice Prime Minister Li Keqiang backed Europe in its sovereign debt battle 

Wednesday, starting a three-nation tour by promising to buy more Spanish 
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government bonds.
201

  

 

Understanding the seriousness of the situation, the need for assistance, during this financial 

crisis, the Vice-Premier said,  

China’s support of the E.U.’s financial stabilization measures and its help to certain 

countries in coping with the sovereign debt crisis are all conducive to promoting full 

economic recovery and steady growth.
202  

 

The Western need for a disposable Other can also be seen in context of militarization, as nuclear 

testing in Oceania has proved. Unfortunately as well, the effects have been muted for those living 

outside the area. So much that the very real devastation has been trivialised—and made popular 

and profitable. ‘The sensational bathing suit was named for Bikini Atoll.’
203

 Hence, the response, 

by the West, was to buy clothing. 

Between the symbolic ‘fun’ of the article of clothing and the violence propagated is 

incredible. ‘This was the site in the Marshall Islands for testing of twenty-five nuclear bombs 

between 1946 and 1958.’
204

 The people there were ‘convinced’ to leave their ancestral home 

for the greater good. ‘The US military secured the cooperation of the Bikinians in vacating 

their island by appealing to their sense of Christian duty.’
205

 The land was then damaged and 

therefore the people. ‘Since 1946 the Bikini Islanders have experienced the many troubles 

attendant on relocation—or dislocation.’
206

 The people were given some money, yet not 

enough, and when they were able to return to the radioactive land, cancers and birth defects 

abounded. There have been lawsuits, concerning resettlements, and more might still come, by 
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those who ‘have been troubled by environmental, social, economic, political, physical health 

and emotional considerations,’
207

 but a positive outcome does not seem likely. 

 Hau’ofa worked with this as the backdrop and current context. For his knowledge there is a 

further irony about this nomad. He is acknowledged as an outsider, but his passion for 

Indigenous representation has given him insider information. However, without the proper 

power, laughter became the preferred weapon. The problem (then) is as with his humour: 

Oceanic voices do not have the ability to force the West or international powers to change their 

perspectives. Instead, the peoples seem to be the ones forced to react even though they 

understand what is happening to their bodies and environment. 

 The devastation has been noted for all reasonable people to see. However, ignorance was 

not what clouded Western perceptions. Such beliefs are naïve at best—dangerous if taken 

seriously, for they give an alibi to violent, rapacious behavior. As with Sharky, the need was for 

resources and profit. But after correctly labeling the motives, the critique should end. Re-

litigating those charges would do little to alleviate the sufferings, hence Hau’ofa’s tactic of 

critical humour. The action is two-pronged: spur Indigenous thought and show that their 

adversaries were (and are) not infallible. 
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Conclusion of the Hau’ofa Section 
 

In the 1800s, Mathew Arnold, commenting on culture, said of it—‘being a pursuit of 

our total perfection by means of getting to know, on all the matters which most concern us, 

the best which has been thought and said in the world.’208 ‘
Our’ societies, with the Web, 

smartphones, film, still see the written word as its unifying symbol. More importantly, the 

location for its dissemination is the academy—and letters. Of this, Hau’ofa embodies the best 

aspects. The work is biting, but his path included humour, which made the projects that much 

stronger, stranger, and canonical.
 209 

Hau’ofa’s occupations and formal schooling look more similar to Morgan’s resume than 

Mudrooroo’s. In this way he seems very mainstream, attending the University of New England, 

McGill University in Montreal and earning a PhD in social anthropology from the Australian 

National University. Though like Mudrooroo, he had the (intellectual) ability to move in and out 

of imagined and physical spaces at will. 

Yet he brought disparate groups together. This from Teresia Teaiwa speaking at his 

funeral. 

From vice-chancellor and professoriate, to cleaners, groundskeepers, security guards, and 

dining hall staff, diplomatic corps members and representatives of international and state 

bureaucracies, to artists of all varieties (the unemployed, itinerant, commercial, classical, 

avant garde, and populist): Epeli’s funeral was the occasion for a literal (if temporary) 

burying of class conflict.
210

   

 

He did this by never being content or confined to one space—that of an academically trained 

expert or one who only wants a return to the old ways. Instead he felt forced to improve society 

rather than being consumed by it. He was a contemporary and modern man without living in fear 
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of losing his Tongan roots. This while such a fear—of crossing over—has occupied others. The 

critics of Sally Morgan best exemplify that. Yet that is but a small number in the face of mass 

approval. 

 Marshall Sahlins quotes Margaret Jolly on this same point, arguing that, in modern 

discourse, such actions are normally looked upon as the native losing him or herself. He rebuts 

this worry.  

It is as if they had no historical relations with other societies, were never forced to adapt 

their existence, the one to the other. As if they had no experience constructing their own 

mode of existence out of their dependency on peoples over which they had no control.
211

 

 

Understanding the unreasonableness of the reverse, the narrative of ‘virginal lands’ and pure 

natives, makes the criticisms lodged against Sally Morgan look silly. Identity is a shifting 

baseline.
212

 While there is no definitive starting point, even in more sympathetic circles there is 

concern for Hau’ofa’s outlook. Rod Edmond has questioned Hau’ofa’s re-definition. 

We cannot suddenly disengage from earlier classifications and mappings, and perhaps it is 

better to understand and criticize the past in its own terms than attempt to cleanse it 

through verbal hygiene,
213

  

 

while still agreeing very largely with the connections Hau’ofa has made.   

Pacific peoples were not marooned. They were travellers well used to meeting and 

receiving strangers. The most important external influences on Fiji in the eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries, for instance, came from intensified contact with Tonga.
214

 

 

 This includes embracing the difficulty in Hau’ofa’s project. ‘Hau’ofa continues to use the 

term [Pacific] while acknowledging its undesirability and suggesting its replacement by the 

inclusive name of Oceania. This is a measure of the problem.’
215

 Alongside this issue is/was a 
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general disregard for fair representation. More, this was not by mistake. 

 What is perhaps surprising is the pertinacity of doubts as to what Pacific history is or ought 

to be, and doubts also as to the proper way to pursue its study. The prevailing definition has 

been unsatisfactorily narrow, appearing in particular to eliminate from consideration the 

interactions of Pacific Islanders amoung themselves.
216

  

 

Such schisms make reconciliation difficult. However, caution must be given to not become an 

extremist in any one direction—the Pacific Way, chanting to keep America for Americans (or 

France, Germany, etc.), or any nativist path.  

 Though some have voiced caution over Hau’ofa’s type of grand idea. Greg Fry, in writing 

‘Whose Oceania?’ asks the question of who is speaking for whom?
 217

 There is reasonableness in 

being concerned on this point, for too many times the educated class has spoken for the 

downtrodden—and not with them. 

 Along with not over-tipping in the direction of hyper-militancy is the concern of not 

breaking far enough away from one’s colonial masters. One such example from Finau O. Kolo, 

writing about the problematic existence of indigenous history, ‘perhaps I am too immersed in 

Western thought.’
218

 A candid admittance, which is a good starting point, but to what end? His 

article, ‘Historiography: The Myth of Indigenous Authenticity’ lists being skeptical of a pure 

form of Indigenous history, and assumes Western history is solid in comparison. However, in the 

problematic nature of finding and locating accurate methodology, there is no one fine line. His 

reticence over Indigenous history begins with contact between Tonga and Europe: ‘the existing 
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Tongan intellectual tradition is not purely Tongan nor totally European, but an adaptation of 

foreign values to Tongan substructures.’
219

 This without at least postulating that Tonga 

functioned at an earlier time. Regardless, Kolo’s acknowledging the two distinct cultures 

blending is compatible with Hau’ofa’s arguing for a third way. However, Kolo takes for granted 

Western history has been uncontested instead of mixed. Such viewpoints are much to narrow. For 

these reasons, Kolo and those with concerns over epistemological propriety, should not overtly 

influence contemporary dialogue as it has in the past. In addition, Hau’ofa should not be seen as 

an outlier. 

 In reading Hau’ofa’s work one ‘confronts greatness,’
220

 but he is not alone (regionally) in 

this endeavor. Two other Great Men have lent their expertise on such matters as tribalist 

movements and the influence of Australia and New Zealand on Oceania: Albert Wendt and Sir 

Thomas. 

 Wendt wrote of such things and, when interviewed, argued similar points to those Hau’ofa 

voiced.  

In Auckland, many are sold on a postmodernist approach to literature now. They seem to 

dismiss the vision of the social realist’s novel, which is the vision of a lot of novels of the 

Third World. Some of these critics now dismiss our literature as being old-fashioned 

because they are still in the realist tradition. They fail to realize that we have a different 

purpose for our literature—a desire to explain to ourselves what has happened to us in the 

colonial process and to argue for political change. We still see the novel as a weapon of 

change.
221

 

 

This sentiment is seen in Hau’ofa when he spoke of his generation coming to terms with their 

agency.
222

 It is true the two have different strengths—as commented on by the critics who 

discuss them. Subramani said: ‘The Samoan writer Albert Wendt has humour too, but it is of a 
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cold, melancholic variety directed at a particular reality, whereas your [Hau’ofa] work reveals an 

exuberant comic spirit that is directed against all reality.’
223

 Yet what is similar is their push for a 

greater understanding of Oceania—and a new place that at once defines an identity without 

having to rely on an old dichotomy. Michelle Keown wrote:  

From the beginning, Wendt has avoided constructing polarized oppositions between 

colonizer-as-aggressor and colonized-as-victim, offering instead a nuanced analysis of 

colonialism and its after-effects. For example, he has problematized arguments made by 

ethnic fundamentalists regarding the putative cultural ‘purity’ of pre-contact Oceanic 

cultures, pointing out that certain problems were evident in Samoa prior to the arrival of 

Europeans.
224

 

 

Another similarity is the dearth of understanding of his influence in the US. Wendt is  

little known in North America but highly influential in his home territory of the South 

Pacific. His limited recognition alone suggests that the South Pacific is still nonexistent in 

the North American imagination, that Wendt’s work is seen by North Americans as being 

‘unrepresentative’ of—that is, not properly native to—that region, and that his work 

presents great difficulties to readers who see themselves as outsiders.
225

 

 

 The third is in pushing back against the ‘Pacific Way’ movement. ‘These sentiments were 

dismissed by Wendt and by Hau’ofa, identifying the ‘Pacific Way’ movement as a ‘shallow 

ideology that was swept away by the rising tide of regional disunity of the 1980s’.’
226

 As 

Hau’ofa has espoused a third way, Wendt also sees a blending of cultures as a more reasonable 

possibility for Oceania.  

Colonialism, by shattering the world of the traditional artist, also broke open the way for a 

new type of artist who is not bound by traditional styles and attitudes and conventions, who 

explores his own individuality, experiments freely and expresses his own values and ideas, 

his own mana unfettered by accepted convention.
 227

  

 

Though included in this idea is that, since culture and/or tradition is not fixed, what passes for 
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them should not been seen as stagnate either. Blending Judith Butler and French philosopher 

François-Marie Arouet (known as Voltaire), ‘culture/tradition is a performance agreed upon.’ 

Adding to that, Paul Sharrad writing, ‘history is written memory, the objectification of 

memory.’
228

 

 Societal connective terms such as history, tradition, culture have performative aspects that, 

given time and repetition, are seen as normative. When those are used to enhance the quality of 

life, they should be celebrated. However, there is another side to these seemingly positive 

attributes. What is not commented on enough is the pervasive, sleep inducing power such ideas 

also might have in making whatever practice—especially those with little intellectual merit, 

seem normal and natural (a few examples of these are justifications for racism, sexism, and 

gender discrimination). All must be leery of any type of identity ‘solution’ that sounds too easy.  

Michel Haar, explaining this in a larger scope, as Heidegger, talks of assumptions of word and 

ideas.   

All psychological categories (the ego, the individual, the person) derive from the illusion of 

substantial identity. But this illusion goes back basically to a superstition that deceives not 

only common sense but also philosophers.
229

 

 

Then the process becomes fetishized in a manner that forces all to conform or be ostracised. This 

is why inside voices are so important in reframing hegemonic discourse. Sharrad, in writing 

‘Albert Wendt and the Problem of History,’
230

 points to this, in commenting on Wendt’s 

insistence and influence. 

This reinsertion of a Pacific voice into the literary world is founded on the historical 

moment of Western intrusion into Oceania (as Wendt terms it, ‘the reefs breaking open’ 

under the impact of palagi ships and their freight of guns, Bibles and cash commodities).
231
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 Then there is the presence of Sir Thomas. He who embodies the idea of one’s people 

having great potential. ‘I did not share the opinion of some that we were dealing with a simple 

people.’
 232

  

 Besides believing in one’s people, another link between Hau’ofa and Sir Thomas is royal 

guidance. In Hau’ofa upbringing, he was slated by Queen Sālote Mafile’o Pilolevu Tupou III to 

become a vehicle for change. She is a connection to Davis’ family as well.  

 She [Reureu] had been a good friend of the present King of Tonga as my mother had been  

 a friend of his mother, Queen Salote, before him. The King, his younger brother and I,  

 through these earlier family associations and our many personal contacts since 1950, also  

 became good friends.
233

  

 

Further, there was a drive in Sir Thomas, a characteristic of great people. In a book review 

written by Michael P. J. Reilly— ‘Tom Davis is the Island boy who made good: the first Cook 

Islander to graduate in medicine, the first native born Medical Officer in the Cook Islands’ 

colonial administration.’
234

 However, he was not the average local citizen, considering his family 

history and royal connections. Another shared trait with Hau’ofa was his choice of not following 

an easy life according to his status. Sir Thomas, when he decided to run for office saw 

weaknesses in policies that did not help Cook Islanders. He was also surprised at the amount of 

ignorance surrounding his people's idea of other government’s assistance. ‘Cook Islanders tended 

to follow what they mistakenly thought were New Zealand ways.’
235

  

 The problematic discord dealt with Prime Minister Sir Albert Henry being heavily 

influenced by New Zealand’s Communist Party, which ‘lowered the productive capacity and 
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personal integrity of the individual.’
236

 Yet he did not exploit this fissure. Being a Great Man, as 

Hau’ofa, and not a rabble rouser set on going for nativist methodology, he realised the trouble 

then set about looking for a solution. He even writes that his problems ‘were doubled because we 

(those agreeing with him) were closely associated with New Zealand.’
237

 The positives of having 

the extra perspectives also hindered him. As Hau’ofa commented of his outsider status after 

returning, ‘No one wanted to know what I was saying,’
238

 Sir Thomas had a similar problem; for 

him it was being able to discuss important topics in a nuanced manner that could be conveyed 

convincingly to the masses. 

From the beginning, I was having difficulties of my own. I had problems with the language 

after being always for so long. I was all right in normal conversation, but not in the 

specialized fine tuning of oratory and public debate. The fact of being away for so long was 

a problem in itself. I was out of touch, and many who knew me well were no longer with 

the living or had migrated. I had great difficulty in making economic and social concepts 

understood. These were not necessarily common place elsewhere, but they were central to 

my own philosophy. Often the difficulty was not as much a matter of language as of 

concepts which were new and strange to this part of the world. In either language, points of 

reference that I could appeal to were missing.
239

  

 

Such a dilemma did not stifle him, though. Sir Thomas worked to bring those barriers down, as 

Hau’ofa. This despite not harboring any illusions of the need to wrest power from entrenched, 

colonial thinkers. This is why one must be aware of all distractions.  

There is an Oceania to deconstruct—creatively. Steven Edmond Winduo wrote: ‘By 

unwriting Oceania we are involved in reimagining the imagined oceania.’
240

 Doing so opens a 

space for many more to be noticed. This is reasonable, for Margaret Jolly explains that not every 

individual has (or had) a ‘canoe, dugout or was/is a sea-farer.’
241

 And even if that were true, 
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years ago, now, there is no going back. This for the journey would still be predicated on a 

contemporary understanding of what happened before. Hence still Eurocentric. This is the 

problem with neo-traditionalism. A term the African scholar, Anthony Appiah, coined to explain 

a phenomenon concerning ‘real and authentic’ critics and the legitimacy of their evaluation 

process.
242

  

The relevance is pressing. Even if one wanted a movement of returning to a motherland (or 

fatherland), there is the problem of what to do with those who do not seem inclined, as  

many Tongans convert to the Mormon faith, which not only provides secondary education 

(at a premium in Tonga) to its members in Tonga but also maintains a college in Hawaii, to 

which its Tongan members have access, and assists Tongan members in emigrating to Salt 

Lake City. The cost of tuition, as anthropologist Paul van der Grijp puts it, is one’s soul.
243

 

 

 Many times, this is the worry of those who are known as staunch traditionalists—but this 

does not mean such factions are not wanted. They are relevant and provide an important service, 

that is ensuring the culture (or society) remember the traits they believe best illustrate their being. 

But that is not the case here. A ‘different’ example of Tongan agency is being over-looked in this 

lament. They are deciding to go to Salt Lake City, Utah. Further, when one asserts agency, why is 

that viewed as soul-selling instead of pragmatism or wanting adventure? It would seem the time 

has finally come to assert pasts and futures are very much in the (several and different) mouths of 

individual thinkers—narrators from those societies. As the title of one of Anthony Appiah’s texts 

ascribes, In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture.
244
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 This being true (but seldomly practised on a larger scale), the manner in which Hau’ofa 

ascended is quite unique for it was not merely traditional—leaning on not on his rhetorical skill, 

academic or literary prowess, but the ability to do it with comic wit is very special. He made the 

decision to not hide behind cultural norms or perceived sensibilities.  

 It has been written that others have used humour to great success, but Hau’ofa did it not 

only in his novels, but also in his academic writings. In We Are the Ocean, ‘The Writer as an 

Outsider’ he said, ‘I had the right amount of ill repute to add spice to an otherwise humdrum 

existence. What else could a man want in life?’
245 

His deprecating wit is disarming and then 

insightful. While talking about himself he is able to create a feeling of intimacy though the reader 

is truly in the presence of a visionary thinker. This while being very honest about his frailties and 

eccentricities makes him that much more of a better candidate for canonical status. 

 At the beginning of the third millennium, Hau’ofa has proved as much. His writings and 

lectures are testament to that. Such a contribution to humanity can only be seen as having stature 

and unquestioned canonical merit. 
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General Perspective and an Epilogue 
 

The argument made throughout has been that artificial categories have mistakenly slotted 

Mudrooroo, Sally Morgan and Epeli Hau’ofa into stereotypical boxes.
1
 Such action has 

hampered rather than fostered a deeper appreciation of their thoughts and (fictional) constructs. It 

is typical to think of them solely as representations of minority groups, but that is a disservice to 

the writers, their work and academic discourse.  

Canonical writers (or their texts) do not shy away from complexity. ‘The West’s greatest 

writers are subversive of all values, both ours and their own.’
2
 These writers’ unwillingness to 

conform creates space for unique and indelible work. ‘All strong literary originality becomes 

canonical.’
3
 In addition, respected. It should, but does not. There is blindness in the selection 

process, as best understood from another literary mind. Saul Bellow once quipped, ‘Who is the 

Tolstoy of the Zulus? The Proust of the Papuans? I’d be glad to read them.’
4
 The point Bellow is 

making is the Other does not seem to have the equivalent to the great Western writers. Mirror (or 

mimic) copies who can then be viewed as fair contestants. He does not consider that what occurs 

in different locations can produce at least the same in quality to what occurs in the West. Such 

oversight even renders Harold Bloom in a questionable position, for he also doubted anyone not 

male, dead, and white as having potential, but not as severely as Bellow.  

The three writers here have long obliterated boundaries but are mainly seen from such 

prisms/prisons as gender, region or race. Disappointing, for they are more than accomplished and 

                                                 
1
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so beyond any immediate measure. If Morgan is thought of as being a part of the Fremantle Arts 

Centre, the same and more applies with Epeli Hau’ofa and the Oceania Centre for Arts and 

Culture. As with Mudrooroo and Morgan, Hau’ofa’s ideas influences cultures, but more 

humorously. He also reclaims old spaces that have been taken away (‘Our Sea of Islands’), but 

not at the expense of the future (‘The Ocean in Us’). His strategy embraces both: to fight for 

what has historically been tribal, while forging a plan for future self-reliance. Teresia Teaiwa 

gives a glimpse into how wide and forward looking Hau’ofa was in rethinking old paradigms; 

this about the inauguration of the first black American president. The line that concerns us is 

Hau’ofa’s belief of ‘[President] Obama’s forsaking of ideological dogma for the purpose of 

building dialogue and community—the audacious pursuit of hope in humanity.’
5
 This turning is 

also seen in Mudrooroo’s work. 

 Jacques Lacan has given us: le stade du miroir,
6
 known as ‘the mirror stage.’ This concept 

explains the Western gaze (and masculinity) and its possibilities. Sadly, there seems to be a 

danger in such a view. The problem is the oppositional binary impetus Western languages use. If 

there is an up, there must be a correlating down. A civilised people will always ‘need’ a mob. 

That is what is recorded through literature, sometimes at great cost. ‘There are many men in 

myth, fact or fiction who have been caught between societal pressures and so have lost their 

heritage.’
7
 Yet these Western trained writers still reflect great and universal ‘truths.’ Mudrooroo 

(aka Colin Johnson), has used his mirror to show the ambivalence and destructive actions of 

respectable ‘middle class morality.’
8
 Perhaps better in the Ghost Dancer series than Doctor 
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Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the Ending of the World. However, dispelling such ideas is 

not easy; the mental climate and anachronistic remnants of a distant past are difficult to banish. 

These pasts are enhanced by sanctioned narratives which need to be re-thought. Kathryn Trees 

wrote about the asymmetrical position of Aboriginal and Australian identity: 

History, specifically official Australian history, is a fiction that both creates and 

substantiates a political reality that is itself ficticious. A more equitable account of 

Australian history post-1788 is possible if official history is mediated by a reading of 

‘Aboriginal’ literature as history.
9
 

 

Admittance would not magically alleviate all problems. But it would help, as the text, Inside 

Out: Literature, Cultural Politics and Identity in the New Pacific shows. This compilation 

showcases some of the finest thinkers and writers of Oceania. The aim of the text (and the 

embrace of the three writers argued for in this project) would 

go a long way toward imagining what the New Pacific will look like as we exit a 

monument-littered twentieth century that looks back warily to Romantic narratives of 

‘fatal contact’ and Enlightenment narratives of ‘better living through modernization; and 

the Western way of life.
 10

 

 

The need and expectation for inclusion as a means to aid in the discourse between all humans is 

the goal.  

Still, we need something more than what Nietzsche called, at the turn of the last century, 

when Europe itself was coming under the fatal suspicion as the power-driven ideology of 

ontological mastery and empire, the ‘active nihilism’ of postmodernity bent on 

deconstructing and deriding the grounds of others’ cultural beliefs and national systems 

as so much tropological delusion.
 11

  

 

Such a desire is inspiring and should not be seen residing with only one group. Therefore, 

 

We can only hope that this work of collective critiquing and imaging will not be derided, 

ignored, or confused, or confined (my emphasis) in the bounded area of ‘Pacific Studies.’ 

Our hope is that the cultural works in Inside Out will not just draw borders around Pacific 

area-studies formation, but will move beyond these illusory (and, in lasting effect, 
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institutionalized) borders marked ‘For Insiders Only’ and push out toward the broader 

and cosmopolitan world of American, Asian, and European circulation and cultural 

contention where ‘Cultural Studies’ is emerging in diverse global and local sites.
12

 

 

Thus, the problem is not solely an Australian one—instead a ubiquitous by-product of 

imperialistic ventures everywhere. ‘The Dutch East Indies (colonial Indonesia) as a time and 

place has vanished with Indonesian independence, it is still very much kept alive in 

contemporary Dutch literature.’
13

  

Even questions concerning the legitimacy of speakers/artists are not solely East vs. West, 

North vs. South. Factions joust for position even within dispossessed groups. There are those 

from disposed quarters who fear different interpretations of what they perceive as cultural, as 

seen in the criticism of Sally Morgan (Jackie Huggins et al.).  

This being the case, it is a positive that Mudrooroo forces all to contemplate the 

reasonableness of identity, and who is fit to judge it. Curious and conversely, more than one critic 

has speculated that perhaps the reticence of white critics questioning Mudrooroo’s status was 

their worry of being out of bounds.  

Caution and respect are positive traits, but fear and pettiness stifles progress. Albert 

Wendt has a much better system for evaluating projects.  

When you ask the old people how they evaluate a good storyteller, they’ll tell you that the 

story has got to have action, there have to be interesting ideas. For every literature, there 

is a tradition of evaluation.
 14

 

 

This can be accomplished without pronouncing moral judgment. 

We need some of our own young people who want to be literary critics to study systems 

of evaluation in our oral traditions, and use that in combination with what they’ve learned 
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from European literary criticism. After all, literary criticism is just a form of evaluation, 

not a form of judgment, even though a lot of people make it out as a judgment, saying, 

‘This is a good book,’ or ‘This is a bad book.’ I think we should get away from that idea 

because, for every story, there are good parts and parts you don’t like. It depends on the 

individual person.’
15

 

 

The problem, then, has been preconceived notions and preoccupations (of superiority and 

inferiority) along socially constructed boundaries—similar to Paolo Mantegazza’s 

‘Morphological Tree of the Human Races.’
16

 Western notions of hierarchy are not as stark now. 

Still, there is no question that the belief in unequal (but assumed fair) relationships is present.  

Western evaluative methods follow from those same unequal starting points, and a false 

confidence in understanding ‘essence.’  

One of the causes of this problem stems from how easily ‘being’ has been, historically, 

under-valued.  

We have been getting into the same perplexity about ‘being,’ and yet may fancy that 

when anybody utters the word, we understand him quite easily, although we do not know 

about not being. But we may be equally ignorant of both.
17

 
 

The ignorance continued into the present. ‘This question has today been forgotten.’
18

 Despite the 

discrepancy, the ideology progressed.  

In understanding the ramifications behind such an action, this discussion will highlight 

points from three who have influenced our thinking on language and understanding. The first and 

third, Neil Postman and Jacques Derrida, respectively, contemporary thinkers, normally appear 

in such discussion. However, what is important is that we contemplate some of the words of 

Socrates—particularly from the Phaedo.  Doing so will highlight the problems concerned with 
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the inability to become specific—having a reliable baseline.
19

  

Discerning quality in a lucid manner has always been difficult. The task is made harder if 

one feels his or hers is superior. ‘European culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself 

off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self.’20 Such a predicament is a 

human endeavour. 

We are all, as Huxley says someplace, Great Abbreviators, meaning that none of us has 

the wit to know the whole truth, the time to tell it if we believed we did, or an audience so 

gullible as to accept it. But you will find an argument here that presumes a clearer grasp 

of the matter than many that have come before. Its value, such as it is resides in the 

directness of its perspective, which has its origins in observations made 2,300 years ago 

by Plato. It is an argument that fixes its attention on the forms of human conversation, 

and postulates that how we are obliged to conduct such conversations will have the 

strongest possible influence on what ideas we can conveniently express. And what ideas 

are convenient to express inevitably become the important content of a culture.21  

What is written now in and for ‘the West’ is to be included in this context and construction.  

In this sense, all culture is a conversation or, more precisely, a corporation of 

conversations, conducted in a variety of symbolic modes. Our attention here is on how 

forms of public discourse regulate and even dictate what kind of content can issue from 

such forms.22  

In this sense, then, cultures (and their conversations) are mainly exclusive, closed systems. As 

such there are several aspects that must be scrutinised—including the motivations behind 

privileging some conversations over others. Of course, the words used are important too—but 

not because they convey a direct meaning. Instead, they enhance an already symbolic narrative; 

one that is not innocent or naïve to conquest. Western perceptions of categorization (post-

Enlightenment) are thought of as succinct, without unfair bias, equal to a fault, equitable and not 

personal. Such benevolence has been attributed to its acclaimed, far-seeing early founders of 
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mainstream culture. However, it is time we re-examine that proposition. 

Western modernity, still, largely locates its foundations in Greek philosophy and, 

particularly, in Socrates’ dialectical thoughts. Hence the indebtedness to the Platonic Forms.  

SOCRATES: ‘Consider,’ he said, ‘whether this is the case: we say that there is  

something that is equal. I do not mean a stick equal to a stick or a stone to a stone,  

or anything of that kind, but something else beyond all these, the Equal itself. 

Shall we say that this exists or not?’ 

SIMMIAS: ‘Indeed we shall, by Zeus, most definitely.’ 

SOCRATES: ‘And do we know what that is?—Certainly.’ 

SIMMIAS: ‘Whence have we acquired the knowledge of it? Is it not from the things we  

mentioned just now, from seeing sticks or stones or some other things that are  

equal we come to think of that other which is different from them?’23  

 

The American writer, William Faulkner, once wrote, ‘the past is never dead. It’s not even 

past.’
24

 He realised that human thought was not linear, but spiral. Therefore, one does not finally 

realise a singular truth as much contemplate what ideas that had always been there, albeit in 

different forms, and actualise them according to his or her dictates. The themes in the Phaedo are 

prescient, for is this passage not a nascent understanding of what, centuries later, Jacques Derrida 

would theorize on the dilemma with the verb différer? (That a term is not known directly, but 

from its opposite; a binary system. Good is known as being the opposite of evil.) Therefore, to 

‘defer’ and/or ‘differ,’ creates endless chains of definitions, never arriving at an essential 

understanding of a concept or idea.  

The Socratic dialogues are illuminating, but troubling; for hierarchy is understood within 

the framework of the Forms. There is an inequality of subjects. Furthermore, this stratification 

has been adopted into Western thought. Yet when Socrates spoke to Simmias, there was no 

animus, only the need to establish a baseline for judging. 

SOCRATES: ‘Or doesn’t it seem to you to be different? Look at it also this way: do not  
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equal stones and sticks sometimes, while remaining the same, appear to one  

person to be equal and to another to be unequal? —Certainly they do.’ 

SIMMIAS: ‘But what of the equals themselves? Have they ever appeared unequal to you,  

or Equality to be Inequality?’ 

SOCRATES: ‘Never, Socrates.’ 

SIMMIAS: ‘These equal things and the Equal itself are therefore not the same?’ 

SOCRATES: ‘I do not think they are the same at all, Socrates.’25 

 

The discussion touches on the question of (im)mortality, a priori knowledge, and on the essence, 

‘Forms,’ of things.  

SOCRATES: ‘We must then possess knowledge of the Equal before that time when we  

first saw the equal objects and realized that all these objects strive to be like the 

Equal, but are deficient in this.’ 

 SIMMIAS: ‘That is so.’
26

 

 

What is being discussed and agreed to here, is that human beings, intuitively, believe in a 

disconnect between what might be thought of as perfect, or flawless (metaphorically speaking) , 

and what can be ‘viewed’ via analysis. 

SOCRATES: ‘Then surely we also agree that this conception of ours derives from seeing  

or touching or some other sense perception, and cannot come into our mind in any 

other way, for all these senses, I say, are the same.’ 

SIMMIAS: ‘They are the same, Socrates, at any rate in respect to that which our  

argument wishes to make plain. Our sense perceptions must surely make us  

realize that all that we perceive through them is trying to reach that which is  

Equal, but falls short of it; or how do we express it?’27 

 

There is frustration here. How can one connect different (in quality) items that, yet, still share a 

bond? First, a system (and ‘language’) must be erected to contemplate such dilemmas. For the 

West, this construction would later become the signifier and signified. The whole process of 

signification. ‘Some people regard language, when reduced to its elements, as a naming-process 

only—a list of words, each corresponding to the thing that it names.’28 What Ferdinand de 

Saussure and other linguists formulated so much later. A system which went beyond the 
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assumption of names tethered to the object, re-visioning Socrates’ ideas of concepts coming 

outside the psyche—and thus True—then being housed there.  

This conception is open to criticism at several points. It assumes that ready-made ideas 

exist before words; it does not tell us whether a name is vocal or psychological in nature; 

finally, it lets us assume that the linking of a name and a thing is a very simple 

operation—an assumption that is anything but true.29  

 

This usage of ‘true,’ also connects with Saussure. ‘But this rather naïve approach can 

bring us near the truth by showing us that the linguistic unit is a double entity, one formed by the 

associating of two terms.30 There is overlap with the dualism of Rene Descartes (in that there is a 

separation between the material (realm) and the spiritual, or intellectual). So (back again) to the 

Phaedo. ‘Our souls also existed apart from the body before they took on human form, and they 

had intelligence.’31 This process enabled (what would later become) the West to separate from 

ingrained ideals. Indeed, it created a separation (ascension) from a flat world, giving the space to 

re-invent perception. In this manner, the West went from the second dimension to the third. 

For Saussure, this re-orientation leads us to a higher and clearer understanding of the 

language of science. ‘We have seen in considering the speaking-circuit both terms involved in 

the linguistic sign are psychological and are united in the brain by an associative bond.’32 The 

bond, being associative, is arbitrary.  

The linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name, but the concept and a sound image. 

The latter is not the material sound, a purely physical thing, but the psychological imprint 

of the sound, the impression that it makes on our senses.33  

 

This random access system, then, becomes language, though a very tenuous endeavour. The 

problem resides in the cohesion that links the bonds. Though language is a system that can be 
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studied, its many pieces are less understood. 

I call the combination of a concept and a sound-image a sign, but in current usage the 

term generally designates only a sound-image, a word. One tends to forget that arbor is 

called a sign only becomes it carries the concept ‘tree,’ with the result that the idea of the 

sensory part implies the idea of the whole.34  

 

Such an understanding leads to the structure of signification.  

I propose to retain the word sign [signe] to designate the whole and to replace concept 

and sound-image respectively by signified [signifié] and signifier [significant]; the last 

two terms have the advantage of indicating the opposition that separates them from each 

other and from the whole of which they are parts.35  

 

These pronouncements seemed to herald a new form of understanding; a better path to a 

secular truth. Yet Derrida cautions against the reliability of successive logos statements, since its 

source is the individual who creates that particular “epistemology.” 

All the metaphysical determinations of truth, and even the one beyond metaphysical onto 

theology that Heidegger reminds us of, are more or less immediately inseparable from the 

instance of the logos, or of a reason thought within the lineage of the logos, in whatever 

sense it is understood: in the pre-Socratic or the philosophical sense, in the sense of God’s 

infinite understanding or in the anthropological sense, in the pre-Hegelian or the post 

Hegelian sense.36  

 

The problem is (still) with the belief in a being ‘knowing’ an essential Truth. Also to 

display that even future endeavours will be mired. This is the outcome of Jacques Derrida 

theorizing on the dilemma with the verb différer.  

The verb ‘to differ’ [différer] seems to differ from itself. On the one hand, it indicates 

difference as distinction, inequality, or discernibility; on the other, it expresses the 

interposition of delay, the interval of a spacing and temporalizing [author’s emphasis] that 

puts off until ‘later,’ what is presently denied, the possible that is presently impossible.37  

 

Slippage, then, permeates language plus its representations, such as literature and criticism. 

                                                 
34

 Saussure 67. 
35

 Saussure 67. 
36

 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins UP, 1984) 

10-11. 
37

 Jacques Derrida, Speech and Phenomena And Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Signs, trans. David B. Allison 

(Evanston, IL: Northwestern UP, 1973) 129. 



 208 

 

 

Hence understanding, and then having the ability to commit a label to the entity, has a spiral 

(staircase) quality—not linear.  

There are enough historical overlaps to prove this idea. The case of Harriet Birch, 1832, 

in India, is only one instance. 

 In February 1832, Harriet Birch, daughter of an indigo planter named Stephen Birch, paid  

a visit to her father’s old friend, the nawab of Farrukhabad, in the Gangetic plains of the 

Upper Provinces of India, and confessed that  she wanted to marry him and convert to 

Islam.
38

 

 

Her father, shocked, complained about an abduction
39

 by Sirbuland Khan of Farrukhabad. 

Khan replied saying she came to him freely, and that ‘by the tenets of her religion as well as by 

law she was at liberty to marry as she pleased.’
40

 The case proceeded for her identity/agency was 

contested. If she were a proper British subject, her father could win his case. 

The legal, racial, and national status of Harriet Birch, were key coordinates for the 

officials. Of particular concern was whether Harriet Birch was a British subject, whether 

she was, legally speaking, a minor, and whether she should be allowed to marry a native 

man who, although a loyal ally of the East India Company’s administration, was an 

unsuitable husband for a young British girl because he was a native Muslim.
41

 

 

Thus the question of sovereignty over the girl was at issue, as well as her nationality and age. 

If she were a British subject at the time of the marriage (19) she was a minor. However, if she 

were found to be a native, then the age of 15 would end her minor status.  

Officials differed on her ancestry. Finally, the acting magistrate, F. J. Shore concluded 

that ‘Stephen Birch was half European, and his daughter was thus a quarter European and three-

quarters native.’
42

 Not having a valid claim this way, her father argued she was Christian, 

therefore a British subject. The magistrate ruled otherwise. The historical looseness of the terms 
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makes the case very instructive. 

European was the term widely used widely through the late eighteenth-century to mark 

out those arriving in India from elsewhere. European, in this usage, was associated with a 

culture of whiteness in which whiteness was an aesthetic that built on classical definitions 

of beauty and defined by a set of early modern practices that prized itself on certain 

modes of comportment, governance, and dress. Like European or white, native was a 

highly constructed category, malleable according to the specificity of the situation and 

context.
43

 

 

The support for identity, at this juncture, was fluid. However, the aspect of performance as the 

central indicator is the same as in contemporary society. Judith Butler wrote:  

The ‘coherence’ and ‘continuity’ of ‘the person’ are not logical or analytic features of 

personhood, but rather, socially instituted and maintained forms of intelligibility. 

Inasmuch as ‘identity’ is assured through the stabilizing concepts of sex, gender, and 

sexuality, the very notion of ‘the person’ is called into question by the cultural emergence 

of those ‘incoherent’ or ‘discontinuous’ gendered beings who appear to be persons but 

who fail to conform to the gendered norms of cultural intelligibility by which persons are 

defined.
44

 

 

The same works for nationality. In accounting for European domesticity, the lines 

between savage/black and civilised/white were greatly marked by work and behaviour. In the 

lives of women, domestic work, cleaning, washing was seen as what the lower humans 

participated in—while performed by the ‘aspiring classes.’ ‘The architecture of middle-class 

homes took shape around this paradox. The parlor marked the threshold of private and public, 

serving as the domestic space for the spectacular (public) metamorphosis of female work.’
45 

This 

work made domestic activities a valued commodity of devalued worth for those hoping to move 

up (in society), which is why it was so convoluted. 

Hence the Victorian fetish with hands, for hands could betray the traces of female work 

more visibly than a washable apron or disposable gloves. Housewives were advised to 

rub their hands at night with bacon fat and wear gloves in bed to prevent smearing the oil 

on the sheets, an imperative that revealed so fundamental an embarrassment at female 
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work that it had to continue even in sleep.
46 

 

Thus were the activities one had to engage if one wanted to stay civilised. ‘The emergent middle 

class values—monogamy (‘clean’ sex, which has value), industrial capital (‘clean’ money, which 

has value), Christianity (‘being washed in the blood of the lamb’).
47

 Such criterion keeps one 

from being listed as subhuman—which meant not having rights the respectable classes had to 

adhere. Morgan’s grandmother’s (Daisy) fear was she might have been seen as lacking the 

necessary accoutrements—thus black. If so, the little space she had created would be taken away. 

For this same reason—exclusion from greater society—Wild Cat decided to attempt his 

uncoupling. In Tales of the Tikongs, Manu, knowing the unfairness of colonization, lives in-

between. Such categorizing also occurred in the colonies.  

Although the status of a British subject was partially a matter of defining legal 

subjectivity and the government’s jurisdiction, this concern spilled over into defining 

personhood in national, religious, and racial terms. Being British often meant white and 

Christian (which might mean Protestant or Catholic); being ‘Indian’ meant being not 

white, either Hindu or Muslim, perhaps a ‘Portuguese’ Catholic or ‘collah feringee,’ or 

black foreigner to denote those descended from Europeans who had lived on the western 

coast of India for several centuries, in Goa and environs.
48

 

 

There was an enormous amount of slippage, but very little with a supposed biological link. 

Instead, performance and associations to certain ideas and religion were to be seen as borders. If 

one wanted to rejoice in the modern version of the ‘Promised Land,’ the rule was to walk and 

talk like the civilised (not unlike Eliza Doolittle, who was instructed by Professor Henry 

Higgins
49

). All the while not fully realizing, in some measure, such a decision meant agreeing 

with the colonial narrative. 

The works featured here contest Western perceived presents and pasts, but this struggle is 
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not limited to the written word. Even futurist films (and characters) adhere to the old themes. 

This makes science fiction particularly telling. ‘Sf [science fiction] can imply, by omitting a 

particular group from its representations, that the days of that group are numbered.’
50

 This is the 

fear Richard Pryor
51

 and Hau’ofa once joked about, but the concern is legitimate. The worry only 

underscores the importance of the three writers being included in the canon. Their methodology 

allows the potential to escape the cultural blindness that is manifest, even in science fiction films. 

Science fiction has re-established old themes in newer ways. The similarity is such that 

its interest in ‘first contact’ themes are not too dissimilar than early Western novels such as 

Robinson Crusoe or the Last of the Mohicans. There is an understood hierarchy in such works: 

the narrator/lead character embodies and administers over anything and anyone not seen as 

Western. Looking at the Star Wars franchise is instructive here. At the beginning of film, there is 

an apology (a crawl), giving the back-story. ‘A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away.’ This is a 

variation on ‘Once upon a time, in a land far far away,’ the ubiquitous opening for many fairy 

tales. Indeed, the popular animated series, Shrek uses ‘Far Far Away’ as its totemic Hollywood 

sign. The Star Wars franchise, albeit in space using technology not apparent now employs older 

ideas of representation, sharing motifs with the ‘Western’ and tales of knights.  

Some science fiction (like most fantasy) draws on the themes and motifs from traditional 

 magical narratives such as myth and folktale, it reframes those narrative elements within 

 novelistic representations of [Western] society and self.
 52

 

 

The modern Western gaze (this includes all ideas and colonial histories) is pervasive. Hence, 

even a highly successful franchise like Star Wars is not without its racist controversy. Seen no 

clearer with the character Jar Jar Binks, a Gungan.  

In Episode Two: A New Beginning, the heroes are trapped on a planet and running from 
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enemy soldiers. They inadvertently save Binks’ life, which in his culture means he owes them his 

life. The anti-Binks controversy stems from his speech pattern, which sounds like Caribbean-

accented pidgin English. His ears also suggest dreadlocks, and his bell-bottom pants and vest 

remind some of old, unflattering movie stereotypes of blacks. Film critic Joe Morgenstern of The 

Wall Street Journal called Jar Jar ‘a Rastafarian Stepin Fetchit on platform hoofs, crossed 

annoyingly with Butterfly McQueen.’
53

 Such stereotyping can be traced even more broadly. 

Binks is the future representation of the Jacky-Jacky character seen in Austyn Granville’s 

The Fallen Race (1892). ‘The hero ventures into the outback with a group of other white 

explorers and a single native servant.’
54

 Binks is not a servant but demurs like a silly darky, 

while being human enough to be of some use. Mudrooroo’s main characters: Wild Cat, Alan, and 

Wooreddy are contestations against such mindsets. Hau’ofa as well, in Kisses in the Nederends, 

with Oilei Bomboki. In My Place Morgan’s grandmother, Daisy, talks of being embarrassed for 

Aboriginal people of how they were treated. These are examples of push back, but the 

stereotyping continues.  

The problem is, regardless of the location of ideas (Buddhism, ideas of Japanese samurai 

culture, Indigenous culture), the results are still seen through the prism of Western culture. This 

while reflecting those societies’ aspirations and fears. Ironic that while striving to create more 

perfect unions, utopians or near harmonious environments, the weight and imprinting of 

hegemonic history still exists.  

 Some of the most aggressively modern societies are also those in which the modern 

world-view arrived with European invaders, so that the clash between viewpoints was  

enacted historically in the form of usurpation of land, formation of race-based castes, 

violent suppression of traditional religions, and even genocide.
 55
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Such a past has lead these societies into a schizophrenic present and projected future.  

 Australia, like New Zealand, the US, and Canada, is now a prosperous, relatively  

peaceful, democratic, and scientifically advanced society. Each of these former colonies,  

however, is haunted by past injustices and ongoing conflicts with its native peoples.
 56

 

 

Clinging to the same tropes and narratives from the same minded writers and thinkers will not 

vanquish the dilemmas still plaguing these cultures. For these reasons, the inclusion of 

Mudrooroo, Morgan and Hau’ofa is not for inclusion’s sake, or some misguided idea of diversity. 

The ancestors of Morgan and Hau’ofa hail from an existence long enough there can be no more 

patronizing theory of their intellect. Instead having them widely thought of can be instructive for 

present and future dialogues.  

The work of each of these writers displays fundamental weaknesses/fault lines inherent in 

orthodoxy. In their own manner, Mudrooroo, Morgan and Hau’ofa exploit those fissures. Not to 

bring literary crisis onto the English reading world, but offer different interpretive tools for 

viewing more inclusive futures. Second, to garner more respect for work not thought of as pure 

literature. Their exclusion via disclaimers (e.g. best Aborigine writer) more broadly is foolhardy. 

Additionally, this ‘separate but equal’ approach allows renewed life to stereotypes.  

 Another influential science fiction franchise, Star Trek franchise (and its mission 

statement ‘to go where no one (initially, man) has gone before,’ suffers this affliction. Even its 

spinoffs privilege ‘whiteness’ while being ‘a touchstone of U.S. popular culture.’
57

 One was 

titled Star Trek: The Next Generation [1987-1994]. Despite being next, its cast looked oddly 

familiar to those before, in racial make-up, though the secondary characters were filled with 

more minority peoples and colours. One in particular is Lieutenant Worf (an embodied 
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blackfella), a Klingon, in charge of weapons/security and the protection of the captain. An ethnic 

improvement, for this race has been better known only for their violent, destructive behaviour. 

Now though, they are moderated. Worf more than others, for he was ‘raised by human parents.’ 

Oddly enough, he is not seen as a true Klingon by those of his race and laments feeling stolen. 

This problem becomes so obsessive that in one episode, ‘Rightful Heir,’ he leaves the Enterprise 

for his own dream quest.   

Worf’s ‘blackness’ is animal-like, savage as opposed to the mostly cultured, thoughtful 

‘white’ crew. In ‘Conspiracy’ he declines going for a ‘swim for it is too much like bathing’
58

 

leading to racist jokes about cleanliness. Not to be seen as a nurturing partner, Worf (by 

extension, all black males) is seen as being hyper-aggressively sexual. ‘Human women are too 

fragile. I would have to restrain myself too much.’
59

 These episodes harkens back to the coupling 

between Amelia and Wadawaka, in The Undying.
 60

 They are also a very common theme in 

contact mythology. The ‘Other’ is always more aggressive, sexual, than the colonial, who is more 

civilised. Even if she is a vampire. 

 The next long running program, the British Doctor Who, also has similar incredible and 

lavish scripts, and a very familiar structure. ‘The Doctor, a flamboyant, enigmatic figure who has 

clearly joined that small pantheon of fantasy folk heroes who, like Tarzan, Flash Gordon, and Mr. 

Spock have virtually taken on a life of their own.’
61

 All of these are still white males. The main 

character is a Time Lord. These characters can travel through time, know every language, and 

now, after years of war, one attempts to save Earth and all other species (and planets) from 

destruction. He is the High Sheriff of the multiverse and very old. The last of his breed. His 
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longevity stems from being able to regenerate himself if killed. Yet the doctor is always casted by 

a white male who espouses certain virtues. All incarnations of the Doctor ‘tend to be absolutists 

of a very British, upper crust sort. Though he invariably defends democracy, the Doctor demands 

more or less complete obedience from his companions.’
62

 His devotion to the better good is 

demanding on him. Reminiscent of Kipling’s poetic burden.
63

 So much that he is in constant 

jeopardy of being a dictator in his absolutism. Because of that, The Doctor is in constant need of 

a side-kick, a ‘Friday’ or ‘Tonto’ to restore or remind him of his humanity. His sidekicks are 

mainly younger women. One of the more beloved was Rose Tyler, who was billed as an 

individual due to the changing times. ‘The abilities to scream and run are no longer sufficient 

attributes for a twenty-first-century Doctor Who companion.’
64

 However, like Mada from Master 

of the Ghost Dancing series, she is entirely not her own woman. Her plucky demeanor is still 

tethered to the lead male’s character, and like Fada, when the Doctor moves on, she is casted 

aside for another woman. What these and many other science-fiction films have in common is 

their being, ostensibly, still casted in Western Europe’s empire—leading image. 

 In the 2009 film, Avatar, native creatures, the Na’vi, are humanoids living on a planet 

called Pandora. The Na’ vi are similar to Aboriginal peoples, or First Nations. The planet is 

visited by Americans, who are in need of precious resources. The problem is the material needed 

in a revered location for the Na’ vi. The Americans, having grown tired of ‘negotiations,’ decide 

to take what they want by force. This scenario is not much different from how Sera Draunikau 

explained the Tuktuks to Oilei, Babu’s prognosis of the world’s ills, or the American legend of 

                                                 
62

 Levy, ‘Who, What, and Why?’ 76-79. 
63

 Rudyard Kipling, ‘The White Man’s Burden,’ A Kipling Pageant, ed. Rudyard Kipling (Garden City, NY:  

Halcyon House, 1935) 890-891. There are many interpretations to this poem. Here it is used to call attention to the  

un-asked task of ‘helping’ others and the imperial mission. 
64

 Dee Amy-Chin, ‘Rose Tyler: The Ethics of Care and the Limit of Agency,’ Science Fiction Film and Television  

1.2 (2008): 231-247. 



 216 

 

 

Pocahontas.
65

  

 Contemporary Western culture (not any one country or culture, but as an aggregate, post 

Renaissance) disseminates to the rest of the world. One of the recitations is repeating (in word 

and image) how the natives were/are not intellectual or moral equals. These ideas are still carried 

on, though their more brutal edge has been softened. Now there are accommodations made for 

the Other. This is an admission of worth, yet on a more symbolic level is still troubling.  

Categories such as Women’s Literature, Third World Literature, Aboriginal Literature, tell the 

reader the issues contained in them are fascinating, but not overly important. The topics are not 

as relevant as what is titled ‘proper’ (read Western) Literature or Criticism. That is the 

norm/centre, which is why Shakespeare is known as being the most influential playwright first 

and—of British heritage, second. This is not due to some fantastically powerful act, nor extra-

ordinary men but persistence and a shifting of power.  

 ‘The Enlightenment was a means by which the ‘other’ world was re-arranged.’66 One 

cannot deny that within Western Europe’s flowering eras (the Renaissance to the Enlightenment), 

the progressive thinkers, the forward looking shapers of the word and universe, were doing their 

part, writ larger. Carl von Linné or Linnaeus and Comte de Buffon (re)created the world in 

Europe’s image.  

The intellectual colonization of the world was done by two leading intellectuals of the 

eighteenth century—specifically, Carl von Linné or Linnaeus (1701-1778) a Swede, and 

an aristocrat on the make, and the Comte de Buffon (1707-1788), an aristocratic and 

wealthy Frenchman—particularly because the European ‘scientific’ endeavour has 
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always been presented as truthful, non-subjective, and universal.67  

 

The study of history and scientific religion illustrate this mould. ‘It was in the year 1750 that 

Linnaeus for the first time designated his traveling pupils as his ‘apostles’; he chose the term to 

indicate that their task was a missionary one.’68 Thus the world was not created again, but re-

packaged. 

 Penny van Toorn has said it well [and of all such collisions],  

both as a Western discursive practice and as a cultural institution, history has structured 

political relations between Aboriginal people and Europeans from the moment of initial 

contact. Progressivist Eurocentric accounts of imperial expansion, nation-building, and 

spreading civilization either wrote Aboriginal people out of existence, or conscripted 

them into the roles of villain or victim.69  

 

As it pertains to the West, this is the standard practice, regardless of the era or the peoples 

confronted.  

Lord Macaulay (Thomas Babington Macaulay), a member of the Supreme Council of 

India, and his ‘Macaulay’s minute’ on February 2, 1835, perhaps is the best example of this 

mindset. He was as destructive to native Indian pedagogy as G. A. Robinson was to saving 

Aboriginal lives. Macaulay’s reasoning for English only in Indian schools has left a very deep 

stamp on the nature of Indian languages even today. 

All parties seem to be agreed on one point, that the dialects commonly spoken among the 

natives of this part of India, contain neither literary nor scientific information, and are, 

moreover, so poor and rude that, until they are enriched from some other quarter, it will 

not be  easy to translate any valuable work into them. It seems to be admitted on all sides, 

that the intellectual improvement of those classes of the people who have the means of 

pursuing higher studies can at present be effected only by means of some language not 

vernacular amongst them. 70   
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Such arrogance would be called imperialistic now, but this does not mean only ‘Western’ 

enterprises are guilty of such ambivalence. In the greater perspective, it is the reality of the 

purview of those in power to act with low regard to others—if that will enhance their goals. 

The problem is the lack of power, balanced against the affluence and influence of the 

powerful. Within this spectrum there are the tenets, the lessons of tradition that most adhere to, 

as Hau’ofa said of Tongans living with their oppression.
71

 This humble trait is seen in Western 

history as well. Hau’ofa, knew too well that systems (here governments and/or traditions) exert a 

force over their people in an effort to keep them uniformed. In the West this is an inconvenient 

truth. 

Hierarchy is thought of as being antithetical to modern, advanced and enlightened 

societies. Americans, who view themselves via the lens of exceptionalism, would agree to such 

sentiments. Yet what should we think of luminaries like John Winthrop, 1588-1649? Who surely 

knew the implications of his pronouncements concerning this New World, with his sermon, ‘A 

Modell of Christen Charity.’ A model sets forth the categories or classes, not from human law, 

but divine pronouncement.  

God Almightie in his most holy and wise providence hath soe disposed of the Condicion 

of mankinde, as in all times some must be rich somepoore, some highe and eminent in 

power and dignitie; others meane and in subjeccion.72  

 

Another luminary, one thought of as influencing the character of Americans, Hector de 

Crevecoeur, wrote this about identity: 

What then, is the American, this new man? He is neither an European nor the descendant 

of an European; hence that strange mixture of blood, which you will find in no other 

country.  He is an American, who, leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices and 
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manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the new 

government he obeys, and the new rank he holds.73  

 

Rousing sentiments, but should be seen, juxtaposed, to ex-slave, and early intellectual leader of 

black liberation thought, Frederick Douglass’. 

I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between us. I am not included within the pale of 

this glorious anniversary! The blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in 

common. The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, 

bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. This Fourth [of] July is yours, 

not mine.74  

 

How to reconcile Crevecoeur’s (and others) call of triumph during the ages of reason, discovery 

and science, with Douglass’ (and mutinous Others) lament of unfairness? The first answer is to 

not discuss the matter. If that does not work, then behave as if the charge is of a minor offense.  

This though such issues are present in texts firmly within the canon, as Tess of the 

D’Urbervilles proves. The husband Angel Clare, of the heroine, Tess, decides she has deceived 

him by withholding the history of her being raped until after their wedding. It matters not she 

was sinned against, humiliated, but that such an act impugns his good name. Tess’s agency is not 

much better than native women. (As in Mudrooroo’s texts, so the domesticated Western woman 

is as lost as the native.) Thus, he decides to leave her for awhile, to go somewhere to start anew. 

In going hither and thither he observed in the outskirts of a small town a red-and-blue 

placard setting forth the great advantages of the empire of Brazil as a field for the 

emigrating agriculturalist. Land was offered there on exceptionally advantageous terms.75  

 

With this notice, he then sets forth for his (primarily) new beginning.  

 The post movements were to disperse/contextualise Western Enlightenment ideology, and 

‘man’ destiny theory. Postcolonial theory being the latest and it is said to not be as trusting to its 
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antecedents. ‘From a postcolonial perspective, Western values and traditions of thought and 

literature, including versions of postmodernism, are guilty of a repressive ethnocentrism.’76  

Further, Mudrooroo and Hau’ofa, playing with concepts such as race, class and power proves 

these ideas, and terms like ‘truth’ or ‘real’ are likewise tenuous. Morgan gives paths into new 

performative spaces. Those with the ability to write with such insightfulness have deservedly 

earned a place in the canon.  

Instead of embracing such figures, the West has chosen to simply place those who do not 

aid the masters’ narrative onto a lower tier. Further, if by some reason the West must include a 

few, alternative voices are offered as footnotes, bespeaking their small value simultaneously 

displaying the magnanimity of the centre. Their criticism is allowed, so long as it does not get 

out of hand.  

Such patronizing creates frustration and suspicion. Thus, there is a ‘coolness’ instead of a 

full embrace of things Western. Hence the existentialist plane that Wild Cat sought was not only 

his goal. Many minority people, around the globe, don this posture. 

Being cool, or adopting a cool pose as we call it, is a strategy that many black males use 

in making sense of their everyday lives. We believe that coolness as a strength may be 

linked to pride, self-respect, and masculinity. At the same time, coolness as a mask may 

contribute to dropping out of school, getting into trouble, sliding into drug and alcohol 

abuse, and being sucked into delinquent or criminal street gangs.77 

 

This while there is a deep yearning and insistence for acceptance, for these are not exotic 

figures—these are still the ‘best produced in the West.’
78

 The need is high for the human dignity 

timeline has moved in a more negative direction since the early 1900s, when the ‘politics of 
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respectability’ made its way onto the world stage. By the 1960s there was a distancing sought; a 

feeling of ambivalence was felt by those not yet fully accepted (or their approaches to creative 

forms) into mainstream discourse—instead of niches. Though there are more products to buy, 

freely, without being followed around in middle-class shops, in many quarters, around the globe, 

the ‘unheard from’ are moving and amassing. 

Displaying any group or individual as existing outside proper society, as a tactic, is 

unsound. Plus, it does not have to be this way. ‘The difficulty—and perhaps opportunity—is that 

none of these terms is fixed: not fieldwork, not anthropology, not indigenous culture, and not 

cultural studies.’
79 

If there is any hope for not returning to the vortex, to the spiral, it is here. For 

as long as any grand narrative model is seen as being inviolable, over time, the canon will lose its 

legitimacy and relevance. It is vitally important to remember not all important messages come 

from Western Europe. Wendt had said of Pacific (or Oceanic) writers, though Mudrooroo and 

Morgan fit within this category of dreaming and sending: 

Like writers elsewhere our writers are explaining us to ourselves and to one another, and 

adding details to faces, organs, hopes, and dreams of each of our cultures. They are 

helping us to understand who we are, where we are, where we came from, and where we 

might be going, by singing their own individual songs, by plotting their own paths 

through the Void.
80

 

 

The West lives in this Void as well. Without proper inclusion—that within academia
81

 and the 

texts it studies—the gulf will continue. Hence, without help, what is thought of as ‘high 
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literature’ will look not too dissimilar to what was taught before the Second World War—even if 

a few minority works have been accepted. This is a point Gayatri Spivak made decades ago. 

‘Such a caution emerges out of my conviction that, as the margin or ‘outside’ enters an 

institution or teaching machine, what kind of teaching machine it enters will determine its 

contours. Therefore the struggle continues, in different ways, after the infiltration.’
82

 If Spivak’s 

words are not heeded, minority faculty, and those who support them in bringing these texts (and 

others), into the classroom, will not be successful. The result will remain a cruelly unequal 

dialogue, one geared, obliged, to forever mesh with old and tired paradigms.  

Bloom wrote of needing a legacy test of two generations after a writer dies.
83

 At worst 

this seems like a stalling tactic. One Indigenous (and minority) people have heard several times. 

Perhaps not better surmised than by Martin Luther King: “For years now I have heard the word 

‘Wait!’ This ‘Wait’ has almost always meant ‘Never.’
84

 Though speaking of the struggle for full 

citizenry in the Unites States, the sentiment is universal. Whenever a process is slowed, there is 

the suspicion that something deliberately negative is afoot. Yet one can believe differently—for a 

short time, and hope men and women of good will are deliberating fairly. However, it still must 

be said that at best, such a long wait period seems better suited for disputed clauses in a 

copyright cases, instead of judging literature. Regardless, such an interval would leave gifted 

writers and their great groups of readers outside, looking in, disappointed, and tragically 

bemused. 
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