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Introduction


What does it mean to change Australia?


Esther Anatolitis


THE INTENTION WAS there from the very beginning: powerful writing that would forge a nation.


Starting out in 1940 as a modest collection of eight poems, Meanjin rapidly adopted an ambitious scope that spanned the continent and addressed the world, presenting influential essays alongside new work in all literary forms. By refusing any hierarchy between forms—challenging us to read equal political weight into essays and poetry—Meanjin continues to capture the cultural moment as only a literary journal can.


This collection is the first ever anthology of Meanjin essays. Readers have enjoyed anthologies of Meanjin fiction and interviews, as well as anthologies that survey the journal across particular time periods—but this is the first time we’ve collected ‘brief, well-considered articles and essays dealing with aspects of contemporary art, literature, philosophy, religion, ethics, modes of conduct, and the mentality that lies behind these cultural systems in Australia.’1 Those are the words of founding editor Clem Christesen, embarking on this transformative project in a time of war with the explicit aim to bring a ‘new Australia’ into being: one that would distinguish itself from colonial culture, and be infused by First Nations culture, starting with the journal’s name, its covers and artwork style. That second aim would take Meanjin decades to approach meaningfully—in a nation forged over the sovereign lands of hundreds of First Nations—and remains an important focus of our learning.


That transformative work has now entered its ninth decade, and across that period, no literary project has matched Meanjin’s impact on Australian culture. Chelsea Watego’s 2021 ‘Always bet on Black (power)’ roars with the fire of a manifesto. David Yencken’s 1988 ‘Creative City’ initiated a global urban planning movement. Jenny Hocking and Nell Reidy’s 2016 essay on marngrook changed Australian football history. Arthur Phillips’s 1950 ‘The Cultural Cringe’ has long since entered the vernacular. And we’re just getting started.


Sovereignty and place. Cities, towns, suburbs, streets and homes. Power, class and culture. Writing as a political act. How to choose just twenty pieces? And how to engage with a Meanjin archive whose own cultural legacy has often been as problematic as it’s been impactful? Let’s begin.


Sovereignty and place


This anthology is bookended by two literary giants—two elders of First Nations writing.


Fitzroy Blak Tony Birch was still a student when he wrote ‘“Nothing has changed”: The making and unmaking of Koori culture’. Today he is one of Australia’s most critically acclaimed writers. This 1992 essay remains one of Meanjin’s most cited pieces, as well as one of the essays for which Birch is most renowned. It’s a ground-breaking piece: the first major essay to confront the casual, structural and deliberate racism behind Australian place names, and the all-too-often superficial approaches to replace colonial names with Indigenous ones. Presenting ignorant, offensive and racist language from historical and contemporary records, Birch makes it very straightforward for us to understand exactly why these processes keep failing: ‘This is a form of radical conservatism: the history is not unknown, but is repressed by building monuments to murderers.’ Birch’s essay was instrumental in moves to overcome false consultation and grow institutional respect for First Nations cultural sovereignty. Three decades later, it remains a clamorous example of how ‘so much has changed’ and ‘nothing has changed’ can both be true at the same time.


Yagarabul and Gabi Gabi Elder and linguist Gaja Kerry Charlton’s ‘Makunschan, Meeanjan, Miganchan, Meanjan, Magandjin’ offers a rigorous account of ‘meanjin’ as a historically distorted place name, presenting linguistic evidence for Magandjin as ‘the original word for an area of what is now called Brisbane.’ By drawing on cultural and family history as well as linguistics, Gaja Kerry reframes our understanding of how words, names and languages are transmitted over time. ‘Popular use,’ she writes, ‘does not make it accurate. It is the right of First Nations peoples to address historical errors.’ This 2023 essay is the first of the refocused Meanjin Papers that open each edition: works by First Nations Elders offering a story of place—and presented before the contents page, colophon and editorial—so that we always begin reading by listening to Elders. Gaja Kerry’s piece had immediate and widespread impact, and received strong coverage in Indigenous and non-Indigenous media.


Respecting and honouring cultural sovereignty is important work for Meanjin—something these two essays that changed Australia expose critically. It was in Brisbane that Christesen founded the journal, and by his own account, he chose the name ‘deliberately’ because it ‘was the aboriginal word for Brisbane’; ‘it means “spike” and was the name for the finger of land extending from the city proper to the Botanic Gardens, University and Domain’; it has ‘a symbolic meaning’; and the four footprints on the first edition’s cover ‘are the footprints of aboriginal cultheroes’.2 Mythologising First Nations culture in White terms, and featuring ‘Aboriginal-style’ cover art by non-Indigenous artists, came to characterise Meanjin across its first decades. It wasn’t until 1977 that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander writers were first published in Meanjin—in a special ‘Aboriginal Issue’ edited by Jim Davidson, Meanjin’s second editor. And it wasn’t until 2023 that Meanjin dedicated an entire edition to work by First Nations writers and artists, guest-edited by Eugenia Flynn (Larrakia and Tiwi) and Bridget Caldwell-Bright (Jingili and Mudburra).


Meanjin’s early decades were a time when well-meaning settlers had sought to develop a distinctly Australian culture that refused to accept a Eurocentric authority, turning instead to what was unique about Indigenous peoples and the Australian landscape. Unfortunately, too many of these attempts stopped short of actually engaging with and learning from First Peoples, preferring instead to appropriate Indigenous languages and culture into their own work. You’ll see a group called the Jindyworobaks appear in a few of our pieces: the collective of non-Indigenous writers formed in Adelaide in the 1930s who borrowed a Woiwurrung word from hundreds of kilometres away to frame their literary movement as a ‘joining together’. Writing in 1978, Tim Rowse calls the movement a ‘parochial defensiveness’ in his ‘Heaven and a Hills Hoist’, while back in 1950, Arthur Phillips praises their ‘protest against the alien symbolisms’ of Eurocentric writers in his legendary essay ‘The Cultural Cringe’. Initially, Meanjin saw itself in opposition to the Jindyworobaks, prompting Christesen to invite the movement’s founder, Rex Ingamells, to write a piece for the Summer 1941 edition themed around ‘Nationality’. In his brief essay ‘Australianism’, Ingamells refers to likeminded literary groups such as ‘Australia First’, and concludes that ‘[t]he Australianism of the people must be their own synthesis of forces originating within and without the country… we must desert time and circumstance, find original value: which may only be really done in the imagination.’3


There is, of course, no context-free position from which culture originates, and no amount of imagination can replace learning from First Peoples. A generation or more of Australians encountered what they understood to be Indigenous culture from movements like the Jindyworobaks and Australia First, as well as from the pages of Meanjin. Given Meanjin always fostered a strong global readership, this problem compounded, casting a long shadow. When, as recently as 2018, Meanjin’s then editor Jonathan Green pulped an entire edition and issued an apology for ‘obliterating the word Meanjin with the hashtag #MeToo’, it was clear there was a lot more work to be done. ‘It’s a reminder of my privilege’, Green wrote at the time, ‘to not see what now seems so obvious.’4 A powerful absent presence in this anthology is the excellent essay ‘What happens when you tell someone else’s story?’ by Waanyi writer and two-time Stella Prize winner Alexis Wright, commissioned by Green and published in Meanjin 75.4 Summer 2016. Look out for a forthcoming anthology of Wright’s work, where this essay will feature prominently.


For decades now, the First Nations voices published in Meanjin have been fierce and strong, as you’ll see from pieces throughout this collection and across our archive. There’s a lot more to be said about First Nations writing in Meanjin—so we’re planning an entire anthology, guest-edited and critically framed by two leading Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander writers. Your Meanjin collection won’t be complete without it.


Cities, towns, suburbs, streets and homes


The most important change happens at home. The ways we set our tables, nurture our neighbourhoods and design our cities. The stories we tell, and the stories we don’t tell. Which ball we kick on the weekend, how we kick it, who we cheer on and why.


Sport is Australia’s most familiar cultural battleground—that, and the tiresome History Wars, which explain why so many Australians refuse to accept marngrook as the origin of Aussie Rules football. Jenny Hocking and Nell Reidy’s 2016 ‘Marngrook, Tom Wills and the continuing denial of Indigenous history’ sets out all the evidence clearly for the first time, refuting the common counter-arguments that fixate on a lack of written evidence. After all, the authors argue, the High Court of Australia’s ground-breaking 1992 Mabo judgment was able to ‘acknowledge the significance of ethnographic and oral history to historical understanding of Indigenous communities,’ and even ‘admitted such material as “traditional evidence” of ownership.’ This essay was the first to link marngrook evidence to the place where Tom Wills—the settler credited with inventing the game—grew up. While the authors describe Wills as someone who ‘spoke the local Indigenous language and there is no doubt he formed close relationships with the Mukjarrawait people,’ we now know of evidence revealing that Wills directly participated in massacres of Indigenous people.5 The essay was published just one year after Adnyamathanha/Narungga man and 2014 Australian of the Year Adam Goodes performed a celebratory war dance that had been taught to him by young players in an AFL Indigenous All-stars workshop; the racist onslaught he faced led to his early retirement from the game.6 All of this makes this essay even more essential reading on Australian cultural change.


David Yencken’s 1988 ‘Creative City’ is the first exposition of an ‘experiential’ approach to city-making, now a commonplace term in exhibition design, artistic direction and urban planning. Yencken argues passionately for a city that stimulates everyone’s creativity—as a social justice goal. Cities of complex, overlapping systems have long ago become politically inaccessible to poor and disadvantaged people; to ensure everyone can ‘perceive and understand’ cities in equitable ways, ‘[w]e have to be creative in every realm.’ This means creating neighbourhoods and cultural experiences that directly redress ‘racial discrimination or oppression, poverty, unemployment, isolation and alienation’, and ‘work with local people in local environments’—because ‘architectural egotism is a sin’. This essay remains one of Meanjin’s most cited: its publication helped spark a global movement in urban planning that centred creativity for the first time, making it an essay that changed the world and not just Australia.


Global events have also made Susan Parham’s 1990 ‘The table in space: a planning perspective’ even more relevant now, in the wake of another global pandemic, as we continue to rethink the design of our homes and neighbourhoods. ‘As long as we maintain the hidden supposition that cooking is a chore and eating a pleasure,’ she writes, ‘every woman is a kind of servant.’ Parham takes a welcome feminist approach to the ways Anglo-Australian culture eschews shared cooking, communal eating and outdoor dining. Contrasting Italian, Spanish and Greek approaches, as well as the exceptional shared experiences created for our streets by arts festivals, Susan looks at the design of kitchens, houses and neighbourhoods. To make sure we stop building on arable land and start opening a warmer hospitality to one another, ‘good gastronomers’, she writes, ‘will have to become good urban designers too.’


‘Heaven and a Hills Hoist’, Tim Rowse’s 1978 classic, was the first essay to confront the critics of Australian suburbia, arguing against a homogenous, ‘individualist and apolitical’ understanding of the ways we live. From Marx, Nietzsche, and Vance and Nettie Palmer, to the Sentimental Bloke, Dame Edna and the iconic ‘Life. Be in it.’ campaign, Rowse characterises a diverse Australia where ‘the world of work, industrial conflict, politics and collective action’ is very much at home in the suburbs. The essay has had great influence, changing the way Australian culture is discussed by the academy and the media, and remains one of Meanjin’s most cited essays.


It’s a very different Australia that the celebrated writer and life-long Meanjin friend Vance Palmer observes in his ‘Battle’: one with ‘settlements [that] have always had a fugitive look … Very little to show the presence of a people with a common purpose or a rich sense of life.’ Written for the March 1942 ‘Crisis’ issue published in the thick of war, ‘Battle’ speaks to common fears of invasion and conquest—against which Palmer exhorts writers and artists to make us the ‘Australia we are called upon to save.’ In his eyes, Australia had ‘no monuments to speak of, no dreams in stone, no Guernicas, no sacred places.’ This essay that changed Australia was an electrifying call-to-action in its time, but speaks only to a colonial Australia—albeit one at the cusp of becoming ‘even more aware of itself’.


Arthur Phillips speaks to this directly in his 1950 polemic ‘The Cultural Cringe’, where he implores us to stop grounding our cultural standards in imperialist, Eurocentric ideals, and commit instead to ‘the gradual processes of national growth’. Unsurprisingly, this is our number-one most cited work—even if few Australians recognise it as an essay first published in Meanjin. Reading back, it strikes me that Phillips was too quick to suggest that ‘ultimately paint is always paint, a piano everywhere a piano.’ The Cringe applies equally to visual art and music as it does to literature; every artform is subject to a critical gaze that privileges a particular culture, challenging us to progress ‘in the art of being unselfconsciously ourselves.’ I’m also struck by the early concession in Phillips’s essay that ‘the assumption [of our inferiority] will often be correct’ given we lack Europe’s ‘long-established or interestingly different cultural tradition’ as a means of distinguishing ourselves in the eyes of the world. Of course, decades would pass before Australians would come to share a common understanding of First Nations culture shaping this continent since time immemorial. Today, ‘we—unhappy Cringers’ continue to use Phillips’s provocative neologism as a household word as we continue to understand our place in the world.


Power, class and culture


Meanjin is where Australia’s finest writers set out their fiercest ambitions. Every single one of the essays in this anthology addresses power, class and culture—because not doing so is simply impossible. There is no such thing as a politically neutral position: those who assert one invariably do so in order to silence opposition. Essayists who take a strong, clear position stake their integrity on the rigour of their arguments. Each of these essays sets its sights on Australian cultural hegemony, law and democracy, rejecting the status quo to champion profound change.


Marcia Langton’s 2011 ‘Reading the constitution out loud’ reminds us just how extensively successive Australian governments had prepared for the 2023 Voice to Parliament referendum. What had been a bipartisan approach over more than a decade was callously politicised at the last moment, shrieking over the careful work of community education to secure a political win. Langton sets out in valuable detail not only the long, detailed work behind recognising Indigenous Australians in the Constitution, but also, what happens when we take a good, close look at that document. Read aloud, the racist clauses that have never been removed from the Constitution must spur us all towards change.


And then Manning Clark, with his 1976 ‘Are we a nation of bastards?’, expresses the shock of Australia and the shock of the world after the ‘Ugly Australian’, and the ‘men with the hearts of walnuts’, used constitutional powers to achieve a partisan and not political purpose. The constitutional crisis yielding the Dismissal of Prime Minister Gough Whitlam just months before should have triggered a constitutional reckoning. It didn’t. Clark’s polemic makes every single one of Marcia’s words ring truer.


Today, Judge Hilary Charlesworth sits on the International Court of Justice in the Hague. Her 1992 ‘A law of one’s own?: Feminist perspectives on equality and the law’ sets out a strong, clear and accessible set of principles for a fairer legal system. Charlesworth challenges traditional understandings of the law as rational and neutral. Looking at equality as ‘sameness’, ‘difference’, and ‘non-domination’, she advocates multiple approaches to redressing inequality rather than assuming a ‘monolithic conception of inequality’. Another of Meanjin’s most cited essays, Charlesworth’s piece heralds a great era of significant Australian legal reform that would include the Mabo (1992) and Wik (1996) decisions of the High Court of Australia.7


Written in 2022, ‘The act of disappearing’ by Amy McQuire is an inheritor of the feminist framework advocated by Charlesworth. This essay was instrumental in changing the narrative from the ‘unreliable’ accounts of ‘missing persons’ who might have ‘gone walkabout’, to the disappearing of Aboriginal women—because without this necessary shift, ‘the racial violence that disappears the women and their ties to country and community is left shrouded in silence.’ A concept of ‘Black justice’ is needed, McQuire writes, that ‘brings them back, and brings them closer, through acts of presencing.’ We must ‘listen to Aboriginal women.’ Following the publication of McQuire’s essay, the Australian Senate launched an inquiry into missing and murdered First Nations women and children, which is due to report shortly after we go to print. McQuire’s sensitive, forceful essay also won that year’s Hilary McPhee Award for essay writing that makes a fearless contribution to the national debate.


One of the mightiest pieces Meanjin has ever published, Chelsea Watego’s 2021 ‘Always bet on Black (power)’ is a formidable exhortation. Read it aloud. Writing in both the first person and the universal voice, Watego makes it clear that her lived experience and scholarship and action are equivalent tools in her ‘radicalism of Black power’—alongside both rage and love. ‘It is not a fight for an alternative subjugation, for revenge or retribution,’ she writes, ‘but a call for a different society to be born’. This profoundly impactful essay introduces a new vocabulary for talking about race and anti-racism, power and Black power.


Another mighty piece, Michael Mohammed Ahmad’s 2020 ‘It’s shit to be White’ also needs to be read out loud and in company—especially right now, when strengthening our vocabulary around race and anti-racism couldn’t be more urgent. ‘It’s exhausting’, Mohammed writes, ‘constantly having to educate White people about a word that their own race invented to elevate themselves above the rest of us.’ Writing with characteristic wog courage and pride, Mohammed sets himself the task of performing a valuable national service: ‘Let’s define White. Let’s define racism. Let’s define shit.’ His essay analyses academic, journalistic and political language in ways that give us all the tools to shift the public conversation, side-stepping both ‘White fragility’ and ‘White fragility fragility’ towards a more realistic and respectful Australia.


In championing Lebanese Australian culture, Mohammed is another inheritor of a framework presented by a fellow Meanjin writer. Sneja Gunew’s transformative 1983 essay ‘Migrant women writers: Who’s on whose margins?’ reminds us that ‘Australia [is] a country which does not have English as a first language.’ This was the first major essay to accord migrant women’s work the respect and authority of rigorous analysis in the context of the world’s foremost theorists. ‘Looking at migrant women’s writing is a way of questioning literary taxonomies’, writes Gunew. ‘Hurrah for anything that puts into question our hegemonic, monocultural assumptions.’ This essay was an early achievement in what would become a magnificent, nation-changing career of global acclaim. Gunew’s death, within just weeks of the conception of this book, calls us to honour her memory with deep respect.


Writing as a political act


The question of how and why writers write reveals a great deal about a culture. Writers make a lifetime commitment to their practice—and this means more than taking a position. It means crafting that position with great literary care. Choosing an authoritative mode of expression that balances the personal with the public. Asking questions that demand a response. This is a political act, and the ways we set out to understand it define the strengths of our culture.


Composer and writer Nahed Elrayes, writing in 2021 for the Meanjin blog, now Meanjin Daily, poses a series of devastating questions for our readers, each one demanding a carefully considered response. Elrayes’s ‘Gaza and the twenty-year War on Terror’ was widely read and frequently cited on first publication, and given the atrocities the world is witnessing in Gaza today, this essay remains urgent reading. ‘What if the stateless other—without legitimised, non-“terrorist” leadership—became an undifferentiable mass,’ Elrayes asks, ‘whose lives were thus disposable as statistics?’ In an online environment where we are overwhelmed by the numbers of war fatalities, Elrayes implores us to slow down long enough to search our emotions, reconnect with our values, and recognise each one as ‘a human life, worthy of grief’, and worthy of our action.


Internationally acclaimed writer Thea Astley’s 1968 ‘A monstrous accent on youth’ rankles with intergenerational intolerance—but when recognised as a comment on gender and class at a time of conscription during the Vietnam War, we readily understand how this essay changed Australia. Describing a clash between feminism and patriotism that she witnesses as a teacher, Astley finds herself experiencing a fear for the future, and she concludes: ‘One is sorry life is so easy for the young and, because of this, so difficult.’ Thea’s piece was part of that edition’s short essay set ‘The Temperament of Generations’, also the title of one of our past anthologies, which included AR Chisholm and Ian Turner trying to make sense of student activism and ‘hippies’ during the world’s first experience of widespread political protest. As the world experiences another global student-led movement of action against genocide, Thea’s piece is a timely read.


In his 1986 essay ‘Why I write what I write’, renowned Australian writer Gerald Murnane offers a deceptively straightforward account of what he writes: ‘words’, ‘sentences’, ‘paragraphs’ and ‘chapters’. This is another work to be read aloud and savoured. ‘Writing never explains anything for me’, he writes; ‘—it only shows me how stupendously complicated everything is.’ We also have Murnane to thank for two previous Meanjin anthologies: The Temperament of Generations: Fifty years of writing in Meanjin (1990), which he co-edited with Jenny Lee and Philip Mead, and Meanjin Anthology (2012), for which he wrote the foreword.


Sometimes prickly, often provocative, always polemical: no Meanjin anthology is complete without a piece by Clem Christesen. Foremost among Christesen’s enduring contributions across all of his Meanjin writing are his articulations of the political role of the artist. His Spring 1945 editorial ‘A quarterly of literature’—written for ‘the first peace-time issue of Meanjin’—urges writers to commit even more deeply and passionately to their practice, seizing their responsibility ‘to reveal and clarify our life by showing it to us through a vision different from ours and deeper.’ This piece had a galvanising effect immediately on publication, and remains a valuable reference point for all artists. Writers are responsible, Christesen italicises, and so they must be well-informed, socially and politically connected, and attentive to their artistic integrity.


How do we come to understand that responsibility in contemporary Australia? Abundant arts coverage and criticism across all news media is a mark of a society that’s curious and confident enough to recognise that all aspects of our culture—not just sport—are worthy of closer understanding. Today, argues Walkley Award-winning Jane Howard in her 2023 essay ‘On criticism’, its inclusion depends entirely on ‘the belief of newsroom leadership in its inherent value.’ Howard casts an eye across 150 years of Australian arts journalism and charts the consequences of its decline, looking at its media owners, platforms, technologies and means of production. This comprehensive essay is also a work of great national service, and the vociferous response it’s received to date marks it as an essay already sparking change.



Writing this cultural moment


What does it mean to change Australia?


Change is generative, unsettling, invigorating—and always political. Meanjin writers have inspired us to ask new questions about who we are and why we do what we do. They’ve declared their sovereignty, mapped out our neighbourhoods, questioned our culture, defended their rights and called out injustices. They’ve edited the dictionaries, entered the news cycle, changed the conversation. If you want to learn about Australia’s passions and preoccupations from the finest writers of the time, you go to Meanjin.


Each essay in this collection is among the most cited works we’ve ever published: they’re quoted in news media, regularly drawn upon for academic research, and commonly referenced as authoritative exemplars. The nation-changing essays that are missing from this collection—and truly, there are many—are your invitation to leap into our archive, online or in print; Meanjin is also held in libraries across Australia and all over the world.


As you begin to leaf through this book, you’ll notice that the essays are not arranged in the sequence my introduction has promised. There are so many ways to read each piece—so many conversations they’re already having with one another. You’re already beginning to notice the many ways their focuses overlap and diverge, seeing nationalism, feminism and urbanism rub shoulders with Black power, White privilege and wog pride. And why twenty? An arbitrary number for a portable anthology, offered not as a canonical set, but as provocations to withstand the test of time. Take it with you as you go about your day—and if you use the rear gatefold as a bookmark, you’ll always know which Meanjin editor selected the piece you’re reading. The place of essays within Meanjin has been dynamic over time as each editor has set their own agenda: we’ve seen themed editions, short essay sets such as ‘The Temperament of Generations’, and journal sections such as today’s ‘State of the Nation’, ‘The Year in…’ and ‘Australia in Three Books’. Each offers an entry point for writers and readers alike; a context for the arguments that follow.


Not all change is positive, of course, which is what makes Meanjin absolutely crucial as a space where arguments for change are advanced with rigour and care. Meanjin essays map the multiple trajectories that make up our culture, intersect in our democracy and clash in our politics. To refuse change is to align with inert positions that seek to guard their privilege, imposing a static understanding of history for a glib approach to the future. Only a venturous approach can create Australia’s future.


Today, as from the very beginning, Meanjin offers the same invitation to all of our writers and readers: how will you change Australia?


___________________


1. Christesen, CB (1943). ‘The Meanjin “School”’, Meanjin 2.2 March 1943


2. Christesen, CB (1943). ‘The Meanjin “School”’, Meanjin 2.2 March 1943


3. Ingamells, Rex (1941). ‘Australianism’, Meanjin No. 6 Summer 1941


4. Green, Jonathan (2018). ‘A Note from the Editor of Meanjin’, published online at www.meanjin.com.au/latest/note-from-meanjin-editor/


5. Wills is quoted at length describing these events in an 1895 Chicago Tribune article titled ‘Old Days in Australia’, discovered in 2021 by historian Gary Fearon. The article’s claims are supported by Wills biographer Greg de Moore and journalist and Wills novelist Martin Flanagan. See www.abc.net.au/news/2021-09-19/experts-add-weight-to-discovery-tom-wills-indigenous-massacre/100469428


6. For a brief history, see the National Museum of Australia’s resource on the AFL’s apology to Adam Goodes at www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/afl-apology-adam-goodes


7. The two judgments—which feature in a number of our essays—are firstly, Mabo v Queensland (No 2) (1992), which rejected the notion that this continent was terra nullius (nobody’s land), and recognised the existence of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Native Title, and secondly, The Wik Peoples v State of Queensland (1996), which found that Native Title could coexist with pastoral leases.





‘Nothing has changed’


The making and unmaking of Koori culture


Tony Birch


Meanjin 51.2 Winter 1992




I


You get somebody coming in, a foreigner at that, trying to tell us to rename our mountains.


—Bob Stone, Stawell town councillor1





IN MARCH 1989 the Victorian Minister for Tourism, Steve Crabb, announced that the Grampians mountain range in western Victoria would ‘revert to their Aboriginal name, Guriward’ (which after further research was altered to Gariwerd). Although this initiative came from the Victorian Tourism Commission, and the local Koori community had not yet been consulted, the minister felt that he could already announce the names that would be ‘restored’:




I expect that the Grampians will be known as Guriward, the Black Range as Burrunj, the Glenelg River as Bugara, Halls Gap as Budja Budja, Victoria Gap as Jananginjawi and so on.




The local white community did not share these great expectations. An ‘ex-Labor voter’ wrote to Crabb accusing him of engaging in ‘gutter level’ politics, and warned of an electoral backlash: ‘Remember Mr. Crabb the tax payer pays your salaries not the lazy, dirty, counter-productive black sector of Australia’.2 The Mayor of Stawell, Peter Odd, claimed that behind the idea was a ‘radical group’ who had forced the proposal on the government:




It seems to me more like a little group that can get what it wants like all the minority groups. The government just bows down to them and the government is ruled by the loudest noise all the time.3





Yet no ‘noise’ on the issue had come from the local Koori community. The five Koori communities in the Western District are represented by Brambuk Incorporated, which at the time was constructing the Brambuk Living Cultural Centre in the Grampians National Park. A spokesperson, Geoff Clark, criticised the government’s continuing refusal to consult local Kooris on policies affecting their history and culture. Although he supported the ‘refreshing and positive gesture’ of the name restoration, Clark compared Crabb’s approach with that of a fellow Scot: ‘He and Major Mitchell are guilty of ignoring the Aborigines’ past and present association and ownership of the Grampians area … over thousands of years’.4 Clark said that Brambuk ‘would rename important features in the Grampians area with traditional Aboriginal names’, regardless of any government initiatives.


In December 1990, without Steve Crabb’s knowledge, signs carrying Koori names were erected at certain features to coincide with the opening of the Brambuk Living Cultural Centre.5 Crabb objected; the community, he said, ‘would be entitled to criticise any cost involved in erecting the signs bearing Aboriginal names before an official decision was made’. But Clark insisted that, as ‘rightful custodians’ of the region, Kooris ‘had the authority to erect the signs’. Clark asked: ‘Will Mr Crabb, with his paternalistic attitude, expect those Aborigines among us with dark faces to be selling trinkets/beads and performing corroborees for his tourist industry?’6 Brambuk was not opposed to involvement with tourism, but this had to be achieved ‘without exploiting, and without becoming like the exploited’.7


The name change had been proposed in February 1985 by archaeologist Ben Gunn, who prepared a document for the Tourism Commission on ‘Recommended Changes to Aboriginal Site Names in the Grampians’.8 The region contains 80 per cent of Victoria’s identified Koori rock-art sites, and Gunn suggested that these be given more appropriate names in line with the ‘planned promotion of certain sites as public attractions’. He noted that the existing ‘eurocentric descriptive names’ (such as ‘Cave of Ghosts’) could produce ‘inappropriate expectations in visitors … disappointment or worse, ridicule’. Gunn proposed that Koori names be given to the sites in consultation with ‘the local Aboriginal Communities’.


In 1988 an Aboriginal Tourism Survey alerted the Tourism Commission to the possibility of exploiting the region’s Koori culture and history: ‘Guided tours of Koori sites have the potential to be very successful. The opportunity is there to bring together the product and the potential customers.’9 Immediately before Crabb’s public announcement in March 1989, Ben Gunn conducted further research into alternative names for the rock-art sites, and for natural features of the region. He did not feel that it was necessary to consult with the local Koori community, as he regarded his research as ‘an academic exercise, at this stage’.10 The minister’s announcement two weeks later, however, was not an ‘academic exercise’, but a highly publicised media event.


Crabb demonstrated a typical European disregard for the Indigenous people of the area. To display ‘art’ was good for business, and to tag the sites with Indigenous names confirmed their legitimacy as artefacts of an ‘ancient’ culture. But it was not seen as necessary to consult the Kooris of the Western District about the marketing of the heritage that they had managed to retain through 150 years of oppression.


Soon after Crabb’s announcement, the Tourism Commission appointed Ian Clark, a geographer from Monash University, to prepare a submission to the Victorian Place Names Committee. In his consultations with the groups that form Brambuk, he found that the Koori community regarded the absence of prior consultation as indicating ‘a lack of respect and recognition of traditional ownership of the National Park’.11 As a result, a representative of Brambuk, Lionel Harradine, was appointed to prepare the submission with Clark. The submission made four sets of recommendations:




i.) that 21 incorrectly spelt Aboriginal place names currently in use be corrected, and that a further 10 Aboriginal names be retained;


ii.) that the use of 44 known Aboriginal names of features more recently given European names be restored;


iii.) that the traditional names of 11 places that do not carry European names be adopted;


iv.) that the more appropriate names conferred on nine Rock Art Sites … be formally adopted.12





The name restoration met opposition from a variety of groups. The Stawell Shire Council wrote to all local governments in Victoria, and gained wide support from both rural and urban shires. The Victorian Place Names Committee received petitions of protest with 60,000 signatures.13 The Council of Clans regarded the proposal as a threat to ‘Scottish heritage and pioneers’.14 The Wimmera branch of the National Council of Women claimed that ‘Aboriginals’ did not ‘know anything about the significance’ of the rock art. The Balmoral Golf Club was concerned with the effect that the name restoration would have on its greens: ‘Our Club is close to the Glenelg River & uses the water for irrigating the course’. A Horsham shire councillor, Don Johns, expressed similar concerns about Horsham’s water supply.15 Bruce Ruxton of the RSL stated the league’s position in his inimitable style:




In no way would we want the name of the Grampians changed to any other name whether it be an Aboriginal name or what…There is a real feeling of ill-wind prevailing over this proposal. [sic]16





In a submission supporting the restoration, the Friends of the Grampians claimed that the League of Rights had manipulated opposition to the proposal, resulting in widespread ‘racist hysteria’.17


The aesthetic and tourist value of the rock-art sites was also questioned. Many of the sites require protection behind cyclone-wire fencing, as they have been repeatedly desecrated by vandals.18 Pat Reid of Bellellen Rise Host Farm, Stawell, claimed that visitors to her farm had ‘little or no interest in our Aboriginal pre-history’, and whatever there was ‘dissipates completely upon inspecting Bunjil’s cave (the most significant aboriginal art site in Victoria)’.19 ER of Mt Waverley wrote directly to Steve Crabb, informing him that in twenty years of visiting the Grampians she had seen ‘not one Aboriginal person’ and only ‘a few miserable rock paintings’.20 CS of Stawell wrote to ‘point out some facts associated with Aboriginal myths of Dreamtime’. He denied a Koori presence in the region (‘no Aboriginals ever entered the Grampians due to evil spirits’) and claimed that the rock art was painted by ‘a French artist who had a great appreciation of Aboriginal art of central Australia’.21


Steve Crabb apparently wants to promote the region as ‘Victoria’s Kakadu’,22 but he will have difficulty achieving this if people expect a replication of Kakadu ‘art’, ignorant of the regionally specific Indigenous culture and history of the Gariwerd area. An officer of the Victorian Archaeological Survey informed visitors to one of the shelters in 1989 that in the past ‘people were disappointed in the art itself. They were expecting something like Northern Territory art.’23 People not only expected to view the ‘ancient’, but also to see its readily identifiable signifiers, the art of ‘real’ Aborigines.


For visitors to appreciate the art, they must come to respect and appreciate Indigenous culture, both past and present, here in Victoria. An exploitative tourist industry will not achieve this. Denis Rose, a Koori cultural officer from Brambuk, feels that this will occur when the ‘significance of the sites as places of occupation’ is interpreted and understood.24 The centre has attempted to do this by erecting signs that explain the spiritual significance of the art, and the Koori history of the area. The signs also inform visitors that ‘If you wish to obtain more information about this site, its art or Aboriginal culture in general, please call at Brambuk in Budja Budja (Halls Gap).’25


Some opponents of the name restoration also ridiculed Koori languages. Old racist slurs resurfaced: ‘Aboriginal names all … sound the same, and in most cases, the spelling looks the same.’26 The Western District Farmer claimed that the proposal pandered to ‘pony-tailed basket weavers and banjo players’, and the chosen names were ‘totally unpronounceable to modern day black and white alike’.27 Les Carlyon, in Business Review Weekly, complained that he could not ‘pronounce let alone spell’ the chosen names, and was concerned that the proposal was being considered when Victoria was ‘paralysed by billions of dollars of debt’.28


The Grampians District Tourist Association strongly opposed the restoration proposal. The association identified ‘Aboriginal cultural tourism’ as a ‘niche market’ and therefore supported the upgrading of the rock-art sites.29 Initially the association claimed that it wished to promote ‘aboriginal culture’ in the Grampians, and ‘supported appropriate names for Rock Art sites and any unnamed features’. Yet it rejected an overwhelming majority of the proposed names. This included the proposed names for rock-art sites and previously unnamed features, which would not be acceptable unless they were altered (that is, anglicised) to something ‘easily recognised and pronounced’.30


This cultural appropriation illustrates the attitude of many tourist operators, who regard Koori culture as a product that can be altered and re-presented in an acceptable form, as a commodity, but has little or no intrinsic value. The Tourist Association objected to the removal of names such as Mt Lubra and The Piccaninny. It felt that although such terms were ‘possibly racist’ they were ‘not truly offensive as they are in common usage throughout Australia’. Bob Stone agreed: ‘Piccaninny is a tribute to little Aboriginals,’ he said.31


Some names were also rejected on aesthetic grounds. Ararat City Councillor Peter Wright stated that names that translated as ‘pig face’, ‘base of spine’ and ‘phlegm’ were ‘not terribly good for a tourist area’.32 Others related to excrement (such as Gunigalg), and ‘would be more suitable for a sewerage treatment works’.


This European aesthetic ignores the relationship between naming and traditional Koori lifestyle. To reject such names is to reject their cultural significance, and to promote corrupt versions of Koori culture is not only appropriation but deception. Brambuk is disappointed that the Place Names Committee rejected some of the names on these grounds, denying the Koori community the opportunity to present and interpret the relationship to land identified in names that narrate spatial organisation.33


If white Australia is to move beyond a superficial appropriation of the Indigenous culture of this country, those in positions of influence—be they government departments, statutory bodies or tourist promoters—have to stop re-presenting Indigenous cultures in this way. If they are motivated by imperial possession, changes will not occur, as the motivation behind possession is the subjugation and control of the ‘other’.




II


Piper carries a pair of handcuffs slung round him as one [blackfellow] must be taken prisoner for the sake of obtaining native names of the places.34





In his spatial history of Australia, The Road to Botany Bay, Paul Carter has written of ‘how little value our culture attaches to names’.35 This is because ‘we’, feeling imperially secure, and ignorant of the presence of another culture and history, see ‘not a historical space’ that may be contested, and may contain multiple histories, but a ‘historical fact…as if it was always there’. The cultures of Indigenous people are relegated to ‘prehistory’ and the ‘ancient’, allowing only for metahistorical myths, located outside the boundaries of ‘historical facts’, which support imperial domination. As Chris Healy put it, ‘true knowledge of the past was knowledge of white Australia and reserved for white Australians’.36


To name spaces is to ‘name histories’,37 and also to create them. The process is accepted as natural, representing a ‘given’, that this country belongs to and is a white Australia. But this sense of security evaporates when the hidden history of colonial domination and Indigenous subordination is challenged by an attempt to alter the names of spaces.


Attaching names to landscapes legitimises the ownership of the culturally dominant group that ‘owns’ the names. Indigenous names themselves do not constitute a threat to white Australia. Houses, streets, suburbs and whole cities have Indigenous names. This is an exercise in cultural appropriation, which represents imperial possession and the quaintness of the ‘native’. For the colonisers to attach a ‘native’ name to a place does not represent or recognise an Indigenous history, and therefore possible Indigenous ownership.


It is when names are restored to recognise earlier histories and cultures that the threat to ownership occurs. Imperial history cannot recognise the existence of Indigenous histories. A history of dominance is seen as the history of a ‘nation’. An attempt to recognise the history of Indigenous people creates insecurity, paranoia, even hysteria. It ‘wipes out over one hundred and fifty years of [British] history’ and ‘takes away that heritage’.38 Existing names are ‘recommended for consignment to the scrapheap of history’.39 The features themselves can actually vanish: ‘Ayers Rock is no longer’; ‘GRAMPIANS, ARE THEY GONE?’; ‘Familiar places or landmarks…would disappear from the map’.40


Many people of the Western District of Victoria cannot accept a Koori presence in the area, either in the past or present. If they do recognise an Indigenous presence, it is one that is long dead. They cannot accept a reality that makes a mockery of the racial theories and racist practices promoted for 150 years. In protest against the name restoration, BC, ‘a former Halls Gap resident’, dedicated a poem to Sir Thomas Mitchell:




He battled through the heathery scrub and scaled the frowning wall


To stand at last triumphant, on the topmost peak of all


He named the range the Grampians.


Why should we change it then?


That traveller made our history, he and his stalwart men.





Of Mitchell’s feats, and his place in history, she was certain. This was not so of Koori people:




What the Coorie people called the hills we cannot ever know For they have gone like yesterday, with little left to show.41




Many opponents of the name restoration eulogised the nineteenth-century ‘pioneers’ who had ‘developed the land using nothing but their bare hands and crude farm implements’.42 Peter Wrigglesworth of Blackburn posed a question regarding the Indigenous peoples’ relationship to the land: ‘Did they strive to explore, to overcome danger, to improve their lot?’ His answer: ‘I don’t know. There’s no record. Who cares?’43


Even when their presence was recognised, the present Koori community in the district was often regarded as a ‘cultureless remnant’. JR of Murtoa rejected the suggestion that the Kooris had ‘some sort of culture’, adding ‘It’s too late for all this nonsense.’44 MW of Phillip Island asked:




How many Western District Aborigines are there anyway? And what have they contributed to the progress of the area over the last fifty years or so? I’d guess, not many and not much.45




Philip Lienert of Horsham, in a letter to the Wimmera Mail-Times, argued for the need to put a contact history of ‘murder, theft, rape, cruelty and ignorance’ into its proper perspective: ‘At what time in the world’s history has one group of people not done that to another group?’ He claimed that the Indigenous people of Australia were fortunate that they had been colonised by a civilised race: ‘If Great Britain had not colonised Australia then someone else would have—and what would have been the fate of the Aborigines then?’46


Lienert is not the first to ask such a rhetorical question. Academic John Mulvaney has also asked ‘a theoretical question but one which must be faced … one wonders what French treatment would have been if France had been the occupying power’.47


The Hamilton Spectator urged Steve Crabb to ‘leave history as it stands’.48 By this the newspaper meant a dominant history that not only ignored the Koori history of the region, but was also selectively amnesiac concerning the ‘pioneer’ history of the area. It was not a history of a civilised race, but one of ignorance, racism, greed, brutality and dispossession. Those who want to ‘leave history as it stands’ need to examine their own history with honesty.




III


Australia is owned and run by white people not black. We took it and have fought several wars to keep it and our freedom.49





Popular Australian history has often been written about ‘winners’, who fought battles with the land before conquering it. Control of the Australian landscape is vital to the settler psyche. The victors’ histories falsely parade as the history of Australia. These histories are those of absence: of terra nullius. In order to uphold the lie of an ‘empty land’, Europeans have either denied the Indigenous people’s presence, or have completely devalued our cultures. These hegemonic histories take possession of others’ histories and silence them, or manipulate and ‘deform’ them.50


This misrepresentation is now being challenged as Indigenous people confront the imperialist fictions that support political domination and racism. This upsets and displaces what Chris Healy has termed ‘the seamless normality [of] a triumphal national history’.


Many Australian histories authenticate themselves by drawing on ‘the available myths and discourses of national character and identity’.51 These histories often speak of Australia’s ‘pioneer spirit’, where the ‘settlers’ toiled in a harsh and empty land. They celebrate a hybridised Australian male: fiercely independent, but imbued with just enough British heritage to remain above the ‘natives’, who hover around the fringe of such histories, or are disposed of in the ‘prehistory’ of the text.


Within academia, it is true, the debate has moved on. But outside the walls of the universities, where Indigenous people are fighting for land rights, cultural identity and the right to present and interpret our own histories, we are constantly forced to contend with an imperialist history that is really nothing more than ‘a crude apologia for the status quo of the day’.52 It is a history motivated by cultural and political domination. It disguises its own violence and oppression by presenting sanitised ‘nationalist themes, grown cosy and thoroughly naturalized by repetition, [that] disguise or celebrate the actual history of imperial and colonial domination’.53
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