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interrupting
mythic community

… once myth is interrupted, writing recounts our history to us once again. But it is no longer

a narrative—neither grand nor small—but rather an offering: a history is offered to us …

What is offered to us is that community is coming about.1

I have written this story wanting to embrace all of you, and it is the best I can do with this

language we share … 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 … We are still here, Benang.2

If nation is increasingly perceived as a less than honourable institution formed through war,

invasion and geo-political territorialisation, and government is widely denounced as the site

of political intrigue and the means of subjectification of citizen–voters, community appears

to escape this critique and to be viewed as an idyllic formation based on bonds of affinity.

However, this romancing of community is disrupted by trans-cultural and sub-cultural

formations that expose the fantasy of a harmonious, homogenous community. While com-

munity is often conceived as arising organically from familial, tribal or cultural similarity, or

as constituted through a common history and shared cultural institutions, this totalising

conception of community is interrupted by the demands of difference and heterogeneity and

by a questioning of the idyll of community authenticated in myths of archaic origin.

Jacques Derrida, for one, has condemned community as a mechanism of exclusion.

Through its homogenising tendencies, he suggests, community threatens politics, ethics and

responsibility.3 Derrida concludes that community does not provide a useful concept for
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thinking sociality and he elaborates instead alternatives such as hospitality4 and non-fraternal

friendship.5

Other theorists, however, have proposed a reformulation, rather than repudiation, of

community, despite its troubling association with communal exclusions. In this paper I trace

and appropriate the work of Benedict Anderson, Jean-Luc Nancy and Walter Benjamin in order

to investigate contending representations of Australian community. Benedict Anderson’s

constructivist formulation of Imagined Communities provides a much needed antidote to the

essentialism of organic and communitarian framings of community. Jean-Luc Nancy’s The

Inoperative Community also reveals the cultural construction of community but recognises,

alongside this, an inherent sociality expressed through sharing and exposure to others. Both

theorists are influenced by Walter Benjamin’s insistence that culture informs and forms history,

politics and sociality, yet each reinterprets this insight to produce differing, even contrary,

formulations of the cultural production of community.

Elaborating these conceptions of community, I apply them, in particular, to a reading of

the 2000 Olympic Games opening ceremony. This mythic representation of Australian national

community reveals both the homogenising white-washing of dominant Antipodean sociality

and the fracturing of this myth by a differing experience of community that interrupts the

dominant story. Exploring this interruption of community, I draw on Kim Scott’s novel Benang,

which disrupts chronological temporalities, revealing the conjunction of past events and

present experiences, so as to make possible an alternative community. While Anderson and

Nancy, in disparate ways, postulate the cultural structuring of community, Scott performs the

fracturing of homogenous community through the disjunctive structuring of his narration

of Australian nation.

The time of community

Walter Benjamin’s image of a ‘storm blowing from Paradise’, constructed in response to the

expansion of fascism in 1930s Europe, still has resonance today. For Benjamin, that tempest

both hurls the wreckage of the past at us and forces us blindly and irresistibly into the future.

He writes:

Where we perceive a chain of events, [the angel of history] sees one single catastrophe which

keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet … a storm is blowing

from Paradise … [It] irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while

the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.6

Against an understanding of history as a ‘chain of events’ occurring within ‘homogenous,

empty time’7 Benjamin focuses on the single event. He elaborates a theory of the ‘now-time’

—
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regarding Aboriginal people has a history marked by the sublimation of the role of white

fathers. Howard’s call to dissociate from the past and those responsible for ‘wrongs’ against

Aboriginal people echoes the dissociation (voluntary or forced) of white fathers from their

children—a relationship that then bears the legal, ethical, moral and psychological burdens

of a repressed history. In the context of Howard’s calls for dissociation from this history,

dissociation has, as Derrida points out, become the ‘very condition’ of Howard’s ‘Australian

community’, a community in which the (Aboriginal) other is assimilated and the white father

is turned into a more convenient other. In less subtle terms, Howard’s community of the good

excommunicates the white father with a ‘burnt cork’ while ‘rescuing’ his kids and their

Aboriginal mother from his ‘charred character’.72 Such a community represents a continued,

unproblematised investment in whiteness itself.
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that preserves historical moments threatened with extinction through their non-recognition.

‘Now-time’ crystallises in monadic form moments, memories, events, and histories that

are obliterated by the homogenising cataloguing of meaningless data into universalising

histories. Instead, Benjamin proposes ‘blast[ing] a specific era out of the homogenous course

of history—blasting a specific life out of the era or a specific work out of the lifework … [so

that] the lifework is preserved in this work’.8

Benjamin’s philosophy of history and time has been reformulated and adopted by Benedict

Anderson in order to chart how transformations in the perception and experience of time

facilitate the construction of imagined national communities. Anderson’s constructivist theory

of community challenges the essentialism of organic formulations of community in which race,

geography, family and other seemingly ‘natural’ characteristics underlie community formation.

Importantly, this influential formulation of national community as an imagined formation

associated with the mass productions and distributions of early print-capitalism has enabled

the possibility of understanding community as a cultural artefact.

Drawing on Benjamin’s reformulation of time and history, Anderson argues that national

communities were only imaginable in the context of a transformation in the perception of time.

For Anderson, an earlier form of Messianic time is replaced by secular homogenous, empty

time that is a by-product of print-capitalism. With the mass distribution and consumption

of newspapers and of novels (and their serialisation), time is no longer perceived as structured

by a divine order of ‘prefiguring and fulfilment, but by temporal coincidence, measured by

clock and calendar’.9 This new form of homogenous, empty time is associated with both the

simultaneous consumption of papers and novels and the reframing of time within the text.

Readers imagine a community of others alongside them, consuming the same materials, thus

creating the possibility of identity without personal interrelations. More important though,

for Anderson, the early realist novel is structured by the time of the ‘meanwhile’ in which the

reader perceives the various characters in simultaneous action alongside each other while the

characters themselves may have no direct connection. This omniscient narrative perspective

creates a world in which the reader ‘like God, watch[es] A telephoning, B shopping, and

D playing pool all at once’.10 The novel represents a community of individuals living alongside

each other, and acting simultaneously, within homogenous, empty time; it is this, according

to Anderson, which enables the imagining of a bounded national community.

Anderson relies on Benjamin’s distinction between Messianic time and homogenous, empty

time, but interestingly while Anderson relegates Messianic time to the past Benjamin conceives

it as an alternative that may enable an unravelling of the homogenous, empty time of capi-

talism. For Anderson, Messianic time is an experience of pre-modern Europe when religious

belief predominated and meaning and significance were constituted through an association

of presentiment and completion facilitated by divine intervention. In this framework time does
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suggesting a peculiar belief that generational and family relationships cannot and do not

transmit either cultural capital, memory or meaning. Denying the relationship to the past and

to the people in the past who enacted the government policies is a rhetorical manoeuvre that

severs the present from the past, mothers and fathers from their children. It is a manoeuvre

akin to the policy of removal itself—remove all relationship to the family and remove the

cultural group itself (or so they thought); thus Howard inadvertently reveals his proximity

to the very thinking that he claims to be generationally free from. His call to dissociate from

the past is unsuccessful because it reproduces and so continues the politics of segregation of

children from their families and assimilation into the whiter/wider community; thus Howard

makes dissociation the condition of his community with those whose actions he seeks difference

from.

In a more positive elaboration of the term, Derrida argues that ‘dissociation is the condition

of community’ because the ability to dissociate from the other is what allows the other to

speak, to be heard and be present as different from the self.69 Dissociation allows one to take

up a position of ‘ethical listening’ like that which the report (as Frow argues) calls for. But

in Howard’s community, it is not the Aboriginal other who is rhetorically dissociated from and

therefore allowed to speak—it is the white father who is dissociated from. Moreover, in

Howard’s community, when the ‘white father’ speaks, it is not as an other, but in the form of

his substitute, the state as good White Father.

Derrida points out that the inability to dissociate from the other leads to assimilation of

it. While Howard calls for dissociation from the past and those personally involved in its

‘wrongs’, he calls for Indigenous people to assimilate: ‘we want you in every way to be totally

part of our community’. In effect he attempts to recolonise Indigenous Australians under the

banner of a totalising unity, suggesting a belief that he can ‘know the other from the inside’,

thereby foreclosing any need for ‘ethical listening’ to the voice of the other.70 This also suggests

a refusal to acknowledge cultural difference, and a refusal to acknowledge the failure and

destructive nature of assimilationist policies—assimilation forming the antithesis of Derrida’s

dissociating community.

Howard’s notion of community is paternalistic, imploring Indigenous Australians to submit

to the ‘good’ white surrogate father’s care: ‘We want to understand you. We want to care for

you where appropriate.’ This rhetoric represents a continuation of assimilationist practices

(predicated as the state as father) that we have already seen. The irony is, of course, that he

seeks to dissociate himself and his government, community, generation, from this history. But

Howard channels the rhetoric of those government policies he seeks to dissociate from71 and

this dissociation allows us to hear their ‘old’ ideas returning.

In conclusion, I hope to have demonstrated that Howard’s refusal to listen and apologise

to the stolen generations and his deployment of paternalistic and assimilationist rhetoric
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not relentlessly march on, but is marked by the concentration of disparate events into

meaningful constellations.11

While Anderson understands Messianic time as a manifestation of a bygone sacred era,

Benjamin conceives Messianic time as a revolutionary tool that would explode the empty

meaningless continuum of modernity. For Benjamin, Messianic time is not confined to the

era of religious belief and is not dependent on sacred formations but is a conceptual procedure

that enables the retrieval of historical moments obscured by the biases of dominant histories.

Messianic time is marked by days of remembrance that are given significance by their relation

to the present; it does not construct a ‘sequence of events like the beads of a rosary’ but is

structured by constellations formed through the association of past events with the present.12

While Benjamin is clearly disturbed by and critical of the homogenous, empty time of the

modern capitalist era, Anderson is more sanguine in his analysis of the time of national

community. While Anderson acknowledges that some may see nationalism as a pathology,

for him, the important task is to analyse and understand the existence of nations and to ask

why nation generates a willingness to kill and die in its name.13 Indeed, despite the repressions

that may have been justified in the name of nation—including abuses of colonial conquest—

Anderson suggests that the belief in the goodness of nations, though naive, is necessary.14 He

concludes his introduction to The Spectre of Comparison, for example, by saying that ‘it is both

possible and necessary, against, one might say, the evidence, to think well of nationalism’.15

Nevertheless, while Anderson believes nation is a necessary phenomenon, it is also one

that has failed to fulfil its early utopian promise of universal progress.16 Moreover, in his most

recent reflections on the nation Anderson suggests that the novel has lost its pivotal role in

nation formation. The novel no longer speaks to a national audience but is now produced

for niche markets. Significantly, novels no longer recreate homogenous, empty time but

‘transcend or disrupt’ the synchronicity of an omniscient perspective.17 Anderson’s analysis

suggests that in the late twentieth century the national novel ‘“performs” the impossibility of

transcending … as well as of escaping’ the barbarism of civilisation.18 The novel no longer

supports nation formation but instead reveals that the nation is ‘“ill-fated,” “accursed,” and

even “damned”’.19 Rather than reconciling disruptions within nations by creating a sense of

home and community, novels now reveal the tragedy and shame of nations.

Incommensurable community

Homi Bhabha has responded to Anderson’s analysis in the context of his discussions of the

postcolonial novel. He rejects many of Anderson’s formulations pointing out that Anderson’s

construction of nation relies on a cultural homogeneity that displaces both subaltern experi-

ence and ‘culture’s in-between’.20 Bhabha writes that: ‘In embedding the meanwhile of the

national narrative, where the people live their plural and autonomous lives within homogenous,

—
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thus an unstable category with shifting boundaries.68 This is demonstrated by Howard’s

speech. Howard, now quite famously, holds to the notion that ‘present generations cannot

be held accountable … for the errors and misdeeds of earlier generations’ because ‘for the

overwhelming majority of the current generations of Australians, there was no personal

involvement of them or their parents’. Here, at the mention of responsibility and account-

ability, Howard’s representative community appears to shrink to the ‘good’ majority of

Howard’s generation, his children’s generation and his parent’s generation. Howard’s com-

munity, a select group for which he claims to speak, is made up of those who had no ‘personal

involvement’ in the injustices of the past.

This shrinking community of implicitly ‘good’ people knows itself to be good because ‘[t]he

Australian people know that mistakes were made in the past. The Australian people know

that wrongs were committed.’ But here we see two kinds of ‘knowing’ that determine mem-

bership into Howard’s community: first-hand and second-hand knowledge. A member of

Howard’s implicitly good community knows about these so called ‘mistakes’, ‘injustices’ and

‘wrongs’ second-hand, without ‘personal involvement’, and it is these people who he is

interested in. Those with ‘personal involvement’, who know first-hand about the ‘mistakes’,

‘injustices’ and ‘wrongs’ of the past, are not part of the Australian community for which

Howard speaks. This suggests that ‘the white fathers’ do not make it into Howard’s ‘Australian

community’ of the unaccountably good. The silence and denial that still surrounds them

suggests that these white fathers might ‘know’ first-hand the kinds of ‘mistakes’, ‘injustices’

and ‘wrongs’ that were ‘committed in the past’. Because of this first-hand knowledge, they

are too close to the ‘wrongs’ to allow the distance required for Howard’s historical blankness.

These white fathers are agents of knowledge that problematise any injunction to forget the

past and therefore they cannot fit into Howard’s community—a community based on an

awareness of these wrongs, but not a first-hand awareness of them. Thus, like Judith Drake-

Brockman’s defence of her father from the ‘aspersions’ of Sally Morgan’s My Place, white

paternity becomes a dispute over history and community. The white fathers feature as a

persistent, unassimilable irritant to the imagined unity of Howard’s ‘Australian community’,

related to the ‘good’ community and yet cast outside of it because of what they might know

first-hand. Just as they were irritants and agents in the nineteenth century to miscegenation

fears and assimilationist programs, so are they irritants to and agents of Howard’s ‘good

community’, allowing him to enact state paternalism in the name of the Father yet again. While

he rhetorically effaces them from the ‘good’ white community, he steps into their newly

polished shoes in the form of an (imaginary) good paternal authority who wishes to assimilate

‘fellow Australians who are Indigenous’ into the ‘family’.

Howard’s argument that present generations cannot be held responsible for the actions of

those in the past divorces his community of fellow Australians from an earlier generation,
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empty time, Anderson misses the alienating and iterative time of the sign’.21 Bhabha suggests

that Anderson’s articulation of the unity of national community and the synchronicity of

homogenous, empty time overlooks minoritarian voices and the liminality of culture.22

Moreover, Bhabha suggests that this obliteration of the plurality of community is exacer-

bated by Anderson’s discussion of a simultaneous process of remembering and forgetting that

underlies the nation’s self-narrative. In Imagined Communities, Anderson not only proposes

a transition from Messianic time to homogenous, empty time as a necessary precondition for

the emergence of nations, but also suggests that each nation invents a primordial national

history that anamnesically reconstructs earlier events as part of its antiquity. Earlier wars,

massacres and deaths are remembered and commemorated as conflicts within the fraternity

of the nation rather than as conflicts with enemies. This simultaneous remembering of the

event and the forgetting of certain of its details extends the antiquity of the nation by recasting

the nation not as emerging from these conflicts but as predating them. The nation is repre-

sented not as an entity produced through war in which the enemy is conquered but as already

pre-existing these conflicts and therefore as primordial. As Anderson writes, ‘Having to “have

already forgotten” tragedies of which one needs unceasingly to be “reminded” turns out to

be a characteristic device in the later construction of national genealogies’.23 The nation is

thereby anamnesically recast as ‘loom[ing] out of an immemorial past’. More important, this

enables a perception that the nation is destined to ‘glide into a limitless future’.24

For Homi Bhabha, just as the synchronicity of homogenous, empty time creates a uni-

fication of national identity that obliterates the minority, so too this national ‘obligation to

have already forgotten’ certain events ‘performs the problem of totalising the people and

unifying the national will’.25 Anderson’s reliance on both the synchronicity of homogenous,

empty time and the diachronic time of remembering to forget the past creates a complex

structuring of time, which sanctions the conception of nation to be imagined as a unified

totality thereby excluding alterity. Bhabha’s critique exposes Anderson’s toleration of the

homogenising effects of nation formation and the consequent marginalising of alterity. He

rejects Anderson’s proposal of ‘an “imagined community” rooted in a “homogenous empty

time” of modernity and progress’26 and instead focuses on cultural difference and the disrup-

tions within community:

What is theoretically innovative, and politically crucial, is ... the articulation of cultural

differences ... How do strategies of representation or empowerment come to be formulated

in the competing claims of communities where, despite shared histories of deprivation

and discrimination, the exchange of values, meanings and priorities may not always be

collaborative and dialogical, but may be profoundly antagonistic, conflictual and even

incommensurable?27
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interpreted by Government agencies as requiring their paternal intervention. Denise Cuthbert

writes: ‘the interests of the state … frequently coincided with and served the interests of many

individual white males’.63 While the actions of the state can be seen as sparing the white men

their responsibilities, it is also true that where these responsibilities were met, it simply did not

count in terms of preventing removal. Anna Haebich notes that the activities of the boards often

had the effect of keeping white fathers from claiming their children. She notes that in 1909

Travelling Inspector Isdell in Western Australia recommended that the board:

identify putative fathers to sue them for maintenance of children in institutions … this had

the effect of alienating some who refused to acknowledge paternity. At the same time he

objected to their involvement in the children’s lives … Isdell in fact advised the Chief Protector

not to recognise any white man’s claims over ‘half caste’ boys, claiming it was a ruse to secure

the boys’ services and to prevent their removal to missions.64

Thus the figure of the ‘bad white father’ gave grounds for further state intervention into the

lives of Aboriginal people more generally.

The imaginary substitution of the ‘bad parent’ for the ‘good parent’ of government and

Church agencies during the assimilationist phase finds more recent expression in the form

of John Howard’s ‘Motion for Reconciliation’, as mentioned in the introduction. This attitude

of good white father paternalism is seen in the form of Howard’s use of ‘community’ to suggest

that the constituency he represents coincides with the inherently ‘good’: those free of all

responsibility for ‘past’ wrongs and those who worked honourably and in the ‘best interests

of the child’.65 Such a community must continue to disavow the white father from the

historical scene and substitute him with state paternalism.

Howard’s Motion for Reconciliation presented to parliament on 26 August 1999 was made

largely in response to pressure over the government’s lack of formal response to the Bringing

Them Home report.66 In his attempt to contextualise the motion, Howard refers to ‘community’

eleven times, three in reference to an ‘indigenous community’ (signalled only by having

‘leaders’ which, as Frances Peters-Little67 argues, is problematic) and the other eight in

reference to a totality of ‘the Australian community’, ‘our community’, ‘a community’. While

the motion seeks to state the government’s commitment to the process of reconciliation and

assert the ‘need to acknowledge openly the wrongs and injustices of Australia’s past’, it is a

speech characterised by ambivalence and dissociation, not least indicated by his use of the

term ‘community’.

According to Jacques Derrida ‘community’ is a problematic term because it is most often

deployed in order to exclude the other, to distinguish a group from the foreigner, the stranger.

While it suggests an idealised ‘unity’ marked as the capacity to tolerate plurality, it is also

inherently hostile to whatever the community defines itself in opposition to: ‘community’ is
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Bhabha rejects Anderson’s homogenising narration of nation and instead traces the antago-

nisms inherent in community so as to articulate difference and interconnection in-between

community.

While acknowledging these inadequacies, I suggest that Anderson’s Imagined Communities

and Spectres of Comparison provide, nevertheless, a productive alternative model for commu-

nity that challenges the communitarian insistence on shared history and traditions and allows

a recognition of the cultural basis for community. Moreover, in his recent reflections on the

significance of Anderson’s thought for the re-imagining of national communities, Jonathan

Culler augments Anderson’s analysis of the late-twentieth-century novel by suggesting that

the omniscient narrative voice of earlier novels has been replaced, in the postcolonial novel,

by a juxtaposition of opposing narrative perspectives. Culler suggests that:

unlike the ‘old-fashioned novel’ whose narrative voice easily encompassed characters un-

known to each other and created ‘in the mind of the omniscient reader’ the community

to which they could belong, which was or was like that of the nation, here there is no

all-encompassing narrator, no possibility of inventing a voice that can include all those who

might be claimed by the nation.28

Culler suggests, though, that this oscillation between discordant perspectives need not

undermine community but may instead recreate the nation as a community without unity.

Citing Jean-Luc Nancy’s The Inoperative Community, Culler argues that the postcolonial novel

may not destroy the possibility of national community but may suggest alternative formations

in which community is a ‘spacing rather than fusion, sublation, or transcendence’.29 In this

Nancian framework, community is not understood as based on common identity or on a

common work or united project but is a sharing or openness to others, which recognises ‘the

differential experience of the other as a finite being’.30

Jean-Luc Nancy’s work on community, then, promises an alternative formulation of

community that overcomes both the exclusions of communitarian community and enables

cultural re-imaginings beyond the homogenous nationalism conceived in Anderson’s formu-

lation of Imagined Communities.

Interrupting community

Like Benedict Anderson, Jean-Luc Nancy also proposes a relation between literature and

community but Nancy’s formulation suggests that literature may interrupt unified community

rather than resuscitate unity in community. While Anderson reveals the construction of a

homogenous, empty time of unified community facilitated by the synchronic narrative
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‘whiteness’. The ‘Aboriginal problem’ became theirs as removal policies rendered them unable

to protect their own children: cohabitation meant that white fathers lost whatever privileges

were associated with whiteness. In her submission to the inquiry, Joanne Selfe from the NSW

Aboriginal Women’s Legal Resource Centre points out that the losses experienced by the non-

Aboriginal parent were often couched in terms of a belief that their whiteness and maleness

should have given them greater powers over their children’s safety. She asks:

How do you tell your father that it’s okay; that it wasn’t their fault; and that his whiteness

and maleness in a patriarchal society that should have been enough to protect any person’s

family did no good because of the nature of the relationship with his partner?59

The kinds of relationships that the white fathers might have had with their children were pre-

empted by acts of law. Deborah Bird Rose points out that:

It mattered not whether the sexual act that brought a child into being was an act of intimacy

or of brutality. If it was between white and black it was a matter of law: without exemption,

liaisons were illegal, and were tolerated as long as men did not seek to transform a liaison

into a familial relationship.60

White fathers and the ‘good’ community

In 1904, Dr W.E. Roth, Chief Protector of Aborigines in Queensland, led an inquiry into the

treatment of Aboriginal children in Western Australia and found that the increasing numbers

of ‘half-castes’ were the outcome of the actions of irresponsible white men. Indeed, the

irresponsibility of these white fathers is used as justification for taking control of the lives of

all ‘half-caste’ children, which, as we have seen, was enforced regardless of whether or not

the actual white father took responsibility or not. The ‘bad white father’ trope thus introduced

the ‘good white father’ government into the lives of all Aboriginal people. Bringing Them Home

recounts Roth’s report thus:

… pastoralists who fathered ‘half-caste’ children made little attempt to educate or support

them. The appropriate course, according to Roth, was for the Chief Protector to assume

guardianship of these children, to remove them from their Aboriginal families and place them

in institutions. To prevent the problem arising again in the future there should be prohibitions

against ‘mixed marriages’ and ‘miscegenation’. 61

Roth’s recommendations against miscegenation were implemented from 1901, and the later

amendment to the Aborigines Act (1905) affected the issue of legal guardianship, reasserting

the trope of ‘State as Father’, as Ann McGrath notes in her chapter of the same name.62 Whether

the white father was on the scene or not, the consequences of their actions (a child) were
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structure of the novel, Nancy suggests that literature reveals an incompletion or limit that

interrupts mythic narratives and the mythic foundations of unified community.

Nancy concedes that myth founds community—‘mythic speech is communitarian in its

essence … Myth arises only from a community and for it: they engender one another infinitely

and immediately’—but for Nancy, this mythic communion is necessarily interrupted.31

Importantly, this interruption disrupts the unity of community based on common mythic

origins and identity, and opens up a possibility of a community that shares with others and

with difference.

This disruption or this interruption of myth is inherent in myth itself. Myth is both a story

of origin and foundation—the story, for example, of a nation’s or a community’s origin—and

at the same time is a misconception or a fiction. As Nancy explains, this dual meaning or

functioning of myth generates an ‘infinitely ironic relation … engendered by a kind of internal

disunion’.32 For Nancy, myth is essentially totalitarian as it is a fiction that founds a commun-

ion that assimilates everything into its totality.33 But this communion and the community it

founds are also interrupted by the oscillating juxtaposition of myth as foundation and myth

as fiction. Nancy insists that myth as a story of origins does indeed create community but also,

as an ironic realisation of its own fictionality, disrupts community. Myth preserves ‘modes of

observation and reflection’ that ‘still remain at the basis of our civilization’34 and therefore myth

creates the foundations of community. Yet, ‘man’ sees and knows that what he ‘lives so

completely and intensely is a myth’.35 As Nancy concludes, myth ‘harbours simultaneously

and in the same thought a disabused irony (“foundation is a fiction”) and an onto-poetic-

logical affirmation (“fiction is a foundation”). That is why myth is interrupted. It is interrupted

by myth.’36

It is the questioning of foundation facilitated by the fictionality of myth that interrupts

the myth of communion, communality and unified community. This interrupted myth

engenders an interrupted or inoperative community. With the interruption of myth, a silence,

a space, is opened that disseminates rather than unifies, and so resists the fusion, completion

and totalisation of community. Nancy speculates that this silence or space created by the

interruption of myth—though emanating from within myth, through the paradox of myth—

may be called, tentatively, literature. While literature is undoubtedly related to myth, unlike

myth, it does not produce foundation, completion and totality. Literature is never complete,

never reveals a final reality or a totalised vision: ‘it reveals rather the unrevealable’37 and this

unrevealable is the interruption of community understood as communion or union.

However, this is not to suggest that literature and myth are separate texts or genres; rather

both myth and literature operate within a work, and literature is that which interrupts myth

within a work. This interruption operates through incompletion. Literature is never complete
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and perhaps brings further support to the notion that although such exploitation was frowned

upon very little was done to assist the plight of these women, probably because these women’s

‘downfall’ (to use Neville’s phrase) came under the grand plan of ‘elevating’ the ‘race’ by

biological assimilation.50 Thus the white fathers were, whether they consented or not to the

official policy, instruments of assimilation.

While it appears that most white fathers were unwilling to ‘own’ their children (like

Howden Drake-Brockman), there were some who did so proudly. Daryl Tonkin, father of nine,

recalls that Welfare ‘could steal children from you’ so that ‘[w]henever a whitefella stranger

came, the place [Jackson’s Track] closed up behind a steel wall impossible to penetrate’.51

A more ambiguous statement of paternal feeling appears in the following letter from a white

father held in the Queensland State Archives (1903):

I am ashamed to say I am the father of the children … I wish to keep the children, and am

in a position to educate them … I am willing to make an affidavit that I am their father, but

do not wish to further disgrace myself and relations by marrying the Gin, but should all else

fail than have my children taken will do so.52

Jennifer (Confidential Submission 437) from New South Wales relates the story of when

she was taken in 1952; the policeman answered her father’s objection by saying that he ‘had

a bad character’, which Jennifer interpreted as reference to the fact that her ‘father associated

with Aboriginal people’.53 Daryl Tonkin, self-described ‘villain in the eyes of most’54 was also,

on the grounds of ‘throwing his lot in with the blacks’, a ‘bad character’. On setting up house

with his Aboriginal wife Euphie (with whom he had nine children), Daryl is told by his sister

Mavis and brother Harry that ‘a white man cannot live with a native woman ... It’s against our

religion. It’s against God … It’s unnatural … You’ll be an outcast with your people, with your

family, with all white people! … it is against the law to live with them … it’s not our way’.55

While reminding him of his treachery, his sister asks ‘“What if there are children?” said Mavis

with a look of horror on her drained, by now almost blue, face’.56 Here Mavis displays a

characteristic role ascribed to white women in colonial societies as monitors of the racial

divide, and her condemnation of her brother and his Aboriginal family suggests a belief that

he has committed an act of race treachery and compromised his whiteness by ‘throwing

in his lot with the blackfellas’ becoming, as he puts it, ‘a kind of outlaw’.57 While close

neighbours, neither Harry nor Mavis acknowledged their nieces or nephews.

Ann McGrath notes that in the Northern Territory (1910–1940), a white father would be

presented with a ‘burnt cork’ on the birth of his first child with an Aboriginal woman,

symbolising his ‘charred character’.58 Such descriptions of white men among the blacks draws

attention to the instabilities of ‘whiteness’ itself. Where their actions are interpreted as race

treachery, these white fathers can be seen to function as agents of the troubling of the term
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in the sense that it always circulates, passing from author to reader, from author to author,

from text to text:

It does not come to an end at the place where the work passes on to another work by the

same author or … into works of other authors. It does not come to an end where its narrative

passes into other narratives, its poem into other poems, its thought into other thoughts, or

into the inevitable suspension of the thought or the poem. It is unended and unending—

in the active sense—in that it is literature.38

This incompletion of literature enables passage, movement, sharing. It is thus not so much

a work or production but an unworking or unravelling that enables a re-articulation of

community.

Nancy concludes, and we may here mark again his difference from Anderson, that litera-

ture does not create community but indicates the operation of community: ‘It is not because

there is literature that there is community … And the interruption reveals that it is because

there is community that there is literature’.39 Literature is an expression of interrupted

community that involves revealment, sharing, touching in the relation between the singular

beings of community. To write is to touch, share, appear: writing is therefore an expression

of community.40

While literature does not create community and is instead the expression of community,

nevertheless, ‘[e]ach writer, each work inaugurates community’.41 So in a curious invaginating

gesture, literature is both engendered by the sharing of singular beings and engenders this

community of singularities. This inauguration, however, is not to be confused with the

founding function of myth, for myth constitutes a totalising completion of community while

literature inaugurates an interruption of this totality which makes sharing possible. Each

touching (whether of bodies or of texts), every touch, arises from and simultaneously creates

community: ‘What is inaugural is this forward movement … from you to me, from silence

to speech, from the many to the singular, from myth to writing … this inaugural act founds

nothing, entails no establishing, governs no exchange’.42

Antipodean community

The operation of myth in founding unified community, as well as the interruption of this

mythic unity, can be traced in the celebration of Australian national community represented

in the 2000 Olympic Games opening ceremony. In this mythical re-enactment of the origins

and foundations of Australian culture and identity a dominant white history is re-articulated

to incorporate multicultural difference and the Aboriginal other within a harmonious unity.

This mythic union is created, in part, by avoiding direct references to invasion and massacres,

the White Australia policy and the compulsory detention and internment of those seeking

—
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refuge, though, as I will argue later, these omissions nevertheless leave traces that interrupt

the totalising narrative.

The opening pageant of the games depicts Australian national community and identity

as emerging organically from the seascapes and landscape of the Australian continent, and

as evolving from the Aboriginal ‘Awakening’ corroboree that inaugurates and represents

primordial antipodean life. This representation of the origins of Australian community—

incorporating as it does Aboriginal life—appears to overturn an earlier white Australian myth

encapsulated by the legal term ‘terra nullius’, which claimed that this land was empty prior

to white settlement. In the Olympic pageant Aboriginal origins are finally acknowledged but

only by transforming the myth of terra nullius into a myth of Aboriginal antiquity. While

Aboriginal life and prior occupation of land are acknowledged in this ceremony, this is

accompanied by what Anderson has identified as a ‘characteristic device’ of forgetting the

tragedies of war and conflict. Here white invasion is ‘forgotten’ and Aboriginal existence

construed as representing the organic and ancient past of the nation.

Moreover, the opening ceremony envisages an easy reconciliation between the young white

spirit of Australia, represented by 12-year-old Nikki Webster, and Indigenous Australia,

represented by Djakapurra Munyarryn, who, hands joined, together watch the unfolding of

the nation from its ancient origins in traditional Aboriginal culture to its endless future

depicted in the word ‘Eternity’ writ large on the iconic Sydney Harbour Bridge. Webster,

as child, also represents the future of Australia (not coincidentally a white future) while

Munyarryn conjures the elders and patriarchs of the nation, its history and its past (which

is Aboriginal). The reconciliation is thus a comfortable one between the mythic Aboriginal

past and the futural white ‘Eternity’. The 2000 Olympic nationalist celebration of Australian

culture, then, depicts, as Anderson has observed, an ancient nation ‘loom[ing] out of an

immemorial past and glid[ing] into a limitless future’.43

This mythical re-imagining of Australian nation arguably involves a forgetting of ‘tragedies

of which one needs unceasingly to be “reminded”’.44 While the ‘forgotten’ massacres of

Aboriginal people at the time of European settlement are intermittently acknowledged and

remembered in histories that record the massacres and through the erection of monuments

that mark massacre sites (for example, at Myall Creek and Bluff Rock), the Olympic ceremony

evades again these tragedies in order to facilitate its fantasy of congenial integration.

This amnesic occlusion of massacres and invasion is facilitated by the depiction of first

contact through the figure of Captain Cook. Sailing by on his Endeavour, Cook waves, surveys

the land and records his travels, while the narrator explains that this is ‘the dawning of a new

era’ and that ‘Australia’s ancient reverie is disturbed by an irresistible force with the arrival

of a new culture and a new people’.45 Resistance by Aboriginal people is thus disguised by

refiguring the new white age as an ‘irresistible force’, frontier wars, massacres and murders
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of Aboriginal women in domestic service as exploitation ‘emotionally, physically, sexually’.43

Such a view is supported by the stories of many Aboriginal women. Daisy Corunna, in Sally

Morgan’s My Place, warns her not to let her own daughter be ‘treated like a black woman’.44

Daisy Corunna’s own story is one of domestic servitude, denial of paternity and incest. The

book implies that Daisy’s father Howden Drake-Brockman is also the father of Daisy’s daughter

Gladys. According to Daisy, the Drake-Brockmans ‘all pretended they didn’t know. Aah, they

knew, they knew. You didn’t talk ’bout things then. You hid the truth.’45

Dis-claiming paternity

In response to Sally Morgan’s My Place, Judith Drake-Brockman produced Wongi-Wongi: To

Speak, an account of her white family history in which Aboriginal children (and siblings) do

not appear.46 Arguing that Sally Morgan’s book ‘discredits her family and casts serious asper-

sions on father’, she does not explicitly address the issue of whether or not her ‘family’ includes

Gladys and Daisy, reinforcing the idea that such children were/are an occasion for white

shame.47 While leaving the substantive issues largely hidden (one has to read My Place to know

what these ‘aspersions’ are), Drake-Brockman instead chooses to emphasise the history of her

white family’s benevolence towards Aboriginal workers on Corunna Downs. Under the title

‘Howden’s strict code’, Drake-Brockman positions her father as an active agent working against

‘fraternisation’. She writes: ‘Father made a very strict ruling about fraternisation on Corunna

Downs. The Aboriginal camp was, for their own welfare, out of bounds to all hands … he

was not going to have the Aborigines taken advantage of.’48 Drake-Brockman’s desire to present

her own father as a guardian/protector of Aboriginal people finds echo in federal government

rhetoric which re-imagines itself as the ‘good father’. This paternity dispute is indicative of

a wider denial of miscegenation, desire and abuse, crucial aspects in the history of the stolen

generations. Howden Drake-Brockman’s paternity (viewed as impossible by his white daughter

and well known by his Aboriginal daughter Daisy Corunna and son Albert) signals a dispute

over history itself. The white father is a key term in unpacking the history of miscegenation

fears (and fears of desire) and is a key term in challenging the present practice of denying the

past—where the federal government (by analogy) takes the Drake-Brockman side in the

paternity dispute, substituting the miscegenator, rapist, abuser, lover, husband/father with

the image of benevolent protector.

Around the same time that Howden Drake-Brockman was apparently doing his best to

‘protect’ the Aboriginal people on Corunna Downs, many Aboriginal women in service were

being returned to the Moore River Native Settlement pregnant. Jennifer Sabbioni quotes A.O.

Neville complaining of the women’s ‘downfall by irresponsible whites … their employers,

married men with families—even their mentors’.49 As Sabbioni suggests, A.O. Neville’s

complaint about this behaviour must be weighed alongside his inaction over such exploitation,

—
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are recast as ‘disturbance’, and invasion is characterised as ‘arrival’. The myth of harmonious

evolution from ancient Aboriginal origins to ‘an age of discovery [and] the beginning of

modernization’ is contrived by conceiving first contact as a ‘dawning’ rather than as invasion.

This utopian and (an)amnesic representation of racial reconciliation and harmony is

repeated in the subsequent depiction of mid-twentieth-century immigrant ‘Arrivals’. A

kaleidoscopic dance of multi-nationalities adds ‘colour’ to the new nation while a serious-

voiced commentator explains that ‘Australia opened its arms to refugees ... and people from

many, many lands’ and that this ‘was a process encouraged by governments of the time in the

40s, 50s and 60s’. He continues: ‘populate or perish was the cry and what it did was transform

Australia into the multicultural society we have today under southern skies’.46 Unsurprisingly,

given Anderson’s reflections, this celebration of Australian multiculturalism forgets both the

White Australia policies of the past and its current manifestation in resistances to asylum

seekers.47 Instead we are serenaded by Nikki Webster singing about ‘a world of harmony’

‘under southern skies’ while Munyarryn and the other Aboriginal performers serenely survey

the ongoing ‘settlement’ of their country.

But it is not just the fanciful depiction of racial harmony and imperial benevolence that

is disturbing in this myth of Australian nation. The obliteration of the feminine is also

perturbing. The only significant representation of femininity in this fraternal story of origins

is the girl-child, Webster, who depicts the spirit of the young and future Australia. While she

may function as a figure of reconciliation assimilating otherness into her bright white utopia,

the mapping out of Australian national identity and history is figured through the masculine.

From the figure of Djakapurra Munyarryn through to Captain Cook, Ned Kelly and the 120

stock horses and riders (some undoubtedly women but nonetheless depicting an archetypal

masculine pursuit), to the shearing sheds, wood choppers, stock whippers and jolly jumbucks

of rural Australia, to the troupe of tappers depicting industrial work and the lawn mowing

of quarter-acre suburbanisation, masculine imagery and pursuits predominate this imagining

of Australiana. We may speculate that this is an accurate depiction of the mateship of Australia,

and the fraternity of the state, but we may also wonder why Australianness cannot be conveyed

through a depiction of the activities of women. Perhaps the prams and nappies of the family

home, the brooms and mops of domestic service (often performed by Aboriginal girls taken

from their families) and the typewriters and notebooks of secretarial work are too ubiquitous

to convey the specificity of Australian national identity; or perhaps they are rendered too

mundane, too quotidian, to justify elevation into symbols of whatever nation.

Despite these occlusions and evasions however, this is not an unambiguous myth of racial

harmony and fraternal mateship for the myth is disturbed or interrupted by the incongruity

of the narrative and the multiplicity of its possible interpretations. Myth, as Nancy indicates,

is interrupted by literature, and unified communality is interrupted by exposure to and sharing
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Aboriginal Protection Boards or Aboriginal Welfare Boards were able to take Aboriginal

children from their parents using very different reasons to those given in the removal of white

children. The NSW Aborigines Protection Amending Act 1915 gave the board ‘total power to

separate children from their families without having to establish in court that they were

neglected’. Bringing Them Home cites the reasons given for removal as ‘“being Aboriginal” …

“To send to service”, “Being 14 years”, “At risk of immorality”, “Neglected”, “To get her away

from surroundings of Aboriginal station/Removal from idle reserve life” and “Orphan”’.38 It

was also the case that Aboriginal children with white fathers were explicitly targeted, as Sarah’s

testimony attests:

[w]hen I accessed my file, I found out that the police and the station people at B—— Station

felt that my mother was looking after me. And they were unsure of why I was being taken

away. They actually asked if I could stay there. But because I was light-skinned with a

white father, their policy was that I had to be taken away. I was the third child in a family

of, as it turned out to be, 13. I was the only one taken away from the area [at the age of

4 in 1947] … 39

Bringing Them Home makes the point that the number of children forcibly removed between

1910 and 1970 was not a testament to the idea that the authorities really believed that they

could successfully assimilate Aboriginal people into white society as whites, but rather that

assimilation removed them from Aboriginality: ‘Aboriginal children were not removed because

their “white blood” made them “white children” and part of the “white community”. They were

removed because their Aboriginality was “a problem”.’40

The plan for biological assimilation was gender specific and involved what Cook referred

to as the ‘elevation’ of the ‘female half caste’ so as to make her marriageable to whites. This

plan consequently gave extra vigour to plans to separate Aboriginals of mixed descent from

their communities, in order that they could be educated and trained for a life of service in

the white community. Assimilation to the white community did not mean assimilation to white

equity, but assimilation to the service of whites. For Aboriginal women, this most often meant

‘training’ for domestic work in white homes, reconfigured as ‘as a kind of apprenticeship to

Australian citizenship’,41 as Francesca Bartlett has put it. As shown by the accounts in Bringing

Them Home, and in numerous life histories, it was while Aboriginal women were under the

‘protection’ of government-run institutions (homes) that many suffered sexual abuse, alongside

the severe trauma of loss of family and cultural dislocation. When the women were sent out

to white families to work as domestic servants, sexual abuse at the hands of white men42 led

to an increasing population of those who were also to come under the command of the

Aboriginal Protectors. In her article on the domestic labour of her own female relatives in

Western Australia, ‘I hate working for white people’, Jennifer Sabbioni describes the experience
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with others. Within the Olympic pageant the ironic aspect inherent within myth—the irony

that within its function as a foundation of community there is also evidence of its fictive

elements—fractures the superficial unity. The fictionality of the pageant fractures the totalising

foundational trajectory, while the story of felicitous racial harmony and fraternity functions

as both parody and critique of contemporary debates about reconciliation and asylum seekers.

In the context of the Australian Prime Minister, and the Australian Government, refusing

to apologise for the treatment of Aboriginal people and thereby undermining the possibility

of reconciliation, the depiction of friendship between white and Aboriginal Australians,

represented simply and powerfully in the joined hands of Nikki Webster and Djakapurra

Munyarryn, can be read as a critique and rebuke of the government’s failures and as a hope

for a better future. Moreover, the representation and narration of a hospitable welcome of

refugees and immigrants, juxtaposed against current policies that include mandatory detention

of refugees and border-patrols to repulse asylum seekers, may provoke shame and disquiet

about Australia’s current parsimonious animosity to the latest new ‘arrivals’. The Olympic

ceremony’s depiction of friendship and welcome thus functions as a commentary and as an

ironic reversal of the enmity and aversion contemporary white Australia and its government

exhibit towards Aboriginal and foreign others.

Moreover, the dissimulating representation of invasion as organic evolution and ‘the

dawning of a new era’, and of Australian restrictions on immigration and rejection of asylum

seekers as an ‘open[ing] [of] arms’, is a thin disguise which can only serve to recall that which

it attempts to conceal. The entire narrative of the opening ceremony is structured as a dream

of the white girl-child, who at the outset spreads her beach towel, falls asleep and dreams this

fantasy of the history of Australia. As dream, it may represent the hope of a better future, but

in order to create this felicitous fantasy, it necessarily enacts the dream mechanisms of

negation, condensation and displacement. War and massacre, by negation, become evolution

and congenial integration; border control, immigration restrictions and vilification of refugees,

through condensation and displacement, become open-armed welcome. But this dream of

reconciliation and hospitable welcome is also interrupted by the repressed content that haunts

the hopeful fantasy. The repressed content returns in the incongruous moments that shatter

the dream. The improbability of the serenity with which Munyarryn and his compatriots

accept the white ‘arrival’ shatters the mythology of harmonious integration. Cook’s ushering

in of the ‘dawning of a new era’, with its dissimulating evasion of invasion, nonetheless recalls

invasion through the associations between Cook, British imperialism, conquest, invasion and

massacre.

The opening ceremony, I suggest, functions as a myth of Australian national origins and

unified community. Yet it simultaneously interrupts and unravels its own totalising narrative

by ironically reversing current Australian policies and sentiments and by remembering, as
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it attempts to forget, the tragedies and shame that lie behind its fantasised national harmony.

It functions as a narrative of nation, which, in accordance with Anderson’s speculations,

(an)amnesically rearticulates the past so as to forget its own foundations in racist policies by

remembering to incorporate the racial other as archaic heritage or as local cultural colour

within the present and future white ‘Eternity’. However, as Nancy’s formulations would

suggest, the opening ceremony also interrupts its own mythologising. The representations

of racial harmony, of friendship and of hospitality are not simply a denial of invasion, violence

and enmity (although they are also all of these) for they, in addition, function as a commentary

and critique that interrupts current policies of inhospitality and animosity.

The opening ceremony myth can be read then as a dissimulating celebration of Australian

racial harmony, as a hopeful dream of a better future and as a haunting return of repressed events

revealed through their very negation that interrupts the myth of a unified Australian national

community. Yet, while this myth of unified nation is interrupted by the operation of its inherent

fictionality, I want to argue, returning to Anderson and Benjamin, that myths of national

community are most profoundly interrupted through a rearticulation of time. If, for Anderson,

the early realist novel relies on the device of synchronic temporality to perform the time of

the unified nation, for Benjamin, Messianic time—the articulation of past and present into the

now-time—may retrieve the repressed to make possible alternative futures. This method of

blasting a lost moment out of homogenising histories may also shatter the myth of unified

community, revealing the fractures and dissonances of interrupted community. Kim Scott’s

novel, Benang: From the Heart, I suggest, retrieves a lost past not so as to preserve the memory

of that past but so as to reinvent the lost and fractured now-time of the community.

Offering community

Kim Scott’s novel is structured neither synchronically (relating the simultaneous lives of its

various characters) nor diachronically (mapping out a historical progression across genera-

tions). While the narrator, Harley, is in search of his Aboriginal origins, which have been

obliterated through biological and social absorption and family separations, his tracing of his

origins fluctuates back and forth like waves. Harley’s frequent references to the ebb and flow

of the sea—‘a perpetual billowing from the sea, with its rhythm of return, return and remain’;

‘the blooming and dying’ of the sea; ‘The sea … blossoming; white, gone, white, gone white

gone … Like ectoplasm, like breathing’—reflect the pulsations and repetitions of the narrative

structure.48 Harley’s search reveals not historical development but rather ‘the same thing

happening over and over’.49

This metaphor of waves and of repetitious oscillation, of flux and reflux, operates multiply

in the narrative; it is a temporal structuring by which events and characters appear, disappear

and reappear, but it also evokes the waves of invasion, massacre and dispersion of Aboriginal

—
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people and, at the same time, the repeated return of the seemingly ‘dying’ race who ‘return,

return and remain’ and who ‘are still here, Benang’.50

This undulating structure of surge and pulsation may be equated with a Benjaminian

Messianic temporal structure. Events dispersed across time and with no causal relation are

formed into constellations so as to retrieve and revive their signification. The first reference

to the massacres of the Benang people is obliquely intimated through the juxtaposition of two

apparently unrelated events: an Aboriginal woman fleeing her adulterous white husband; and

a small child running, bewildered, towards the massacre scene. These two events, while

separated by generations and decades, intersect through their narrative articulation:

When Kathleen found Ern embracing Topsy … [she] did not slam the doors, did not stamp

her feet. She was in the dusty street, near where—so many years ago—her Aunty Harriette

had run toward the violence, not understanding her own terror. Harriette had been only a

toddler, and her father, Sandy One, had chased her, caught her, thrown her to Fanny who

had quickly hidden her away.

Now it was Jack, who—seeing Kathleen striding into the distance—ran after his

sister.51

Forty pages later, the story of the massacre returns, resonating still with the pain of the later

incest and violation:

Fanny … saw a small group of men women children, running and falling before station men

on horseback.

And suddenly the child, Harriette, had somehow fallen from the wagon, and was

stumbling toward the distant violence … Sandy One leapt to the ground …52

This condensing of the massacre in the aunt’s childhood and the incestuous embrace in

the niece’s early marriage, roughly forty years later, while causally unconnected are affectively

intertwined. The violence and violation of each event, the horror and terror they evoke, create

an association on the level of affective sensation. Moreover, linking the violence of the one

event with that of the other interrupts the technique of historical distancing so frequently

adopted to assuage guilt and deny responsibility for earlier massacres. Chronological histories,

which empty past events of their current significance through the creation of a homogenous,

empty time, are interrupted by Scott’s conjunction of past and present revealing the shared

violence, horror, fleeing and attempted rescues that structure these disparate events. Scott’s

device of coalescing the past and present, like Benjamin’s now-time, creates a temporal

iteration so that the past never passes but returns in a repeated ‘rhythm of return, return and

remain’.53

This device of temporal condensation and iteration recurs throughout Harley’s episodic and
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disjointed narrative of separation, dispersal and reconnection. Various characters search their

mirrored reflections for traces of their Aboriginal heritage—some seeking this connection,

others fearing the reflected white prejudices, which construct them as lacking. Again, the

various reflections and desires of great aunt, great uncle and great nephew, explored in different

times and contexts, are synthesised to create affective connections and interpretations:

Separately, neither speaking of it to the other, Jack Chatalong and Kathleen Scat would face

their gloomy and distorted reflections. They considered their noses, lips, skin, wondered at

lesser brain capacity—according to what they read—allowed by their skulls. I [Harley] have

also studied my features in the mirror, searching for resemblances to my own people and,

growing increasingly bitter at my [white] grandfather’s apparent success, I have wondered

what else has been taken away, and what remains.54

While Jack and Kathleen fear discerning traces of a repudiated race, Harley hopes to recover

a lost heritage covered over by white integration. Nevertheless, all are confronted with a

reflection created by white expectations and insinuations:

So many of us have considered ourselves in my [white] grandfather’s various mirrors, trying

to see what Ern and his others see. Perhaps Harriette also, since she could read and write,

but perhaps never enough to become contaminated by it.

Yes, reading about ourselves can be just like looking in such a mirror.55

The juxtaposition of these various anxious examinations, though some desire and others reject

their reflected Aboriginality, and some occur in the early 1900s and others in the present,

reproduce the dread and self-hatred inflicted by the white mirror of racism.

These and numerous other constellations structure the novel. The aligning of racial

‘uplifting’ and becoming-bird confounds the eugenic attempt to ‘civilise’ the ‘native’. The white

narrative of ‘uplifting’ the Aboriginal race segues into the floating and bird-like drifting

of Harley who ‘hover[s] on the shifting currents and—look[s] down upon [his] family’, of

his Uncle Will who was ‘up in the air with me’ and of his grandmother Topsy who is ‘fine-

boned as a bird’ transforming ‘uplifting’ into flying.56 Juxtaposing the various claims to have

created ‘the first white man born’ further resists the civilising mission. Harley’s white grand-

father claims to have produced the ‘first white man’ in Harley by breeding out Harley’s

Aboriginality, but Harley’s great-uncle Will had already been pronounced the first white man.57

Unbeknownst to these later eugenicists, however, Harley’s great-great-grandfather, Sandy One,

by successfully passing on his own terms, is the first ‘Sandy One’ by several generations.58

But Sandy One, while passing as white, ‘was no white man’ for he lived with and protected

his people.59 These various stories of (un)becoming-white and remaining Benang are woven

together to unravel whiteness and revive a hidden racial identity: ‘Sandy One was no white
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centred public culture. On the other hand, concentration of population afforded by high-rise

living in such places as Surfers, Broadbeach and Main Beach has helped create a fairly vibrant

street-centred environment in those locations, at least in comparison to the inward-looking

mentality encouraged by the Coast’s canal estates.

There are, of course, dwellings that still exist in the shadows of the high-rises: the decaying

fibro and tin holiday ‘shacks’ and ‘six-pack’ walk-ups, worth heaps on paper to their owners

but mostly rented to the unemployed, single parents, the chronically ill and the aged poor

of whom the Gold Coast has more than ‘average’ numbers. The old fibro houses and worn-

out ‘units’ serve as a reminder that all is not golden on the Gold Coast. They provide an ironic

contrast to the gleaming towers—ironic in the sense that what might be construed as authentic

remnants of a beach holiday heritage are actually housing the contemporary underclass of

Gold Coast residents. Perhaps that is why the ‘looming effect’ of natural illusion is duplicated

by an equally illusory promotional photography—the foreshortened perspective of the

telephoto lens both magnifies and compresses the high-rises, erasing the shadows and the

spaces in between and all the infelicities that they contain.

What, then, is the appeal of the Gold Coast high-rise? What is the value of its ocean view?

What other kinds of values, meanings and identifications can be attributed? What do they

tell us about the way we see ourselves and our environment, both built and natural? How do

they reflect and help determine visual cultures and the cultural constructions and social

practices of space and place?

A short—and personal—history of the australian sea view

In Australia today, a sea view is a valued and hence valuable commodity. But as Alain Corbin

has convincingly explained, the sea until the eighteenth century was viewed with fear and

loathing.2 It was a foul place full of disease and death, and to be avoided at all costs unless

you were cut out to be a sailor. Then the sea became aestheticised and romanticised. It attracted

artists and poets and soulful travellers who brooded on its deeper meaning from soaring cliffs.

At roughly the same time it was medicalised but in the nicest way: the sea was healthy and

invigorating and therefore should be entered at regular intervals. Then Australia was colonised

and like all good colonials we followed the fashions of the mother country and eventually took

to the water but not before many a settler was drowned when ships hit rocks or misjudged

river bars. Finally, in the early years of the twentieth century, white Australians started beaching

and swimming and putting up houses near the sea and developing something called beach

culture.

White Australians may have holidayed, picnicked and promenaded by the sea and increas-

ingly baked on beaches and surfed the waves from the first half of the twentieth century, but

there is cause to question whether during this period they placed a premium on residential
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man. Just as I am no white man, despite the look of me’.60 All these monadic interconnections

bring into the present the experiences of ancestors, the histories of massacre, separation and

dispersal, the policies of eradication and assimilation. They inhabit the present and they are

experienced and felt again through and in the narrator’s, the author’s and the reader’s ‘time

of the now’.61

However, this is not simply a disjunction of time that interrupts diachronic and synchronic

temporality but is also an interruption of the myth of unified nation and harmonious com-

munity. The myth of Australian unified community, and of white civilisation and benevolence,

is likewise interrupted. Most significantly, reinscribing their continuing resonances in the

present overturns the myth of the passing away of historical events.

Interrupting a myth of national unity, Kim Scott offers a story, a narrative, a literature, told

him by his uncles, read between the lines of the Aborigines Department files and dissected

from the historical records. A story passed down the generations, passed from author to author,

from reader to reader—passed on again to us, rewritten here, reread now, unworking and

unended. Kim Scott offers a rearticulated history, an interrupted community, embracing even

those who turn away:

I acknowledge that there are many stories here … I look out across the small crowd, hoping

it will grow … I offer these words, especially to those of you I embarrass … and you hear

something like a million million many-sized hearts beating, and the whispering of waves,

leaves, grasses …

We are still here, Benang.62
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