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Settler Colonial Biopolitics and 
Indigenous Resistance: The Refusal of 
Australia’s First Peoples “to fade away 
or assimilate or just die”

Sheila Collingwood-Whittick

I understand the contemporary colonial project as one that has continued unabated 
from the time of the landing and invasion by the British in 1788.

—Irene Watson, “In the Northern Territory Intervention”

[T)he historical time that that we thought was past turns out to structure the 
contemporary field with a persistence that gives the lie to history as chronology.

—Judith Butler, Precarious Life

As Australian historian Paul Bartrop observes, “People rarely, if ever, consider 
Australia as a site of genocide. It is seen as the lucky country, a land of mateship 

and the notion of the ‘fair go,’ a thoroughly egalitarian society in which all get their 
share and no one is treated unfairly.”1 This construct is, of course, an aggregate of 
all the myths that Australia’s colonizers have invented to screen out memories of the 
nation’s genocidal past and mask the genocidal ethos of its settler-colonizing present. 
For underlying, and in absolute contradiction with, the smooth, asepticized, liberal-
humanist facade that contemporary Australia presents to the world, is the panoply 
of biopolitical practices by means of which its Anglo-Celtic population has, since the 
earliest days of colonization, endeavored to “control” the continent’s First Peoples.

A senior lecturer in postcolonial studies at Stendhal University in France until her retire-
ment in 2012, Sheila Collingwood-Whittick continues to explore, publish, and speak 
about the subjects of research to which she has been intellectually and passionately committed 
since the 1970s.
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Since the acquisition of Indigenous land is, as Patrick Wolfe argues, the sine qua 
non of settler colonialism,2 the dispossession of Australia’s Indigenous peoples was 
destined from the outset to be a bloody process, land being precisely what is both 
central and sacred to Indigenous lifeways. Forestalling the guilt attendant upon the 
massacre of peoples who were simply resisting the theft of their ancestral territories, 
the first settlers justified their actions through discourses which “removed Aborigines 
from the European’s sphere of moral custody.”3 Constructing “primitive” peoples as 
morally and intellectually defective, closer to animals than civilized human beings, 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century racial theoreticians provided timely support for 
“the crudely homicidal eliminationism”4 on which the success of Australia’s coloniza-
tion would rely. For if, as the men of science suggested, the life of a “savage” was a “life 
devoid of value,” the extermination of Native tribes who obstructed colonial expansion 
could hardly be regarded as cause for moral censure. From their arrival on the conti-
nent, then, British settlers felt authorized to regard the Indigenous inhabitants as, to 
use Giorgio Agamben’s term, “bare life.”5

A century later, when most of the continent’s exploitable land was securely in 
colonial hands and the Indigenous population had been culled to within sight of 
extinction,6 an increasingly confident settler-colonial society began to feel that the 
thanatopolitical practices of frontier days could be abandoned in favour of less sangui-
nary options. It is with the more insidious, less blatantly genocidal Aboriginal policies 
emerging towards the end of the nineteenth century and continuing to the present day 
that the following discussion is concerned.7

Drawing on a combination of recent Australian historiography, theoretical writings 
on biopolitics, and two works of Indigenous Australian fiction, this article will discuss 
the biopolitical orientation of a settler-colonial nation that has, since its founda-
tion at the beginning of the twentieth century, contrived to maintain the continent’s 
Indigenous peoples in a state of exception. The main arguments I shall develop are that:

(1) settler-colonial Australia’s biopolitical objectives are most strikingly evidenced
today in the incommensurably high rates both of Indigenous juvenile incarceration 
and Indigenous child removal.8 To quote the Secretariat of National Aboriginal and 
Islander Child Care, “Since Prime Minister Rudd’s apology to the Stolen Generations 
in 2008,9 the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children placed in out-
of-home care has increased by 65 per cent”;10

(2) despite the multiple, transgenerational traumas they have suffered as a result
of the biopolitical practices designed to eliminate them, the Indigenous peoples of 
Australia have not only resisted their planned extinction, but are still fighting to live 
according to their own cultural values;

(3) the two novels discussed in this essay—Alexis Wright’s Plains of Promise
(1997), and Kim Scott’s Benang (1999)—constitute eloquent examples of Indigenous 
resistance as well as presenting both an historically accurate exposé and an unmitigated 
indictment of the biopower to which Indigenous Australians have been subjected since 
the beginning of colonization.11 Both novels either won or were shortlisted for impor-
tant literary prizes and have received a great deal of critical attention.
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In order to clarify the position from which I speak, I wish to make three additional 
points. Firstly, while both Mark Rifkin and Scott Morgensen develop impressive 
analytical frameworks to explain how the “state of exception” functions within settler 
colonial biopolitics, the angle of approach in both these discussions differs in certain 
significant respects from the one I take here.12 Rifkin’s analysis, based mainly on 
the Native American experience of the “state of exception,” cannot, I think, be used 
as an exact template for understanding the situation in Australia, where no treaties 
have ever been proposed to Indigenous peoples, much less signed. Morgensen’s essay, 
which seeks to demonstrate how white settler colonialism has come to universalize 
Western law, is, on the other hand, much wider in its scope and more ambitious in 
its theoretical outreach than is my own enquiry here. This article’s more limited aim 
is to expose the seamless ideological continuity that links settler-colonial Australia’s 
biopolitical strategies deployed in previous centuries to the nation’s present use of 
mass incarceration and child removal—to name but two nationwide policies. The 
effect of these linked strategies is the same: to prolong the “state of exception” to which 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations have been consigned since the 
British invaded their continent.

Secondly, though I have leaned heavily on recent Australian historiography in 
preparing the ground for this article, I am not entirely persuaded that the clinical, 
distantiated eye of the non-Indigenous academic historian can alone produce either 
the fullest view or the deepest understanding of the interface between the genocidal 
habitus of settler-colonial societies and the unflinching will to survive of land-based 
Indigenous peoples threatened with extinction. When considering the atrocities that 
settler-colonial states have committed against Indigenous peoples, it is neither salutary 
nor even possible to maintain the kind of Olympian aloofness, the willed “theoretical 
and methodological indifference” to historical facts that historians, eager to affirm the 
scientific nature of their discipline, sometimes claim.13 I make no apologies, therefore, 
for interweaving information drawn from historical sources with the experiential 
knowledge on which two authors of Aboriginal descent base their respective fictional 
narratives of Indigenous lives.

Finally, though little of what I have to say has not already been said in other forms 
and in other fora, I firmly believe in the usefulness, the moral obligation, even, of 
repeating the facts pertaining to ongoing biopolitical measures that, I argue, continue 
to be aimed at eliminating Australia’s Indigenous peoples. For my hope is that, since 
Australia is at once nervous about and jealous of its international reputation, the 
more international opinion is informed of the state of exception in which Indigenous 
Australians remain confined in the twenty-first century, the greater will be the pressure 
on the modern nation to renounce the biopolitical rationale that has been the corner-
stone of its Aboriginal policy for more than two hundred years.

the BiopolitiCS of internment or “letting die”
As Australia’s six British colonies became self-governing during the course of the 
nineteenth century, “each developed its own policy for dealing with its Aboriginal 



AmericAn indiAn culture And reseArch JournAl 42:2 (2018) 14 à à à

inhabitants [and] each enacted special bodies of law which set Aborigines apart from 
the larger population of colonial citizens in a separate legal category.”14 What had orig-
inally been an ad hoc strategy deployed to justify the early settlers’ extermination of 
Indigenous peoples thus became, over time, the foundation of the exclusionary politics 
settler-colonial Australia developed to deal with the survivors of frontier massacres.

In 1900, the relegation of the Indigenous population to a state of exception 
was explicitly enshrined in two sections of the Australian Constitution Act. Section 
51(xxvi) stipulated that: “The Parliament shall, subject to this Constitution, have 
power to make laws . . . for the people of any race, other than the aboriginal race in any 
State, for whom it is deemed necessary to make special laws,” while section 127 speci-
fied that, “In reckoning the numbers of people of the Commonwealth, or of a State 
or part of the Commonwealth, aboriginal natives shall not be counted.”15 As Michael 
Griffiths spells out, then: “The biopolitical regulation of Aboriginal Australians up 
to and including the period of assimilation can be understood as a sovereign state of 
exception in which Aboriginal peoples were separated from the populace in general.”16

Given that the “blacks” had been dispossessed of all the land their colonizers 
deemed worth having, one might imagine that, by the beginning of the twentieth 
century, a society that was always quick to reference its “Christian” values would have 
felt some slight prick of remorse at the plight of people it had reduced to physical 
and spiritual destitution. Instead, repulsed by the sight of mentally disoriented and, 
sometimes, diseased refugees living close by them in camps that “always threatened to 
spill over their boundaries . . . to unsettle, to intrude” (Benang, 117), the residents of 
white towns in Western Australia, for instance, clamoured for “the Aboriginal ‘menace’ 
[to] be swept from their districts.”17

And while, due to their diverse histories and demographic composition, each 
colony/state reacted somewhat differently to the insalubrious fringe camps, most 
colonial authorities, yielding to the pressure of public hysteria, responded by expelling 
and interning the deracinated Natives.18 The special bodies each state government 
had initially appointed for the ostensible protection of the Native population,19 thus 
became increasingly involved in the implementation of policies destined to purge 
Australia of the unwanted residue of Indigenous tribes.20

“Natives” presenting signs of disease were at risk of being arrested by the police, 
separated from the rest of their community and forced to march in neck irons to lock 
hospitals or leper colonies where they languished for years. In the north of Western 
Australia, for instance, Aborigines judged (often mistakenly) to be suffering from vene-
real disease were banished to bleak, uninhabited islands where, undernourished, deeply 
disoriented, and overcome with despair, many of them died.21 Healthy Aborigines, on 
the other hand, were rounded up all over Australia and forcibly transported to stations, 
settlements, missions, or reserves—invariably in remote locations—where, irrespective 
of clan affiliations or language groups, large numbers of them would remain interned 
for the rest of their lives.

Writing of the experience of Indigenous peoples banished to Palm Island on 
the east coast of Australia, Deirdre Tedmanson describes the sites in which the 
Queensland government held “disruptive natives” under the Aboriginal Protection and 
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Restrictions of the Sale of Opium Act 1897 as “non-places,” “‘reserves’ designated as 
zones for the ‘orderly’ containment and control of the ‘savages’ [where] [t]hey served 
time in the liminal space between ‘bare life’ and death.”22

The fact that “governments spent virtually nothing on establishing or maintaining 
these reserves” meant that the living conditions of internees often fell far below what 
was necessary for their physical survival 23 Yet, as Elizabeth Strakosch and Alissa 
Macoun remind us, though “[e]limination can be physical, [it] need not be. It can also 
involve assimilating [Indigenous peoples] into white society in ways that sever connec-
tions to their Aboriginality.”24

Typical of the accommodation arrangements that severed inmates’ connections to 
their Aboriginality in these “non-places” was the systematic segregation of parents and 
children—a strategy that, in precluding normal family life, ensured the discontinuity of 
cultural transmission between one generation and the next. In addition to the “highly 
structured” spatial organization and “linear configuration” that characterized their 
architecture, missions and reserves typically functioned, suggests Claire McKliskey, to 
disorient and undermine the very different “temporal order” at the heart of Indigenous 
cultures.25 “Time,” she points out, “was moderated by systems of bells and the day was 
carved into segments for work, prayer, schooling, sleep and so on. In this sense, the 
regulation of the residents’ daily activities as well as the spatial layout of the reserves 
was part of both the colonising process and its idiosyncratic local expressions.”26

In view of the high mortality rates resulting from abysmal sanitary facilities, the 
chronic malnutrition from which most inmates suffered, the administrative prac-
tices that were calculated to destroy the very foundations of Indigenous lifeways, 
and the often physically and psychologically abusive behavior of their managers and 
staff, one might legitimately suppose that the real function of these carceral institu-
tions was simply to “let die” a population that the social body of white Australia had 
expelled as waste.27

Kim Scott’s Benang and Alexis Wright’s Plains of Promise both record with histor-
ical exactitude what it was like to live in the “state of exception” to which Aborigines 
were (and, as I later argue, still are) banished by settler-colonial Australia. Published in 
1999, a mere two years after the findings of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission inquiry into the Stolen Generations were made public, Benang articulates 
the same anguish that permeates the brief biographies related in the Bringing Them 
Home report. 28 More importantly, it exposes the biopolitical rationale behind the regu-
latory powers the settler-colonial state accorded itself to suppress populations whose 
cultural traditions it neither understood nor valued.

Before writing Benang, which is in many respects an autobiographical work, 
Scott spent five years conducting research in the state archives of Western Australia. 
Determined to give as comprehensive a view as possible of his Noongar family’s expe-
rience of life under the biopolitical regime of settler colonialism, Scott ransacked the 
welfare files of his own ancestors and relatives, delved into reports of parliamentary 
debates on the “Native Question,” examined submissions to the 1934 Moseley Royal 
Commission on the treatment of Indigenous people, scrutinized the various acts 
voted for the purpose of regulating every detail of Indigenous life, and pored over the 
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writings of A. O. Neville, West Australia’s infamous chief protector of Aborigines and 
an arch proponent of eugenicist theory.29

The autobiographical fiction that results from Scott’s detective-like investigation of 
West Australia’s archives splices key elements of his personal and family history with 
innumerable passages (often quoted verbatim) borrowed from the written documenta-
tion the author unearthed during his forensic excavation of what, in effect, are the 
incriminating records of the state’s biopolitical operations. The juxtaposition of these 
two contradictory discourses elegantly demonstrates the startling hypocrisy behind 
the rhetoric of welfare and social improvement used by colonial authorities to justify 
practices that were, in reality, calculated to be genocidal in their effect.

Like Scott himself, Benang’s narrator, Harley Scatt, not only has access to his 
white grandfather’s voluminous archives on Western Australian biopolitics, he is also 
privy to his Noongar relatives’ oral recollections of the periods they spent interned in 
government reserves during the first half of the twentieth century. Though no explicit 
comparisons are ever drawn, narratorial depictions of the circumstances leading up 
to, and the ideology behind, Indigenous people’s incarceration in these establishments 
implicitly refer the reader to the iconography of the Third Reich.30 I am thinking, for 
example, of the description of Australian policemen callously rounding up Aborigines 
who are destined for internment, a scene in which terrified families are transported by 
rail in stock cars to unknown destinations; or the observation that Aborigines were 
“driven to the settlement like animals” (91).

In the same way, the old men’s memories of existence inside the biopolitical space 
of the reserve immediately invite comparisons with that of “pariah populations” in Nazi 
Germany.31 For, like the concentration camps to which those whose lives were deemed 
“unworthy of being lived”32 were deported by the S.S. in the 1930s and 1940s, living 
conditions in many of the sites where Indigenous people were interned were inhuman.

Invariably located between the rubbish tip and the “shit dump,” lacking piped water 
and devoid of anything resembling adequate sewerage arrangements, the camps in 
which Harley’s relatives are confined are identical in every detail to the government 
settlements described in recent decades by a new breed of Australian historians.33 
Nourished on slops served by “shaven headed” young women “dressed in hessian and 
flour bags” (331), crammed together in “tiny huts, shabby tents, shelters made of 
packing cases, of flattened kerosene tins, of hessian-cloth-boughs-bush” (317–8), the 
internees clearly have little chance of surviving “the ravages of disease, despair and 
death that, Haebich reminds us, “swept through” such carceral institutions.34

Equally damning of the institutionalized existence to which so many Aborigines 
were condemned in twentieth-century Australia is the portrait Waanji novelist, Alexis 
Wright, paints of the fictive Mission of St Dominic’s in Plains of Promise. Mirroring 
the historical circumstances in which the earliest victims of Aboriginal Protection were 
incarcerated, the first generation of internees at St Dominic’s are “herded like a pack of 
dingoes into a holding pen” (9) and housed in corrugated iron huts lined up in rows 
with one tap for every 200 people (11). Not surprisingly, St Dominic’s (in common 
with many of the places of confinement in which this initial phase of biopolitical 
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regulation unfolded) proves to be a breeding ground for social chaos, psychic trauma, 
and the contagious diseases arising out of endemic squalor.

As well as exposing the abject material and psychological conditions that prevailed 
in such “Christian” establishments, Wright’s novel constitutes a fierce denunciation of 
the sovereign-like power that mission administrators in Australia commonly wielded 
over the Aborigines whose lifeways they sought to extinguish. In keeping with his 
real-life counterparts, Errol Jipp, St Dominic’s chief missionary, has “absolute, all-
encompassing authority” over the mission’s more than 800 inmates (31). Deciding 
who marries whom (31, 70, 121, 125); isolating “half-caste” children from the rest of 
the community to prevent their cultural contamination; “forb[idding] parents to teach 
their children their own languages” (91); banishing “uppity” Aborigines to penal colo-
nies or leprosaria located on remote islands (31);35 and punishing petty misbehavior 
with twenty-four hours in a tiny, dark, airless lock-up (38), the punitive control Jipp 
exercises is little different from that within the remit of any white reserve manager 
during that era. Moreover, like a significant number of these administrators, Jipp has 
no compunction about sexually assaulting little girls in his care.36

Cultural and Biological Absorption
Notwithstanding the thanatogenic environment that characterized many of these 
internment centers, colonial authorities eventually found themselves confronted with 
an unexpected development. Not only had the “full-blood natives” failed to die out, 
as anticipated, in the mouroirs in which they had been sequestered, but contrary to 
all predictions, by the beginning of the twentieth century Aborigines of part-white 
ancestry were becoming increasingly numerous. Thus began “an official panic which, 
over the following half-century, engulfed the continent.”37 In 1886, alarm at the finan-
cial burden of having to maintain the rapidly growing “coloured” population led the 
Victorian Parliament to pass legislation commonly referred to as “The Half-Caste 
Act,” which ordered that adults of mixed descent be expelled from government-funded 
institutions and sent into white society, where, it was argued, they would eventually 
become assimilated. Predictably, all this policy achieved was to create further fractures 
within already damaged Indigenous family groups. In other states, the Indigenous 
identity of people designated as “half-castes” was officially denied without their ever 
receiving any of the support they would have needed to survive in a society that 
remained contemptuous of their cultures.

If the “half-caste” problem did not become a matter of national concern until the 
mid-1930s, during the following twenty years assimilation would become “the domi-
nant Indigenous affairs policy in all mainland jurisdictions.”38 More brutally, child 
removal and reproductive engineering—policies that had been enthusiastically cham-
pioned by Aboriginal Protectors A. O. Neville and Cecil Cook at the initial conference 
of Commonwealth and State Aboriginal Authorities in 1937—were, at different junc-
tures and to varying degrees, practices in which all states and territories throughout 
Australia engaged. As Kerry Carrington explains, the forcible separation of children of 
mixed descent from their Indigenous families was a form of “bio-power” that insulated 
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Indigenous youngsters from “the corrupting influences of their ‘savage’ forbears and 
assimilated [them] into white society.”39 Just as importantly, since the children were 
invariably despatched to locations at great distances from their home territories, the 
process was designed to ensure the loss of their connection to the land.40 Thanks in 
large part to the international success of the film Rabbit Proof Fence, and the worldwide 
media coverage given to Kevin Rudd’s apology to the Stolen Generations in 2008, 
Indigenous child removal from the early twentieth century onwards is the face of 
Australian biopolitics that is best known to mainstream publics outside Australia.41 
It is, however, far from being the only biopolitical operation carried out by settler-
colonial authorities over the last century. In the limited space available, therefore, it is 
on the biopolitical projects that are less well-known to non-specialist, non-Australian 
publics that I propose to focus.

At the end of the nineteenth century, legislation was enacted in most states allowing 
“Natives” of mixed descent to be, on the fulfilment of certain conditions, exempted 
from the draconian laws that controlled the lives of their full-blood Aboriginal kin.42 
The “Faustian bargain” these select “half-castes” were being offered was, to quote Wolfe, 
to “have our settler world but lose your indigenous soul.”43 For, to obtain an exemp-
tion certificate, they were required to abandon their traditional lifeways and sever all 
contact with their Indigenous community, family included. 44 Failure to comply with 
these conditions could lead to the withdrawal of exemption rights, a fine, or even 
a prison sentence.45 Even more radical than this attempt to obliterate Indigenous 
cultural identity, however, was the plan proposed at the beginning of the twentieth 
century to biologically eliminate Indigenous peoples. As Katherine Ellinghaus has 
found, “Emphasis on biological absorption was more conspicuous in some states than 
in others, but . . . it dominated the strategies that white Australians devised to rid 
themselves of their ‘Aboriginal problem.’”46 The argument advanced by proselytizers 
of reproductive engineering was outrageously simple: if the Native strain polluting 
Australia’s gene pool was to be filtered out, “black blood” must be prevented from 
re-entering the more diluted bloodstream of “half-castes” and “quadroons.” The ideal 
of whiteness the nation strove to embody was, by contrast, judged to be less contami-
nated by the admixture of “half-caste” blood, whose impact was likened to “that of a 
small stream of dirty water entering a larger clear stream. Eventually the colour of the 
smaller is lost.”47

Marriages between full-blood or dark-skinned Aborigines and lighter-skinned 
partners were subsequently prohibited in states where the policy of “breeding out 
the colour” was embraced as the Final Solution to the “Aboriginal problem.”48 By the 
same token, “miscegenation” between light-skinned Indigenous women and girls and 
white settler males was actively promoted in some states, if not all.49 In the Northern 
Territory, where the cohabitation of non-Indigenous men with Indigenous women was 
more commonplace than elsewhere in Australia, marriage between white males and 
females of Indigenous descent was even advocated as a kind of prophylactic measure. 
On the one hand, argued the territory’s chief Aboriginal protector, Dr. Cecil Cook, it 
would prevent the moral climate of the territory from degenerating further. On the 
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other, it would improve the physical health of the white population by reducing “the at 
present high incidence of Skin Cancer in the blonde European.”50

Examining Australia’s social-Darwinist racial engineering project in relation to the 
function of Sister Kate Clutterbuck’s Home for “quarter-caste” children in Parkerville, 
Western Australia, Quentin Beresford and Paul Omaji draw attention to the Anglican 
nun’s unabashed approval of the idea of “breeding out the colour.” Indeed, on the 
question of marriage partners for her “quarter caste” girls, Sister Kate had, she once 
informed A. O. Neville, a clear preference for white men over male “quadroons.”51 
Illustrating, as it does, how diabolically neatly the scheme to biologically absorb 
Indigenous peoples dovetailed into the policy of removing “half-caste” children from 
their natal milieu, the point made here is a crucial one. As genocide scholar Robert van 
Krieken states, children of Anglo-Aboriginal descent were not “simply being removed 
to be educated and acculturated into the ways of white Australia; they were, in fact, 
being removed because they were prime candidates for sexual relationships or marriage 
with whites.”52

One example par excellence of the perverse ingenuity of those charged with the 
realization of Australia’s biopolitical objectives is that of the apprenticeship schemes 
for young “half-caste” females devised by several Aboriginal Protection Boards during 
the first part of the twentieth century. As a new generation of mainly feminist histo-
rians has exposed, after being forcibly removed at puberty from their Indigenous 
families, the abducted girls were subsequently indentured into domestic service in 
white homes where, as was both well-known and explicitly acknowledged by govern-
ment officials, the risk of sexual abuse and impregnation by their white masters was 
extremely high.53 Rendered unavailable for reproductive purposes within Indigenous 
communities, the bodies of young domestic servants were, in effect, being placed at the 
disposal of their white male employers. Far from being the unfortunate consequence 
of lack of foresight, the pregnancies that followed were, Victoria Haskins suggests, 
precisely the outcome that white authorities had contrived to achieve.54

Enthused by the heady discourse of race and blood, mating and breeding out, 
segregation and miscegenation that dominated the landmark conference of 1937, the 
chief protector of West Australia openly indicated the biopolitically programmed 
nature of the pregnancies that so frequently occurred among Indigenous girls in inden-
tured service. Moreover, with the benefit of hindsight we can see that three of the five 
clauses used in the United Nations Convention of 1948 to define the term genocide 
are clearly applicable to the modus operandi Neville describes.55 How such genocidal 
strategies impacted (and continue to resonate in) the psyche of Indigenous people is a 
central concern in both of the fictional works discussed in this article.

Author Kim Scott, a Noongar man with firsthand experience of what it means to 
be the “end product” of Australia’s cultural and biological absorption policies,56 brings 
raw pain and a controlled anger to the portrait he paints of his fictional alter ego, 
Harley.57 Raised by his white grandfather (an A. O. Neville doppelganger, obsessed 
with his own personal project of producing “the first white man born”), Harley, like the 
real-life victims of the Stolen Generations, has been deliberately disconnected from 
his language, his culture, his Noongar kin, and the primordial link with country that 
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provides Indigenous peoples with the grounds of their being in the world. Physically 
disabled, emotionally disfigured, bereft of familial and territorial moorings, and onto-
logically adrift, Harley plunders the lexica of fragmentation, emptiness, separation, and 
loss to express the torment of his condition.

In Wright’s Plains of Promise, the ongoing psychic legacy of Australian biopoli-
tics is evidenced in the experience of Mary, daughter of Ivy, a motherless Aboriginal 
girl whom Jipp raped when she was fourteen years old. Separated from Ivy at birth 
and given up for adoption to a couple of white, middle-class city-dwellers who live 
thousands of kilometers from her birthplace, Mary can, nonetheless, be counted as 
one of the “lucky” members of the Stolen Generations. Unscathed by sexual abuse, 
well cared for and educated, she is, on the surface at least, a strong, intelligent woman 
with a successful professional background and comfortable financial means. And yet, 
behind the functioning persona Mary presents to the world, is a lost and damaged 
soul. Extirpated from her biological family, severed from her Native culture but also 
estranged from the society into which her adoptive parents introduced her, Mary has 
been voided of identarian substance. “Like a wasted spore, inconsequential, she float[s] 
about unconnected” (282). One further variant of the profound existential dis-ease 
afflicting the victims of twentieth-century biopolitics is that described by Kathie, a 
mission inmate whom Mary interviews when she goes in search of her own Aboriginal 
mother at St Dominic’s. Unlike Mary, Kathie was removed from her family milieu 
when she was old enough to have memories both of her birth mother and of her 
Aboriginal culture. The inconsolable chagrin that blights her life is the experiential 
knowledge that disculturation is a transmissible disease, one that she has ineluctably 
passed on to her children: “I could never give my children the law, the language of their 
mother’s country. I saw them become alcoholics in this place. . . . I couldn’t give them 
their past. They lived with the fear of the unknown. They have no future and I cry for 
them, because they cannot go back to their country” (275).

In both Benang and Plains of Promise the “socially engineered” individuals produced 
by the biopolitical measures settler-colonial governments have repeatedly used to 
eliminate Indigenous cultures from the Australian landscape, are portrayed as casual-
ties of what Wright refers to as “an undeclared war” (74).58

auStralian BiopolitiCS in the twenty-firSt Century

One of the most striking facts to emerge from a major opinion poll conducted by 
Hugh Mackay in 1998 was that, on the eve of the twenty-first century, white Australia 
still viewed the nation’s Indigenous citizens as belonging to the state of exception to 
which they were first consigned by settlers in the frontier era. “Indigenous people,” 
reports Mackay, “were not really included in any consideration of social class and status 
by white Australians: they were either off the bottom of the scale, or in a separate 
category altogether.”59

Infected by the same spirit of denialism endemic to all settler-colonial societies, 
Anglo-Australians seem unable or unwilling to acknowledge that the appalling condi-
tions in which many Indigenous people cling on to life today directly reflect the ongoing 



Collingwood-whittiCk | Settler Colonial BiopolitiCS and indigenouS reSiStanCe 21

impact of biopolitical schemes employed in earlier periods. Yet few non- Indigenous 
Australians can honestly claim not to know that, in Indigenous society, levels of 
physical and mental health, education, employment, housing, economic circumstances, 
and family well-being are all dramatically inferior to those they enjoy themselves. Nor 
can any sentient citizen be ignorant of the catastrophic statistics for Indigenous life 
expectancy, anomic suicide, self-harm, alcoholism, and substance abuse (all recognized 
symptoms of transgenerational trauma) that are regularly published by researchers and 
reported in the national press.

Nevertheless, what W. E. H. Stanner referred to as the “eyelessness [of settler 
colonial Australians] towards the moral foundation of Australian development,” “the 
suffocation of conscience”60 means that governments of all political persuasions can 
always count on massive public support whenever they resort to the kind of throwback 
policies that I address below.61 Biopolitical measures have, in effect, always constituted 
the default solution in a society that construes the very existence of Indigenous peoples 
as a problem.62

Juvenile Imprisonment
Over the past few decades mandatory sentencing laws have been passed by several 
state jurisdictions in Australia. Consequently, and in absolute contradiction with the 
recommendations laid down by the Royal Commission of Inquiry into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody in 1991, a hugely disproportionate percentage of the Indigenous 
population is still being systematically imprisoned for mainly minor offenses.63

Commenting on the 2009 parliamentary report on Indigenous incarceration 
and health acknowledging “the grossly over-represented population of Indigenous 
Australians within the correctional system,”64 journalist Chris Graham points out that 
the rate of Indigenous Australian incarceration is five times higher than “the jailing rate 
of black males in South Africa at the end of the Apartheid era (1993).”65 Even more 
shocking, however, is the assertion by professor of law Thalia Anthony and professor 
of criminology Eileen Baldry that, according to “the best available international data,” 
Indigenous Australians are the most incarcerated people on the face of the earth.66 
The Human Rights Law Center and Human Rights Watch, UNICEF, Amnesty 
International Australia, and the UN Special Rapporteur Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, are 
among the many observers who have expressed grave concerns about the overrepre-
sentation of Indigenous Australians in prison. As Tauli-Corpuz says, “[it] is a major 
human rights concern. The figures are simply astounding.”67

What is particularly worrying about these “astounding” figures, however, is the very 
high percentage of Indigenous youths they include.68 For while “Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait islander people are on average 13 times more likely to be imprisoned than non-
Indigenous Australians” overall, the ratio is a great deal more dramatic when it concerns 
Indigenous youth alone.69 For instance, Amnesty International Australia data for the 
year 2013–14 shows that “Indigenous young people were 26 times more likely to be 
in detention nationally” than non-Indigenous youths. In Western Australia, the figure 
was 53 times higher, with young Indigenous people constituting “an average 78% of the 
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youth detention population.”70 In the Northern Territory, Indigenous juveniles made 
up a staggering 96 percent of all young people in detention.71 Even in Victoria, where 
the number of young Indigenous people in detention is only a third of the national 
rate, Indigenous youths are “still 11 times more likely to be in detention than their 
non-Indigenous counterparts.”72 Finally, Australia’s utter failure to respond adequately 
to the urgent recommendations made by the Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody in 1991 is clearly evidenced in the findings of the Australian 
Institute of Criminology in 2016, which stated that “The rate of incarceration of 
Indigenous juveniles in 2013 was 42 percent higher than that recorded in 2003.”73

Since “according to state and territory criminal legislation, the age of criminal 
responsibility in all Australia is 10 years old,” the term “juveniles” used in relation 
to Australian incarceration figures refers to young people between the ages of 10 to 
17.74 In its 2016 report, Amnesty International Australia emphasizes that, “Despite 
comprising only 6% of the population of 10 to 17-year-olds, Indigenous children make 
up over half of the youth detention population in Australia.”75 Even more damning, 
the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare revealed that for the June quarter of 
2016, “90% of Indigenous young people in detention were aged 10–17.”76

In 2007, a code of conduct spelling out the conditions that need to be respected 
in the event of juveniles being held in detention was drawn up by Committee on the 
Rights of the Child as part of the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. Among the committee’s numerous recommendations, the following are all regu-
larly flouted in Australia:77

(1) A minimum age of criminal responsibility not less than 12 years old.
(2)  Anyone under 18 years old at the time of the alleged commission of an

offense must be treated in accordance with the rules of juvenile justice.
(3) Incarceration should only ever be “a measure of last resort.”78

(4)  Children must not be held in detention in an adult prison or other facility for
adults.

(5)  Restraint or force must not be used unless the child poses an imminent
threat of injury to him- or herself or others, and, then only when all other
solutions have failed. Restraint or force must never be used as a means of
punishment and, when deemed necessary, should only ever be used “under
close and direct control of a medical and/or psychological professional.”79

If incarcerating thousands of Aborigines today is, as I argue, the contemporary 
equivalent of the nineteenth-century policy of herding Indigenous people into reserves 
and missions, sentencing unconscionably high numbers of Indigenous juveniles to 
imprisonment can be compared to the twentieth-century child removal policy which 
interned Indigenous infants and youths in state-run institutions. In both instances, 
the biopolitical function detention serves remains unaltered: all that has changed is 
the type of establishment in which Indigenous people are being incarcerated. Today’s 
Indigenous juveniles, who are being confined in increasing numbers to “non-places, 
spaces, where [they] cannot integrate meanings, traditions or symbols,”80 are, in 
common with their nineteenth- and twentieth-century predecessors, the victims of a 
violent process of disculturation. The majority of them are also, like the Indigenous 



Collingwood-whittiCk | Settler Colonial BiopolitiCS and indigenouS reSiStanCe 23

girls indentured into domestic service a century earlier, being removed from society at 
an age when they are at the height of their reproductive potential.

Most importantly, like the Indigenous people held in reserves and missions in an 
earlier era, a very significant number of Indigenous prisoners are dying in custody. 
Many of these deaths are due to lack of appropriate medical care or the failure 
of responsible agencies to follow their own prescribed procedures.81 A significant 
percentage of deaths, particularly among the younger age groups, are self-inflicted.82 
AIC data for the period 1999 to 2013 shows, for instance, that the number of 
Indigenous prisoners committing suicide in the 17–19 years age group was approxi-
mately three times higher than that recorded for non-Indigenous prisoners. In the 
20–24 years age group, the figure for Indigenous suicides was more than double that 
for non-Indigenous suicides.83

According to the new database created by The Guardian newspaper, “147 
Indigenous people have died in custody” over the past decade alone. Some of the dead 
were children.84 More than half of the dead prisoners had not even been found guilty.85 
In 1991, the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody made 338 recom-
mendations to help reduce the unacceptable number of Indigenous Australian deaths 
in custody. Today, two and a half decades later, despite the soaring rate of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people dying in prison, most of those recommendations 
remain unimplemented.86

Indigenous Child Removal
In addition to the increasing incarceration of Indigenous children as young as 10 and 
11 in prisons and detention centers around the country, over the last two decades there 
has been a significant rise in the rate of placement of Indigenous children in Out of 
Home Care (OOHC). A mere nine years after the Rudd Apology, The Family Matters 
Report for 2017 warns that the situation today is even worse than it was at the time 
when the Bringing Them Home report into the Stolen Generations was released over 
twenty years ago:

[In 1997] many Australians were shocked to learn that Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children represented 20 percent of children living in-out of-home 
care . . . Now, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children make up approxi-
mately 36 per cent of all children living in OOHC, the rate of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children in OOHC is almost 10 times that of other children, 
and disproportionate representation continues to grow. 87

If nothing is done to change this situation, “the numbers of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children in out-of-home care will,” the report asserts, “at least treble in 
the next 20 years.”88

Looking at the data for the year 2015–16 in the Northern Territory, we find 
that almost 90 percent of children placed in OOHC were of Indigenous descent.89 
Removal statistics in other states and territories of Australia are not so excessive, 
nor are they homogenous, but all of them are unacceptably high. And as the report’s 
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authors emphasize, regardless of how disproportionate they might be, Indigenous child 
removal rates are not, in themselves, the only issue at stake. A further cause for alarm 
is the increasing tendency to isolate Indigenous children in care from their cultural 
backgrounds—a trend that flies in the face of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Child Placement Principle, first implemented in 1983 for, among other things, “the 
purpose of enhancing and preserving Aboriginal children’s sense of identity through 
the prevention of out-of-home care [and] ensuring culturally connected placements.”90 
Nowadays, however, “the incidence of indigenous children in out of home care is 
rapidly increasing and has reached critical levels [w]ith only 66 percent of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children with child protection measures being placed within 
their family, kin and community in 2016.”91

The biopolitical intention that produced the Stolen Generations is also evidenced 
in Northern Territory legislation passed on February 18, 2015, which allowed non-
Indigenous foster care parents to apply for “permanent care orders” enabling them to 
become the legally recognized parents of any Indigenous child in their care. For as 
researcher Padraic Gibson made clear at the time:

The birth family will have no opportunity to have these orders overturned once 
they are finalised. Unlike similar orders in other jurisdictions, if the child is 
Aboriginal, there will be no enforceable obligation on their new family to ensure 
the child remains connected to their Aboriginal community and culture. There is 
also no obligation on the court to ensure that the biological family is present when 
orders are made, or even that they are aware that proceedings are taking place.92

That Gibson’s concern on this matter is both well-placed and well-founded is amply 
confirmed by The Family Matters Report 2017, which states that “54 per cent of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children’s case plans did not contain any consid-
eration of the child’s cultural identity, while 24 per cent of children did not have a case 
plan at all.”93

To grasp the significance of such developments for Indigenous people it is impera-
tive to understand both the historical and contemporary backgrounds against which 
they are taking place. Not only do contemporary Indigenous child removals replicate 
the brutal biopolitical control that wrecked Indigenous families for generations less 
than half a century ago, but the alarming increase in placing Indigenous children in 
OOHC is occurring within a decade of Kevin Rudd’s solemn pledge to the Stolen 
Generations that, “This Parliament resolves that the injustices of the past must never, 
never happen again.”94 Further, the flagrant disregard for the maintenance of cultural 
connection by the state authorities that are separating large numbers of Indigenous 
children from their families today is manifesting itself in an era when it is an accepted 
tenet of child-care philosophy that “culture—which embodies knowing one’s identity, 
being able to live your culture and being connected to community—is the most 
powerful and resilient factor, along with education, in protecting and nurturing our 
children.”95 If, then, as Clare Tilbury indicates, state governments in Australia are not 
only placing greater numbers of Indigenous children with “unrelated, non-Indigenous 
carers” but are also maintaining those children in non-Indigenous care for longer 
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periods, there seems to be little to differentiate the intentionality driving contemporary 
practices from that which produced the Stolen Generations.96

In light of the plethora of information available today on the nurturing power 
of culture for Indigenous peoples, the growing tendency of state authorities to place 
Indigenous Australian children in non-Indigenous care seems suspiciously like a delib-
erate attempt to undermine the precarious hold on life to which extreme poverty and 
the transgenerational trauma resulting from white settler colonization have already 
condemned these youngsters. For not only do contemporary child removal prac-
tices repeat, they also deepen the impact of earlier biopolitical processes that, in 
banishing Indigenous Australians from their traditional homelands and exiling them 
for life in missions and reserves, led to “the breakdown of traditional family or societal 
structures, feelings of loss and despair and the social dysfunction that afflict some 
Indigenous communities.”97

Children who are separated from their communities, communities that cannot 
do other than look on helplessly while their children are removed are, I argue, being 
as effectively disabled by white settler biopower as previous generations were.98 The 
draft report of the recent inquiry into Disability, Care and Support appears to confirm 
this hypothesis. Compared with non-Indigenous Australians, the authors inform us, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people suffer from significantly higher rates 
of disability, chronic disease, and child mortality, while experiencing lower levels of 
life expectancy, educational attainment, income, employment, and access to disability 
support services.99 They also, Tauli-Corpuz observes, suffer from “feelings of power-
lessness, loss of culture and lack of control over their lives,” all of which explains 
why “suicide rates . . . are escalating at a shocking rate and are double that of non-
Indigenous Australians.”100

exemplarS of reSiStanCe to auStralia’S BiopolitiCS: Plains of 
Promise and Benang

In their different ways, the two novels that I have chosen constitute sustained and 
passionate affirmations of Indigenous ways of being and seeing that highlight the main 
points I seek to make in this article. In Plains of Promise, Wright repeatedly under-
scores the parallel existence and continuing Indigenous observance of customary tribal 
law in defiance (and under the unseeing eyes) of white authority (8–9, 37, 40, 125). 
Plains of Promise is also a celebration of Dreamtime temporality and of “land and the 
powers that tie people to land.”101 Seeking to “explore the gift of our true inheritances 
. . . of our lives before the invasion, our culture in spite of the invasion,”102 Wright 
challenges non-Indigenous understandings of the world with visions of a temporal 
order and human interactions with place that fly “above the bitterness of pure logic and 
rational thought.”103 To that extent, non-Native readers are regularly forced to recog-
nize their perceptual incompetence, their inability to negotiate meaning in a narrative 
that, Alison Ravenscroft observes, “positions itself in another epistemology.”104 And 
that, as Ravenscroft underlines, “is among [the novel’s] accomplishments rather than 
its failings.”105
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Forged from life experiences dissimilar to those of Wright, Scott envisions 
Indigenous resistance to the assimilatory agenda of settler colonial biopolitics from a 
different angle. Whereas Wright focuses on the refractory epistemology that, mission 
propaganda notwithstanding, continues to structure the mind-set and determine the 
actions of the traditional inhabitants of her natal Gulf country, Scott foregrounds the 
everyday striving of dispossessed Noongars to keep alive the fundamental principles 
of their precolonial cultural inheritance. The stories Harley’s uncles recount are all, 
in essence, the same story—one that valorizes the indomitable spirit of a small group 
of Aborigines struggling to maintain their ontological integrity by keeping family 
together, following the ancestral cycle of seasonal displacements on which nomadic 
subsistence economies depend, and, above all, by preserving their links with Country.

My concluding observations on Plains of Promise and Benang focus on one short 
passage from each work. Both of these passages, I argue, constitute an apodictic 
exposition of the sheer vacuity of white Australia’s self-justificatory discourse on 
the biopolitical methods it has consistently applied to the “problem” of the conti-
nent’s Indigenous inhabitants. Both of them are at once masterly representations 
and eloquent expressions of Indigenous resistance. By representing the resilience of 
Indigenous culture, these two scenes systematically and effectively debunk every base-
less settler-colonial claim: that Indigenous Australians, earmarked from the earliest day 
of colonization for annihilation, are no more than savages, a doomed race incapable of 
resisting “progress,” helpless before the superior power of a higher order of humanity, 
less-than-human beings whose archaic, worthless culture is expendable.

The first scene is from Plains of Promise. It describes the “routine walk” taken by a 
group of “full-blood” Aboriginal elders, illustrating with consummate sardonicism the 
impotence of the colonizer when faced with the unshakable resistance of people both 
strengthened by and certain of the value of their traditional culture. In addition, it is a 
compelling demonstration of what Donaldson refers to as Aborigines’ “continued asser-
tion of their own temporal order against standardized metric time.”106 On reaching a 
patch of open ground that overlooks Errol Jipp’s garden, the old Aborigines, “[t]heir 
faces mapped by the deep gorges of great wisdom and knowledge of their traditional 
homelands,” settle down without a word to watch the sweating white man mow his 
lawn (19). Destabilized by the sense of inalienable belonging radiated by the group 
of elders, Jipp, for whom land is mere inert matter waiting to be transformed, expe-
riences their inactivity as an intolerable irritant that he does not have the psychic 
resources to ignore. “Red-faced with exhaustion, he tries not to notice the old men. 
But he does” (20; my emphasis). The elders, for their part, “sit there silently, separately, 
until midday. Then they get up and walk back again over the scorched dusty track. 
Empty handed. Independence intact. Another successful protest against whiteman’s 
time” (20).107 Wright magisterially communicates in this scene both the Indigenous 
Australians’ rejection of the futile industry the white man expends in seeking to 
impose his proprietorial mark on what can never be owned, and the settler’s desta-
bilization on recognizing that the “natives” not only have no interest in emulating his 
behavior, but they scornfully reject it.
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The passage from Benang brings the novel to a close. Even though Harley’s white 
grandfather has continually hammered into him the superiority of his European 
lineage, Harley learns to prefer a radically different set of values by following the 
old Noongar tracks to which his Aboriginal uncles introduce him. As the stories of 
his blackfella kin enable Harley to recover the geneaological links, the all-important 
connections to ancestral territory that his white grandfather almost succeeded in 
obliterating, Harley feels healed and at peace, finally, with himself. From this position 
of newfound serenity, he speaks back to the assimilatory process that has caused him 
so much grief:

Speaking from the heart, I tell you that I am part of a much older story, one of a 
perpetual billowing from the sea, with its rhythm of return, return, and remain. I 
offer these words, especially to those of you I embarrass, and who turn away from 
the shame of seeing me; or perhaps it is because your eyes smart as the wind blows 
the smoke a little toward you and you hear something like a million million many-
sized hearts beating, and the whispering of waves, leaves, grasses. . . . We are still 
here, Benang. (495)

The image of cyclicity that reflects Harley’s identification with Noongar ways of 
seeing celebrates an epistemological tradition in diametric opposition to the linear 
logic of progress on which settler-colonial ideology is founded. Notwithstanding the 
lyrical cadences of this final passage, the combative message it conveys is unmistakable. 
Indigenous peoples, it reminds us, are not only heirs to a culture that stretches back into 
time immemorial, they are also the transmitters of an environmental ethics designed 
to ensure their culture’s continuity. “Benang,” as Scott informs us, is the Noongar word 
for “tomorrow” (464). These two passages—or indeed Indigenous writing generally— 
impress upon non-Native readers how utterly unimpressed Indigenous Australians are 
by the touted superiority of Western culture. For the majority of Indigenous people, 
Europeans’ veneration of historical “progress,” the primacy of reason, the accumulation 
of wealth, work, the sacrosanct individuality of an atomized human self, are anathema. 
Equally aberrant is whitefellas’ disrespect for ancestral wisdom, their ignorance of and 
disdain for nonhuman species, their baffling insensibility to the spirit of country, and 
their vision of the natural environment as an inexhaustible store of exploitable, extract-
able resources.

As the world tries to get to grips with the seemingly inevitable catastrophe of 
anthropogenic climate change, the ecologically pathological society of settler-colonial 
Australia has every reason to rethink the biopolitical practices by means of which 
it has continually sought to rid itself of Australia’s Indigenous peoples. For, as Mark 
Levene and Daniele Conversi argue in a recent essay, the scientific and technological 
development, in which European peoples take such pride “and which, in the short-
term, has favored ‘our’ Western-led planetary predation,” has also led to “the possibility 
of total human extinction.”108 And while Indigenous subsistence societies are likely to 
be very badly affected by the worldwide ecological crisis, Western consumer societies 
may well be even more vulnerable to its devastating consequences.
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To survive, then, whitefellas in Australia—as indeed, whitefellas the world over—
will have to learn to accept other understandings of their environment. For it is in 
their own interests henceforth not only to listen to “interlocutors who can articulate 
an entirely different epistemology of human relationships to each other, as to nature,” 
but also to affirm their solidarity with the very peoples their biopolitical practices were 
intended to destroy, and to acknowledge that “climate resilience is founded on both 
[their] own recovery of native, practical skills and on that pre-Anthropocene virtue 
called the ‘moral economy.’”109

ConCluSion

As Julian Burger notes, “Indigenous peoples are survivors.”110 Thus, despite the incal-
culable damage that the “Aboriginal policies” referred to in this essay have inflicted on 
Indigenous communities, Australia’s biopolitics have nevertheless failed to achieve their 
primary objective. Not only have the continent’s First Peoples succeeded in thwarting 
the colonizers’ will to physically “disappear” them—as Harley says, “We are still here”—
they are increasingly engaged today in manifesting their defiant attachment to a mode 
of being in the world that Anglo-Australia has spent almost 230 years trying to destroy. 
It is the extraordinary persistence of Indigenous Australians’ refusal to “quit being who 
they are” that I want to underline in concluding this discussion.111

Not surprisingly, in the more remote, less “settled” areas of Australia where tradi-
tional practices are more easily maintained, Indigenous peoples’ identification with 
their land and culture remains resilient. Yet even in urbanized Indigenous communities, 
where the impact of assimilation policies is most in evidence, the memory of territorial 
origins and former lifeways constitutes both a solace and a source of psychic empower-
ment for many Indigenous people. For, as Stanner noted in 1958, although Aborigines 
have proved their adaptability by “taking into account” aspects of the settler-colonial 
worldview, they still have no desire to “un-be” who they are.112 It is worth noting that 
Stanner’s view was emphatically confirmed by a psychiatric survey of Aboriginal “adapt-
ability” carried out in 1970. “The findings of this investigation were,” asserts Edmund 
McMahon, “striking and unexpected” since what they showed was that “neither acquisi-
tion, nor emulation of Western ways ha[d] interfered with the old beliefs.”113

Ironically, the state of exception to which Indigenous Australians have been rele-
gated for more than two hundred years has had the effect of sensitizing them both to 
their sociocultural difference and the strength that inheres in their unique lifeways. 
Resisting the prospect of being obliterated by what they see as the egocentric, materi-
alistic, hierarchizing, eco-cidal ethos of mainstream neoliberal culture, many of them 
today are, as Stanner pointed out almost fifty years ago, searching for “who and what 
their people were before the long humiliation,” for “a way of restoring self-esteem, of 
finding a new direction for the will to survive.”114

Most clearly reflected in the dramatic political protests they have been staging 
since the beginning of the twentieth century,115 Indigenous Australians’ rejection of 
the “sovereignty” of the settler-colonial state currently also manifests itself in the fierce 
hostility with which they consistently respond to state governments’ sporadic attempts 
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to erode their land rights; in recurrent protests against deaths in custody; in increasing 
opposition to the federal government’s placatory proposal to hold a referendum on 
Constitutional recognition;116 and in their challenge to the hegemony of English 
language use “for the transaction of everyday business” in Australian parliaments.117 It 
is also vigorously expressed on a number of other, less directly political, fronts. There 
is, for instance, a growing “homelands” or “outstation” movement that aims to reconnect 
Indigenous peoples with “country.”118 Indigenous language regeneration programs are 
springing up and thriving as Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, young and old, seek 
to develop closer ties with their origins.119 And the culture that has for so long been 
stigmatized by settler-colonial Australia is now being proudly represented in painting, 
music, dance, theater, cinema, and, most effectively, as I have tried to show, in literature.

Appropriately, much of this new creativity is being channeled into exposing 
the ruthless biopolitical objectives that white Australia has pursued throughout its 
history and into vigorously challenging the discourse used to justify such objec-
tives. Irrespective of the different domains or vehicles in which Indigenous resistance 
expresses itself, however, the message it carries is invariable. Essentially, it is that 
articulated by Indigenous activist Sol Bellear in an opinion piece published in The 
Guardian in 2014. In it, Bellear warns: “We will never capitulate. We will never assimi-
late. You can come to that realization now, or in 100 years. But the determination of 
Aboriginal people to control Aboriginal lives will never end.”120

If the Indigenous inhabitants of the continent their colonizers call Australia 
have managed to survive thus far—not just as the faint biological trace of otherwise 
extinct peoples, but as culturally distinct human beings who assertively self-identify as 
Indigenous—it is, in fact, because, as both Plains of Promise and Benang demonstrate, 
and Mick Dodson explains, “We have never totally lost ourselves within the other’s 
reality. . . . Our peoples have left us deep roots, which empowered us to endure the 
violence of oppression. They are the roots of survival, but not of constriction. They 
are roots from which all growth is possible. They are the roots that protected our end 
from the beginning.”121
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