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Abstract 
 

As an Aboriginal activist and writer Alexis Wright ties human-induced destruction of 

the natural world to justice and rights for Australia’s Indigenous people who have been 

silenced, first by colonialism and subsequently by neoliberalism. Although originating 

in planning theory, the term ‘wicked problem’ has come to be applied to climate 

change because it is a fundamentally complex problem that is itself the symptom of 

closely interconnected systems. Addressing the analyses of Wright’s work necessitates 

a multidisciplinary approach with political ecology, ecocritical, race, indigeneity, and 

gender lenses cross-cutting directly and indirectly throughout. None of these 

approaches are fixed in meaning nor are they uncontested particularly when applied to 

settler countries such as Australia.  

 Evaluation of the unique novelistic form of Wright’s award-winning novels 

Carpentaria and The Swan Book is achieved by blending Aboriginal oral storytelling 

and Western rhetorical and literary traditions. However, an Australian Indigenous 

literary criticism has yet to be fully developed and this casts a colonial shadow over 

evaluations of Indigenously signed fiction. By applying oral storytelling principles to 

Wright’s novels it is possible to demonstrate how an Aboriginal pedagogical 

methodology can work productively alongside established critical theory in evaluating 

Wright’s fiction. Reading for affect, that is, the capacity of language to incite 

sensations and feelings in ways that might shift consciousness, was until recently, 

neglected, partly because of an association with the primitive, the sacred, and the 

feminine. Renewed interest in affect argues for it as an analytic of power. This thesis 

aims to show that by paying attention to Wright’s aesthetics her fiction can be read as 

affective narratives with the potential to shift our (ecological) consciousness and is a 

necessary response to a warming world. 
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Introduction 

Hope in the Stories 

 

 

There is now unequivocal evidence that human activity is destroying the Earth’s 

ecosystem upon which human life depends.1 A June 2022 report reviewing global 

action on climate change argues that ‘social, political and technological inertia’ means 

that the target of 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrialisation levels needed to 

maintain a liveable planet is likely to be missed.2 Set against this backdrop, the 

objective of my thesis is to demonstrate how nature is contextualised in fictional work 

to create an ecological discourse. I track, trace and explore Waanyi writer and activist 

Alexis Wright’s influences, print history and transformation of the oral tradition into 

written form to reveal how she generates an innovative novel form intended to shift 

how we imagine our relationship with the planet. In recent years, Wright’s essays, 

commentary and lectures have become increasingly concerned with the causes and 

consequences of global warming. These concerns also feature throughout her two 

award-winning novels, Carpentaria (2006) and The Swan Book (2013), set in her 

traditional country in remote Queensland, Australia.  

Ecocritical pioneer Lawrence Buell identifies Carpentaria as the perfect example 

of a climate-change novel, and Jane Gleeson-White describes The Swan Book as ‘the 

first great novel of climate change’.3 How climate change is represented in literature 

is important for at least two reasons: global warming is perceived as a crisis of culture 

in which literature is implicated, and simultaneously, literature has the capacity to 

shape and/or shift our ecological consciousness. Wright claims ‘the world is becoming 

more in need of writers who can think far more deeply and bravely than ever before, 

 
1 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ‘Sixth Assessment Report, Working Group III 

Contribution’, April 2022 <https://www.ipcc.ch/assessment-report/ar6/> [accessed 4 May 2022]; 

Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History (London: Henry Holt, 2014). 

2 Damon Mathews and Seth Wynes, ‘Current global efforts are insufficient to limit warming to 1.5°C’, 

Science, 376 (6660), 23 June 2022. 

3 Lawrence Buell, ‘Antipodal Propinquities? Environmental (Mis)Perceptions in American and 

Australian Literary History’, in Robert Dixon and Nicholas Birns (eds) Reading Across the Pacific 

(Sydney: Sydney UP, 2010), as cited in Deborah Jordan, Climate Change Narratives in Australian 

Fiction (Saarbrüken, Germany: Lambert Academic Publishing, 2014), p. 23; Jane Gleeson-White, 

‘Going Viral: The Swan Book by Alexis Wright’, SRB, 23 August 2013. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/assessment-report/ar6/
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to tell of the complexities, scope and connectiveness of our existence’.4 Wright is one 

of those writers who has shown how this can be done. 

My analysis is informed by qualitative research from a field visit to the Gulf of 

Carpentaria and a meeting with Alexis Wright in Melbourne in March 2020. It takes 

account of Australian culture, politics and literature, ecocriticism, the novel as literary 

form, the Western canon and Indigenous literature more generally, and offers an 

overview of Alexis Wright’s life and work. Therefore, throughout this thesis my 

argument is supported by multiple theories and approaches from across the humanities 

and social sciences. This also fits with Wright’s opposition to ‘straitjackets of any 

kind’.5 Several of the key theories underpinning this study are themselves problematic: 

ecocriticism has no settled orthodoxy and there are ongoing debates in the affective 

turn in critical scholarship, the thesis’ main idea.6 The application of postcolonial 

theory is problematic in the Australian context, and where it is now being joined with 

ecocriticism it has been noted that both fields of study ‘are notoriously difficult to 

define, not least by practitioners’.7 Arguably, the terms used in international 

development to categorise and group countries have their origins in racism or 

colonialism, and certainly in European and North American institutions and 

structures.8 Without agreed alternatives, this study employs the term Global 

North/South, a concept that groups countries by socio-economic and political 

characteristics.9 Although it is geographically inaccurate, it is considered to have few 

negative connotations while at the same time being a reminder of the ‘whiteness’ of 

 
4 Alexis Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose of Literature’, Boisbouvier Oration, Meanjin, 77:4  

(Summer 2018) <https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/> [accessed 15 

December 2019] .  
5 Alexis Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature: Who Owns the Map of the World?’, Meanjin, 79:2 

(2020) < https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-self-governing-literature/>. 
6 Alex Houen (ed) Affect and Literature, (Cambridge: CUP, 2020); Melissa Gregg & Gregory J 

Seigworth, The Affect Theory Reader (Durham & London : Duke University Press, 2010) 
7 Graham Huggan & Helen Tiffin (eds) Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, Environment 

(2010) cited in Greta Gaard, Simon C. Estok, & Serpil Oppermann (eds) International Perspectives in 

Feminist Ecocriticism, (New York & London: Routledge, 2013), p. 88. 
8 Themrise Khan, Seye Abimbola, Catherine Kyobutungi, and Madhukar Pai, ‘How we classify 

countries and people—and why it matters’, BMJ Global Health, 7:2 (2022) < 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9185389/>[accessed 21 April 2023] 
9 Other terms used/or in use include: Core/Periphery; First/Third World; High/Middle/Low Income 

countries; Less Developed/Developed countries; The Global North usually comprises, the USA, UK, 

Australia, Canada, New Zealand together with Hong Kong, Macau, Japan, South Korea, Singapore, 

Taiwan, Russia, and Turkey.  
9 The Global North usually comprises, the USA, UK, Australia, Canada, New Zealand together with 

Hong Kong, Macau, Japan, South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, Russia, and Turkey. 

https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-self-governing-literature/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=Khan%20T%5BAuthor%5D
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=Abimbola%20S%5BAuthor%5D
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=Kyobutungi%20C%5BAuthor%5D
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9185389/%3e%5baccessed
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wealth10 and that the legacies of colonialism pervade Western knowledge systems, and 

influence cultural, economic, political and social systems. Feminist theory is also 

fraught with difficulties in the Australian context due to its reliance on the concept of 

patriarchy which has been widely criticised for its failures to deal with ‘historical and 

cross-cultural variation in gender relations and with differences between women, 

especially in relation to ethnicity and class’.11 Sylvia Walby’s attempt to develop a 

new model of patriarchy posits that patriarchal culture is best analysed as a set of 

discourses which are institutionally rather than ideologically-rooted’.12 She sees 

patriarchy as ‘a structure which is composed of a relatively diverse set of patriarchal 

practices […] shaping gendered subjectivity.  

According to Moreton-Robinson, Australia’s political, economic and cultural 

systems reflect the construction of the nation-state as  ‘a white possession by white 

settlers’. 13 This is maintained by disavowing the sovereignty of Indigenous peoples 

and land. She demonstrates how the processes at work historically and ongoing to 

maintain ‘patriarchal white sovereignty’14 shape the nation’s institutions and 

governmental practices as white in ethos and in practice. Rather than focus on 

Indigenous cultural difference Moreton-Robinson calls for Indigenous Studies 

scholarship to focus analysis on race, that is, on whiteness, and to offer more complex 

analysis of ‘both the conditions of our existence and the disciplinary knowledges that 

shape and produce indigeneity’.15 The same critique underlies Moreton-Robinson’s 

refusal of the category of feminist. Such a category ‘‘discursively places [women of 

colour and Indigenous women] within the logics of a white Western paradigm’.16 She 

sees this paradigm as ‘borne of the Enlightenment and enabled by the spread of the 

 
10 Khan et al., ‘How we classify countries and people—and why it matters’, BMJ Global Health, 7:2 

(2022). 
11 Syvlia Walby, ‘Theorising Patriarchy’, Sociology, 23: 2 (1989), pp. 213-234 (p.214) 

<https://www.jstor.org/stable/42853921> [ accessed 12 October 2022]; See also Angela Davis, Women, 

Race and Class (London: The Women’s Press, 1981); bell hooks, Ain’t I a Woman? (London: Pluto 

Press, 1982) & Feminist Theory: From Margin to Centre, (Boston: South End Press, 1984); Audre 

Lorde, ‘An Open Letter to Mary Daly’ in C. Moraga and G. Anzaldua (eds), This Bridge Called My 

Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, (Watertown: Persephone Press, 1981). 
12 Walby ‘Theorising Patriarchy’, p. 227. 

13 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive: Poverty, Power and Indigenous Sovereignty, 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), p.xi. 
14 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up To The White Woman: Indigenous Women and Feminism, 

(St. Lucia: UQP, Anniversary edition, 2020), p. x. 
15 Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive, pp. xvii-xviii. 
16 Moreton-Robinson, Talkin' Up To The White Woman, p. x. 

https://www.jstor.org/journal/sociology
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42853921
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British empire’17 and feminism as invented and controlled by white women who 

benefit from but are ‘unwilling to interrogate the power and privileges of whiteness or 

its status as the measure of the normal and the desired.’18 As a consequence the 

‘perspectives and priorities’ of Indigenous Australian women have been ‘marginalised, 

denied and disrespected’, and white feminists have become implicated in white male 

privilege.19  

A number studies suggest that Indigenous women self-identify with being from 

an oppressed group before being female and not all Indigenous women view their 

society as patriarchal, they do not .20 This is not to suggest that Indigenous men do not 

display chauvinist behaviour – they do especially in the mining industry.21  Nor does 

it mean that some Indigenous scholars do not work within a (western) feminist 

framework.22 To address feminism in its Australian (and other settler) context(s) 

Moreton-Robinson provides ‘a new framework for analysing whiteness as a dominant 

subject position’ one that ‘provides a context for different bodies of knowledge to meet 

and disrupt each other’. This is exactly what Alexis Wright does in her fictional and 

nonfictional work. Rather than applying a conventional feminist framework, this 

study’s close readings of Wright illustrate the way in which she challenges whiteness 

through a counter hegemonic discourse grounded in an Indigenous worldview. My 

preferred analysis of Indigenous/non-Indigenous gender relations is not feminist 

theory but that of ‘patriarchal white sovereignty’ as developed by Aileen Moreton-

Robinson. 

I follow Moreton-Robinson’s use of the term ‘white’ in this study because ‘skin 

colour is the marker objectifying difference in the social construction of ‘race’.’ 

‘White’ Australians are numerically dominant and culturally hegemonic with  control 

over power and material resources, thus in Chapter Two, the publishing industry is 

 
17 Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up To The White Woman, p. x. 
18 Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up To The White Woman, p. xiv. 
19 Karen Brodkin in Moreton-Robinson, Takin’ Up To The White Woman, Preface, p.xiv. 
20 Joni Parmenter, ‘Experiences of Indigenous Women in the Australian Mining Industry’ in Kuntala 

Lahiri-Dutt (ed), Gendering the Field: Towards Sustainable Livelihoods for Mining Communities, 

(Canberra: ANU Press, 2011),  pp. 67- 86 (p. 78); see also J. Huggins, ‘Black Women and Women’s 

Liberation.’ Hecate: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Women's Liberation 13(1): 77–82, 1987 and ‘A 

Contemporary View of Aboriginal Women’s Relationship to the White Women’s Movement’ in N. 

Grieve and A. Burns (eds), Australian Women and Contemporary Feminist Thought. South Melbourne: 

Oxford University Press, 1994); and, B. Fredericks, ‘A Reconstituted Social Environment: Feminism 

and the Plight of Aboriginal Women in Australia.’ Newtopia Magazine, Ideological Issue 3.18 (2004). 
21 Parmenter, ‘Experiences of Indigenous Women', p. 78. 
22 J. Green (ed.), Making Space for Indigenous Feminism, (Canada: Fernwood Publishing, 2007). 
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referred to as ‘white’.  Theoretically, ‘who is and who is not an indigenous person is 

largely defined through self-ascription and the possibility of membership is determined 

by birth’, however, ‘shifting regimes of recognition are what define one to be 

indigenous in practice’.23 Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people would 

prefer not to be called ‘indigenous’ because they consider it a generic term imposed 

on them, often by bureaucrats and the media. However, they recognise its use has 

meaning and value at the international level. Although AIATSIS uses the term First 

Peoples to refer to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and I follow their 

publishing guidelines as closely as possible24, I use the term Indigenous Australians 

when referring to both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. However, I use 

the term with a capital ‘I’, as is preferred in Australia, to affirm the distinctive political 

status of peoplehood and the agency of the subject. This is simply to maintain a level 

of continuity. Where it is known, I use the Aboriginal language, social or nation 

grouping(s) a person, group or community designate or associate with themselves. 

When I refer to a specific person I use their cultural grouping or nation if known or the 

preference indicated in the source material. 

 In this thesis I argue that Wright’s writing is an effective mode of response to 

the complexities of global warming because her rendering of the oral into written form 

has the potential to effect material and emotional change in readers. Furthermore, I 

argue for the decolonisation of Australian literary theory, that is for an examination of  

the limitations and biases within academia as a legacy of colonialism, and demonstrate 

that Wright offers an Indigenous educational method of enquiry for Indigenous-

authored texts. 

Literature Review 

In ‘Indigenous temporality and climate change in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria 

(2006)’,25 Lucy Rowland suggests that appraisal of critical work on Carpentaria can 

be grouped into three categories. Firstly, those that look for similarities with Australian 

 
23 Suzana Sawyer and Edmund Terence Gomez, The politics of resource extraction : indigenous 

peoples, multinational corporations, and the state, Palgrave Macmillan, UN Research Institute for 

Social Development, (2012), p.9. 

24AITSIS, Guidelines for the ethical publishing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander authors and 

research from those communities (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2015). 
25 Lucy Rowland, ‘Indigenous temporality and climate change in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria (2006)’ 

Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 55:4, (2019), pp. 541–554. 



6 

literary work, such as Frances Devlin-Glass’s ‘Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’,26 which 

situates it within white mainstream traditions. A second group identified by Rowland 

includes those critics who discuss the novel in relation to Western critical theory and 

genre. Studies of the novel as postcolonial gothic, carnivalesque and as employing the 

trope of mermaid show how Wright writes across European genres.27 The Swan Book 

has been categorised as ecodystopia, speculative fiction, fantasy and magical realist. 

However, magical realism – often reworked – is possibly the most favoured genre 

applied to both novels. For example, Anne Brewster suggests that Wright’s work is 

‘an overt engagement with (and reworking of) magical realism’, Ben Holgate posits 

that it ‘prompts a modification of […] magical realism as postcolonial discourse’, and 

Maggie Bowers argues that Wright takes magical realism in a new direction by 

marrying it with indigeneity.28 On the other hand, Jane Gleeson-White, Lucy Rowland 

and Alison Ravenscroft argue against Wright’s work as magical realist. Rowland 

observes that magical realism can associate ‘“Dreamtime” or “dreaming” with 

“magic” or “myth”, which are often synonymous with “untruth”.’29 Ravenscroft argues 

that applying the generic label of magical realism casts Wright’s work within the 

binary of ‘white’ (colonial) rationality and the premodern (colonised) magical or 

irrational.30 Magical realism becomes simply another way to colonise the text and 

make it Other.  

Wright rejects magical realism as a classification for her work, stating that her 

stories ‘could be called supernatural and fantastic but I do not think of them this way’.31 

Bridget Haylock claims Wright employs Colin Jackon’s (Mudrooroo)32 Maban reality, 

 
26 Frances Devlin-Glass, ‘A Politics of the Dreamtime: Destructive and Regenerative Rainbows in 

Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’, Australian Literary Studies, 23:4 (2008), pp. 392–407. 

27 Diane Molloy, ‘Finding Hope in the Stories: Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria and the Carnivalesque 

Search for a New Order’, JASAL, 12:3 (2012), pp. 1–8; Martin Renes, ‘Sung by an Indigenous Siren: 

Epic and Epistemology in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’, Coolabah, 27 (2019), pp. 52–71. 

28 Anne Brewster, ‘Indigenous Sovereignty and the Crisis of Whiteness in Alexis Wright’s 

Carpentaria’, ALS, 25:4 (2010), 85–100; Ben Holgate, ‘Unsettling Narratives: Re-Evaluating Magic 

Realism as Postcolonial Discourse through Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria and The Swan Book’, 

Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 51:6 (2015), pp. 634–47; Maggie Ann Bowers, Magic(al) Realism 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2004). 

29 Lucy Rowland, ‘Indigenous temporality’, pp. 541–554; Alison Ravenscroft, ‘Dreaming of Others: 

Carpentaria and its Critics’, Cultural Studies Review, 16:2 (2010), pp. 194–224 (p. 198). 

30 Rowland, ‘Indigenous temporality’, pp. 541–554 (p. 542). 

31 Alexis Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, Heat, 13 (2007), pp. 79–97 (repr. in Indigenous 

Transnationalism, ed. Lynda Ng (Sydney: Giramondo, 2018), pp. 217–234 (p. 226). 
32 Mudrooroo Narogin, (born Colin Jackson in 1938), poet, playwright, fiction writer and academic, 

was accused of appropriating an Indigenous identity and was denounced and exiled for several years. 
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that is, ‘the indigenous genre of Australian writing that privileges oral storytelling’, 

but Wright refuses this too.33 Rather, Martin Renes notes that the term Aboriginal 

Realism has been casually applied by Wright to distinguish recent Indigenous 

Australian fiction, including her own work, from both Latin American Magical 

Realism and Maban reality.34 What’s more, Renes argues that Carpentaria ‘cannot be 

read within the constraints of academic criticism as its narrative, style and structure 

spill over the discrete borders and niching of Western genre and knowledge.’35 For this 

reason, Adam Shoemaker suggests that ‘transgeneric’ is a better categorisation of 

Wright’s storytelling mode. On the other hand, The Swan Book more clearly fits 

categorisation as a dystopian postcolonial novel.  

Rowland’s third grouping of critical approaches are those which acknowledge that 

defining the novel in Western terms is problematic. She immediately notes that Wright 

‘has explicitly expressed her sense of disconnection from some of these writers’. It 

might be inferred that Wright’s issue is with approaches to indigeneity that emphasise 

cultural difference, rather challenging white freedom to imagine the Other(s).36 In 

‘Dreaming of Others: Carpentaria and its Critics’, Alison Ravenscroft calls for Wright 

to be read through ‘the paradigm of radical uncertainty, an impossible dialectic’ as this 

would ‘allow the text its difference’.37 This has opened a rift in literary criticism 

between those who reject Ravenscroft’s view and several well-known critics and 

commentators.38 Gleeson-White rejects both Ravenscroft’s poetics of uncertainty and 

magical realism in favour of seeing Carpentaria ‘as attempting to embody in novel 

form a complex multivalent mesh of Indigenous realities related to place and their 

active interconnection with the human world, that I would call, following Timothy 

 
33 Ravenscroft, ‘Dreaming of Others’, pp. 194–224 (pp. 194 –95). 

34 Martin Renes, ‘Alexis Wright’s fiction, Aboriginal Realism, and the Sovereignty of the Indigenous 

Mind’, Commonwealth Essays and Studies, 44:2 (2022), pp. 1–15 (p. 2). 

35 Renes, ‘Sung by an Indigenous Siren’, pp. 52-71 (p. 59). 
36 Karen Brodkin, in Moreton-Robinson, Talkin Up To The White Woman, Preface, p. xiv. 

37 Ravenscroft, ‘Dreaming of Others’, p. 198. 

38 Kathrin Bartha ‘The Specter of Landscape: The Postcolonial Gothic, Preternatural, and Aboriginal 

Spiritual in Alexis Wright’s Plains of Promise’, Preternature: Critical and Historical Studies on the 

Preternatural, 5:2 (2016), pp. 189–212 (p. 203); Ann Heith, ‘Indigeneity and Whiteness: Reading 

Carpentaria and The Sun, My Father in the Context of Globalization’, in Indigenous 

Transnationalism, ed. Lynda Ng (Sydney: Giramondo, 2018), (p. 99); and Jane Gleeson-White, 

‘Capitalism versus the Agency of Place: An Ecocritical Reading of That Deadman Dance and 

Carpentaria’, JASAL,13:2 (2013) reject Ravenscroft’s position; Katie Valenta, ‘Ambiguity in Alexis 

Wright’s Plains of Promise’, JEASA, 3:2 (2012), pp. 47–58 takes up Ravenscroft’s position. 
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Morton, “ecological”’.39 My thesis also understands Wright’s novels as ecological and 

explores the ways in which they view and embody Aboriginal perceptions of reality. 

However, Rowland is wary, as all Western academics and critics should be, of ‘using 

Indigenous epistemologies to correct the damage inflicted by settler colonialism’.40 

Similarly, Anya Thomas argues that Indigenous knowledge ‘cannot be treated as an 

extractable resource to be managed and used apart from the place, people and culture 

that generated it.’41 The crux of this spat is how to read Wright and how to understand 

the power of reading. I take up reading as one of the central concerns of my thesis 

because how we read texts is important to how we interpret them. We have been 

conditioned to interpret Indigenous texts using literary criticism rooted in Western 

traditions that only serves to contain them, fails to ask questions about Indigenous 

rights and sovereignty, or to acknowledge the different epistemologies and ontologies 

of Indigenous knowledge. Wright’s texts fictionalise country as understood in 

Aboriginal epistemology and cosmology to be alive and to have agency. Humans are 

understood to have a responsibility as custodians of country to care for the Earth, a 

duty the mainstream has abdicated. In reading Wright’s counternarrative, which adopts 

techniques of orality but nevertheless calls on traditions in English literatures in ways 

that both provide a touchstone for Western readers and enhance the sensory, demands 

we approach reading afresh.  

Maggie Nolan argues that Carpentaria may be read through multiple frames of 

reference.42 The same can be said of The Swan Book, which is described as not only 

‘more fiercely political and beautifully strange’43 than Carpentaria, but similarly 

‘resists assimilation to mainstream traditions of fiction’.44 Jeanine Leane reads 

Carpentaria through the frame of ‘time and history’, and Daniel Fisher explores what 

 
39 Jane Gleeson-White, ‘Capitalism versus the Agency of Place: An Ecocritical Reading of That 

Deadman Dance and Carpentaria’, JASAL, 13:2 (2013), 1-12 (pp. 8–9) <oai:ojs-

prod.library.usyd.edu.au:article/9867> [accessed 12 December 2019]. 
40 Rowland, ‘Indigenous temporality’, pp. 541–554 (p. 542). 

41 Anya Thomas, ‘Indigenous knowledge is not an extractable resource’, Academic Letters, November 

2021, Article 3832, pp. 1-5 < https://doi.org/10.20935/AL3832>. 

42 Maggie Nolan, ‘Shifting Timescapes and the Significance of the Mine in Alexis Wright’s 

Carpentaria’, Australian Literary Studies, 35:2 (2020), pp. 1-21 

<http://dx.doi.org/10.20314/als.5910cfb010>. 

43 James Tierney, 'The Swan Book’ The Wheeler Centre, 2 October 2015 

< https://www.wheelercentre.com/projects/victorian-premier-s-literary-awards-2014/the-swan-book> 

[accessed 31 December 2017]. 

44 Philip Mead, ‘Indigenous Literature and the Extractive Industries’, Australian Literary Studies, 28:4 

(2013), pp. 1-17 (p. 6), < https//doi: 10.20314/als.e1e870ceeb>. 

https://doi.org/10.20935/AL3832
http://dx.doi.org/10.20314/als.5910cfb010
https://www.wheelercentre.com/projects/victorian-premier-s-literary-awards-2014/the-swan-book%3e
https://www.wheelercentre.com/projects/victorian-premier-s-literary-awards-2014/the-swan-book%3e
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he terms the ‘temporal experimentalism’ of The Swan Book.45 Anne Brewster and 

Ravenscroft frame their readings of Carpentaria as ‘questions of sovereignty’ while 

Maggie Nolan notes Louise Loomes’s and Adelle Sefton-Rowston’s ‘trope of 

apocalypse’ to frame the novel.46 Both Nolan and Philip Mead read the novel through 

the framing of the global extractive industries and global capitalism.47 Temiti Lehartel 

and Meera Atkinson read through the close connection Wright’s fiction draws between 

humans and animals,48 while Arnaud Barras, Jane Gleeson-White and Kate Rigby 

frame their readings of Carpentaria through ‘ecocriticism and decolonisation’.49  

Climate change also informs the readings of Rowland and Anne Le Guellec-

Minel, and both draw on Wright’s non-fictional essays and commentary to inform their 

analysis. Le Guellec-Minel is concerned with how Wright ‘find[s] a way to narrate a 

more sustainable way of being in the world in times of climate emergency’.50 As well 

as drawing on a significant number of Wright’s polemical pieces, Le Guellec-Minel 

identifies the aesthetic connection to the sacred in Wright’s work, which she also 

defines as ecofictional. Renes, in his recent article ‘Alexis Wright’s fiction, Aboriginal 

Realism, and the Sovereignty of the Indigenous Mind’,51 considers Wright’s 

professional background alongside her novels and non-fictional book publications. 

This is unusual in the well-known criticism. He notes that The Swan Book forms 

 
45Jeanine Leane as cited by Maggie Nolan, ‘Shifting Timescapes and the Significance of the Mine in 

Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’, Australian Literary Studies 35:2 (2020) 

<http://dx.doi.org/10.20314/als.5910cfb010>; Daniel Fisher, ‘Untidy Times: Alexis Wright, 

Extinction, and the Politics of Apprehension’, Cultural Anthropology, 33:2, (2018) 

<https://journal.culanth.org/index.php/ca/article/view/ca33.2.02/61> [accessed 14 April 2019]. 
46 Louise Loomes, ‘“Armageddon Begins Here”: Apocalypse in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria.’ LiNQ, 

41 (2014), pp. 124–38 <https://journals.jcu.edu.au/linq/article/view/3181> [accessed 5 March 2019]; 

Adelle Sefton-Rowston, ‘Hope at the End of the World: Creation Stories and Apocalypse in Alexis 

Wright’s Carpentaria and The Swan Book’, Antipodes, 30:2 (2016), pp. 355–68. 

47 Nolan, ‘Shifting Timescapes’, 1-21; Philip Mead, ‘Indigenous Literature’, pp. 1-17.  

48 Temiti Lehartel, ‘Perception Revitalisation and Resistance in The Swan Book’, Commonwealth 

Essays and Studies, 44:2 (2022), < https://doi.org/10.4000/ces.11355>; Meera Atkinson, ‘Alexis 

Wright’s Literary Testimony to Intersecting Trauma’, Animal Studies Journal, 7:1 (2018), pp. 41-58 

< https://ro.uow.edu.au/asj/vol7/iss1/3> [accessed 31 March 2022]. 

49 Arnaud Barras, ‘Ecopoetic Encounters: Amnesia and Nostalgia in Alexis Wright’s Environmental 

Fiction’, Australian Journal of Ecocriticism and Cultural Ecology, 5 (2015), pp. 554–67; Gleeson-

White, ‘Capitalism versus the Agency of Place’, pp. 1-12; Kate Rigby ‘The Poetics of Decolonization: 

Reading Carpentaria in a Feminist Ecocritical Frame’, International Perspectives in Feminist 

Ecocriticism: Making a Difference, edited by Greta Gaard, Simon C. Estok and Serpil Oppermann 

(New York and Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), pp. 120–36. 

50 Anne Le Guellec-Minel, ‘From Carpentaria to The Swan Book: finding a voice to narrate and resist 

the threat of extinction in Alexis Wright’s latest work’, E-rea, 18:2 (2021) 

<https://journals.openedition.org/erea/11860#tocfrom1n3> [accessed 23 February 2022]. 
51 Renes, ‘Alexis Wright’s fiction’, pp. 1-15.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.20314/als.5910cfb010
https://journal.culanth.org/index.php/ca/article/view/ca33.2.02/61
https://journals.jcu.edu.au/linq/article/view/3181
https://journals.openedition.org/erea/11860%23tocfrom1n3
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another piece in a ‘larger literary effort that employs the particularities of the Waanyi 

oral traditions to predict the destruction of the Australian continent by the impact of 

globalization, neo-capitalism, and climate change.’52 In doing this Wright 

‘experiments with Indigenous and non-Indigenous forms and adapts Aboriginal 

storytelling to the “new times” [...] seeking inspiration in [...] the Dreaming’.53 My 

research takes both Le Guellec-Minel and Renes’s approaches and concerns forward, 

adding greater depth of information, introducing her publishing history, examining 

literary criticism of and within Wright’s work, and analysing the literary features of 

her work from a new perspective. I also draw on Lynda Ng’s edited collection of essays 

on how Carpentaria ‘bypasses the standard national Australian framework, to 

reposition Aboriginal experiences and identity within global coordinates [...] outside 

the confines imposed on her within the narrow definitions of Australian literature, and 

within that even narrower field of Aboriginal literature.’54 This is Wright’s way of 

decolonising literature and her assertion of an Indigenous ‘sovereignty of the mind’ 

delivers what Rene’s terms a ‘generic innovation’.55 Carole Ferrier identified the 

development of an Indigenous aesthetic in a number of Indigenous women writers 

including Wright, to represent ‘Aboriginal dislocation from land and place; separation 

from families; outsider and outcast identities; Indigenous people’s epistemological 

relationships with their land and bodies of water, and the issue of sovereignty in 

relation to Country and environment.’56 Wright’s notion of ‘sovereignty of the mind’ 

extends this thinking. 

Perhaps because environmental and ecological concerns are more implicit in 

Carpentaria, it was slow to garner ecocritical attention. This has not been the case for 

The Swan Book, which reflects the novel’s more obvious climate-change focus as well 

as the development and evolution of ecocriticism and a growing interest in climate 

change in wider society. In Ecocritical Concerns and the Australian Continent (2020), 

Beate Neumeier argues that ecocriticism in the Australian context differs from that of 

its American (or presumably British) cousins because, since the turn of the millennium, 

 
52 Renes, ‘Alexis Wright’s fiction’, pp. 1-15 (p. 1). 
53 Craig San Roque as cited by Renes, ‘Alexis Wright’s fiction’, pp. 1-15 (p. 1). 

54 Lynda Ng, ‘Introduction’, in Indigenous Transnationalism, ed. Lynda Ng (Sydney: Giramondo, 

2018), p. 2. 
55 Renes, ‘Sung by an Indigenous Siren’, pp. 52-71 (p. 54). 
56 Carole Ferrier, ‘Resistance and Sovereignty In Some Recent Australian Indigenous Women’s 

Novels’, Ilha do Desterro,  69: 2 (2016), pp. 17-31 (p.17). 
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it has developed as an interdisciplinary approach merging postcolonial and 

environmental studies and has been influenced by ‘perceptions of the interrelationship 

of Indigenous dispossession and environmental degradation’, as well as studies on 

imperialism and ecofeminism.57 This allows Jane Gleeson-White to argue ‘that only 

an ecocritical reading [...] can adequately account for the challenges – formal, political, 

epistemological, ontological’ that Carpentaria, and Aboriginal author Kim Scott’s 

That Deadman Dance (2010), pose.58  

As Gleeson-White’s ecocritical approach makes clear: 

The Indigenous cosmology of Australia assumes the agency of 

place, or the non-human world, and a custodial, mutually nourishing 

relationship between humans and ‘Country’, an Aboriginal concept 

which denotes land, its creatures, ancestors, law.59 

Therefore, it is possible to address Adam Trexler’s accusation that ecocritics have 

for too long analysed climate change as ‘a human incursion into ecosystems or Nature 

writ large, rather than a process that inextricably binds together human and nonhuman 

systems.’60 Gleeson-White’s analysis stands out as an excellent example of Australian 

ecocritical analysis and the first example of Australian ecocriticism to examine the 

environment from a non-settler perspective. Nonetheless, Philip Mead argues that 

Wright’s representation of contests over land resources as shaped by Aboriginal 

understandings of country ‘has proven difficult for literary discourse constituted by 

postcolonial, identitarian and even ecocritical vocabularies to grasp’.61 Therefore, 

Neumeier’s claims seem overblown, at least in their application to Wright’s work in 

general.  

Philip Mead also notes that ‘critical responses [to Carpentaria] have so far tended 

to circle the novel, even when unreservedly admiring’ it.62 The novel’s form and style 

are a focus for the commentary of award judges and book critics who mention ‘the 

power of her prose, the richness of her imagination, her risk-taking stylistic 

 
57 Beate Neumeier, ‘Introduction’, Ecocritical Concerns and the Australian Continent (London: 

Lexington Books, 2020), p. 1. 

58 Gleeson-White, ‘Capitalism versus the Agency of Place’, pp. 1-12 (p. 1). 
59 Gleeson-White, ‘Capitalism versus the Agency of Place’, pp. 1-12 (p. 8). 
60 Adam Trexler, Anthropocene Fictions. The Novel in a Time of Climate Change (London: Virginia 

UP, 2015), p. 19. 

61 Mead, ‘Indigenous Literature’, pp. 31–46 (p. 37).  

62 Mead, ‘Indigenous Literature’, pp. 31–46 (p. 40). 
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ambitiousness’.63 They describe the novel as ‘realist, modernist, and “epical”’.64 

Similarly, The Swan Book is described as ‘less traditional fiction and more an epic, 

literary poem [...] at once uniquely Indigenous and Australian, a masterpiece of 

Australian apocalyptic fiction and a bone-jarring stroke of Aboriginal narrative.’65 

Several reviewers comment on the plot’s linearity and style: ‘[it] does not follow linear 

momentum or stylistic traditions’.66 Reference is made to narrative structure – 

‘narrative takes a backseat to allegory’ – and character development – ‘characters 

operate more as tropes than as people’, all of which is deemed positive and 

innovative.67 Others comment that this ‘impossible, difficult, extraordinary, 

uncomfortable, fascinating’68 novel offers the attentive reader a different way of seeing 

and knowing the world. The language ‘twists and flows and folds back on itself in 

convoluted sentences and paragraphs’ and is ‘joyous and darkly-comic’.69 

Surprisingly, then, few commentators, as the review of the literature above suggests, 

focus on Wright’s literary form or aesthetics in any depth. 

Besides Geoff Rodoreda’s study of Carpentaria’s narrative voice and how this 

embodies an oral storyteller,70 and Elizabeth Lowry’s mention of the use of syntax and 

orthography in relation to this, the focus of most criticism is on the content of the 

work.71 Literary form is given more attention in criticism of The Swan Book, especially 

as it is easily identified as dystopian climate fiction. For example, Priyanka Shivadas 

considers the use of narrative form and spatial language to blur the nature/culture 

dualism of Western tradition and ignite animist discourse, and Temerti Lehartel 

analyses the complex narrative voice, suggesting, as does Martin Renes, that rather 

than analyse it in Western narratological terms it can be viewed as generating an 

 
63 Adam Shoemaker, ‘Hard Dreams’, pp. 55–62 (p. 55).  

64 Jen Webb, ‘The Swan Book by Alexis Wright’, Australian Book Review, No. 354 (September 2013) 

<https://www.australianbookreview.com.au/reading-australia/jack-hibberd/abr/1597-living-wound-

the-swan-book> [accessed 17 October 2018]. 

65 Alex Brown, ‘Of Exiles and Fairy Tales: The Swan Book by Alexis Wright’, 29 June 2016 

<https://www.tor.com/2016/06/29/book-reviews-the-swan-book-by-alexis-wright/> [accessed 4 May 

2020]. 

66 Alex Brown, ‘Of Exiles’; Jen Webb, ‘The Swan Book’.  

67 Jen Webb, ‘The Swan Book’. 

68 Jen Webb, ‘The Swan Book’. 

69 Alex Brown, ‘Of Exiles’. 

70 Geoff Rodoreda, ‘Orality and Narrative Invention in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’, JASAL, 16:2 

(2016), 1–13. 

71 Elizabeth Lowry, ‘The Fishman lives the lore’, LRB, 30:8 (April 2008), pp. 26–27 (p. 27). 

https://www.australianbookreview.com.au/reading-australia/jack-hibberd/abr/1597-living-wound-the-swan-book
https://www.australianbookreview.com.au/reading-australia/jack-hibberd/abr/1597-living-wound-the-swan-book
https://www.tor.com/2016/06/29/book-reviews-the-swan-book-by-alexis-wright/
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Aboriginal songline.72 Overall, Wright’s literariness is under-analysed or overlooked 

in favour of the social, political and realist functions of her novels. This, Teresa 

Podemska argues, is a common problem for Indigenous texts, and despite the unique 

contribution Aboriginal literature makes to contemporary fictional narrative, it is 

‘whitened’, ‘westernised’ and ‘mainstreamed’, and ‘hardly perceived as original, 

thematically innovative and different in its form and structure’.73 It is argued that  

ecocriticism also gives insufficient attention to form and style74, therefore, Indigenous 

writers suffer doubly because serious attention to their literariness, that is their cultural 

capital, is left unattended.  

In Blacklines: Contemporary Critical Writing by Indigenous Australians (2003), 

Michele Grossman recalls how the anthology Paperbark: A Collection of Black 

Australian Writings (1990) ‘reinvigorated the need to examine and redress the ways in 

which Indigenous Australian [...] literary and polemical voices, had been 

systematically excluded, marginalised or dismissed within the broader culture of the 

Australian written word.’75 Aileen Moreton-Robinson has also been influential in 

furthering the agenda for decolonisation of the academy by which she means the 

acceptance of Indigenous sovereignty. By this we understand ‘the right and ability of 

Indigenous people to practice self-determination over their land, cultures, and political 

and economic systems’.76 Importantly, this is grounded in an ‘ontological relationship 

[that] occurs through the intersubstantiation of ancestral beings, human, and land: it is 

a form of embodiment.’77 Moreton-Robinson argues for a focus on white privilege 

including by white academics/scholars.78 Renes argues that Wright’s agenda is to 

 
72 Priyanka Shivadas, ‘Alexis Wright’s The Swan Book: Narrating Climate change and Animist 

Realism, Performance of the Real, Special Issue, 19:2 (May 2021), pp. 95–100; Lehartel, ‘Perception 

Revitalisation’, pp. 1-14; Martin Renes, ‘Alexis Wright’s The Swan Book: Indigenous-Australian 

Swansong or Songline?’, Humanities, 10:89, (2021), pp. 1–12 <https://doi.org/10.3390/h10030089>. 

73 Teresa Podemska, ‘Indigenous Literature of Australia, an Ambivalent Question of Self’, Rozmowy 

O Komunikacji (2008), pp. 171–184 (p. 181). 
74 Dana Phillips, The Truth of Ecology: Nature, Culture, and Literature in America (New York: OUP, 

2003); Astrid Bracke, ‘The Contemporary English novel and Its Challenges to Ecocriticism’, in The 

Oxford Handbook of Ecocriticism, ed. Greg Garrard (New York: OUP, 2014), pp. 423-439. 

75 Michele Grossman (ed.), ‘Introduction’, Blacklines: Contemporary Critical Writing by Indigenous 

Australians: Contemporary Critical Writings By Indigenous Australians (Melbourne: Melbourne UP, 

2003), p. 2. 
76 E. Belfi & N.Sandiford, ‘Decolonization Series Part 1: Exploring Decolonization’ in S. Brandauer 

and E. Hartman (Eds.). Interdependence: Global Solidarity and Local Actions. The Community-based 

Global Learning Collaborative <http://globalsolidaritylocalaction.sites.haverford.edu/what-is-

decolonization-why-is-it-important/>. 
77Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive, p. 14. 
78 Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive and Talkin Up To The White Woman. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/h10030089
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‘forge a more general understanding of mainstream Australia’s postcolonising state 

[...] and reluctance to engage with decolonisation.’79 Indigenous literary scholar 

Evelyn Araluen Corr highlights a reluctance to decolonise within in literary theory 

because of its roots in colonialism and calls for the development of an Australian 

Indigenous literary criticism. Corr suggests that Jo-ann Archibald’s pedagogical 

methodology grounded in First Nations and Native American oral storytelling offers 

Indigenous Australians a starting point for an Indigenous literary criticism. When a 

workshop at King’s College London tried using Aboriginal storytelling principles, or 

yarning, it was found to offer an inclusive way for teaching and learning. Corr does 

not reject literary criticism as we know it but calls for an Indigenous literary criticism 

to partner it.  

Background to the Study 

It is widely accepted that the causes and consequences of our current environmental 

and ecological predicament lie in the Western model of development promoted by 

neoliberalism.80 Neoliberalism is also referred to by the more contentious term 

neocolonialism. Throughout this thesis I use the terms interchangeably.81 

Neoliberalism is a reworking of nineteenth-century ideas of free-market capitalism; 

central to this philosophy is the idea that human relations are defined by competition. 

The same ideals that drove European colonial expansion now drive corporate 

globalisation. Like climate change, neoliberalism touches almost every aspect of life 

on Earth, often in ways that are not obvious or direct. For example, Paul Verhaeghe’s 

What About Me?82 investigates the relationship between neocolonialism and identity 

and finds that not only are we always determined by the context in which we live but 

that neocolonialism accounts for the current high rates of ‘self-harm, eating disorders, 

depression, loneliness, performance anxiety and social phobia’.83 George Monbiot 

 
79 Renes, ‘Alexis Wright’s fiction’, pp. 1-15 (p. 1). 
80 See Simon Springer, Kean Birch & Julie MacLeavy (eds), The Handbook of Neoliberalism, (New 

York & London: Routledge, 2016); Manfred B. Steger and Ravi K. Roy, Neoliberalism: A Very Short 

Introduction (Oxford: OUP, 2nd edn, 2021). 

81 George Monbiot, ‘Neoliberalism – the ideology at the root of all our problems’, The Guardian, 15 

April 2016 <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/apr/15/neoliberalism-ideology-problem-

george-monbiot> [accessed 25 September 2022]. 
82 Paul Verhaeghe, What About Me?: The Struggle for Identity in a Market-Based Society (Melbourne 

and London: Scribe, 2014). 
83 Paul Verhaeghe as cited in Monbiot, ‘Neoliberalism’.  

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Simon-Springer/e/B0032I1T98/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
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argues that neoliberalism has played a role in a ‘remarkable variety of crises including 

the ‘[...] slow collapse of public health and education, resurgent child poverty, [...] the 

collapse of ecosystems’.84 The global COVID-19 pandemic can also be attributed to 

neoliberalism’s drive to unrelentingly exploit the planet’s natural resources. Scientists 

suggest that COVID-19 was transmitted to humans from wild animals and that this 

transmission is linked to human activities: destruction of wild animal habitat, hunting, 

and trade (in wild animals).85 

Thinkers such as Canadian scholar, writer and social activist Naomi Klein are well 

known for their analyses of, and opposition to, corporate globalisation and its role in 

driving climate change.86 Klein’s This Changes Everything (2014) brings together ‘the 

science, psychology, geopolitics, economics, ethics and activism that shape the climate 

question.’87 This illustrates the daunting complexity of climate change, which, like 

globalisation, has an uneven and unequal impact on the poorest and least powerful 

wherever they are in the world. However, for Indigenous peoples, who are among the 

‘most marginalised, impoverished and vulnerable’, climate change ‘brings different 

kinds of risks, brings threats to cultural survival and undermines indigenous human 

rights.’88 The most recent Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change asserts that historic and ongoing forms of colonialism have 

contributed to the greater vulnerability of specific people.89 In Dancing with Disaster 

(2015), Kate Rigby explains that Australian politicians have refused to acknowledge 

climate change, preferring to see prolonged drought and other extreme weather events 

 
84 Monbiot, ‘Neoliberalism’.  

85 Helen Briggs, ‘Coronavirus: Exploiting nature “drives outbreaks of new diseases”’, BBC News, 

Science and Environment, 8 April 2020 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-

52204724> [accessed 10 April 2020]; A large body of scientific research related to the transmission of 

diseases from animals to humans is regularly published by The Royal Society 

<https://royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rspb> [accessed 20 July 2022]. 

86 See Naomi Klein, ‘Commanding Heights’, PBS 

<https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/commandingheights/shared/minitextlo/int_naomiklein.html> [accessed 

25 September 2022]; No Logo, 3rd ed. (New York: Picador, 2010); The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of 

Disaster Capitalism (New York & London: Penguin Books, 2007); This Changes Everything: 

Capitalism vs. the Climate (New York & London: Penguin, 2015). 

87 Rob Nixon, ‘Naomi Klein’s This Changes Everything’, The New York Times, 6 November 2014 

<https://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/09/books/review/naomi-klein-this-changes-everything-

review.html> [accessed 19 March 2022]. 

88 International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA), Conference on Indigenous Peoples and 

Climate Change Copenhagen, 21–22 February 2008, Meeting Report, p. 3.  
89 IPCC, 2022: Summary for Policymakers, in Climate Change 2022: Mitigation of Climate Change. 

Contribution of Working Group III to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change, eds P. R. Shukla, et al (New York & Cambridge UK: CUP, 2022) 

<https://www.ipcc.ch/assessment-report/ar6/> [accessed 15 September 2022]. 
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as ‘one in a hundred year event[s]’.90 She argues that a particular settler mentality, one 

that sees the ‘Aussie battler’ pitted against a hostile environment, further impedes 

measures to redress its causes and consequences.91 The scale of the bushfires Australia 

has been experiencing in recent years cannot be blamed on climate change alone; they 

are also connected to the colonial displacement of Indigenous people from their 

traditional land and the disruption of their skilful land management practices.92 While 

there is a growing tendency to appreciate Indigenous knowledge systems for their 

‘inspirational environmental ethics, species modelling, interconnectedness and 

reciprocity’,93 this has yet to gain ground in Australia where the ‘Western will-to-

destruction’, that is, the over-exploitation and subjectification of people and the 

planet’s resources in capitalist systems still dominates national discourse and 

governmental policies’. 94 The settler colonial legacy and the ‘ecophobia’ or ‘mythic 

fear of nature as Other’95 that Simon Estok associates with Western post-

Enlightenment literary tradition cannot be dissociated from the treatment of 

Indigenous Australians as Other too. When Wright asks rhetorically, ‘Why are we not 

hearing about the ancient stories of how to respect the weather?96 She already knows 

the answer. 

Carpentaria and The Swan Book 

The sparsely populated fictional town of Desperance in the Gulf of Carpentaria in 

remote northwest Queensland, home to the Waanyi people and their endemically racist 

settler neighbours, provides the setting for Carpentaria. Inter- and intra-community 

tensions play themselves out against the legacy of colonial dispossession and 

dislocation and the neocolonialism of the extractive industries: ‘town has gotten worse 

 
90 Kate Rigby, Dancing with Disaster: Environmental Histories, Narratives, and Ethics in Perilous 

Times (Charlottesville, VA: Virginia UP, 2015), pp. 10–11. 
91 Rigby, Dancing with Disaster, pp. 10–11. 
92 Harriet Mercer, ‘The link between colonialism and climate change examined’, The Week, 25 April 

2022 <https://www.theweek.co.uk/news/environment/956530/the-link-between-colonialism-and-

climate-change-examined> [accessed 1 July 2022]. 
93 Neale & Vincent (2017), as cited in Thomas, ‘Indigenous knowledge is not an extractable resource’, 

Academic Letters, November 2021, pp. 1-5 (p. 1).  

94 Neale & Vincent (2017), as cited in Thomas, ‘Indigenous knowledge’, pp. 1-5 (p. 1). 

95 Simon Estok as cited in Rigby, Dancing with Disaster, p. 11.  
96 Alexis Wright, ‘Deep Weather’, Meanjin, 70:2 (2011) <https://meanjin.com.au/essays/deep-

weather/>.https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/18/we-all-smell-the-smoke-we-all-

feel-the-heat-this-environmental-catastrophe-is-global>. 
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since the mine came’ (412). The main plot revolves around the reluctant patriarch of 

the Pricklebush mob, Normal Phantom, and his dysfunctional family. In a subplot, 

Norm’s estranged son and eco-warrior Will is involved in a ‘cat-and-mouse’ adventure 

with the mine company guards intent on bringing him to book for having destroyed 

their pipelines. Weaving in and out of the main plot and this subplot is a second subplot 

centred on a third protagonist, Mozzie Fishman, and his motley crew of male votaries 

travelling the sacred songlines to keep Aboriginal knowledge and law alive. Joining 

the three protagonists is a back-up cast of often larger-than-life characters such as 

Norm’s wife, Angel Day, who was like ‘a hornet’s nest’ (13), and lost seafarer Elias 

Smith, ‘who was a wizard of many oceans’ (42). A host of less human characters turns 

up unexpectedly and then disappears, including the yinburras, ‘a fairy-like people’ 

(286), a ‘fish-faced old woman with eucalyptus leaves strewn through her wildly 

flowing, wet white hair’ (287), and the ‘devil woman Gardajala’ (274). The birds and 

other animals of the Gulf of Carpentaria are a constant presence throughout the novel, 

as are the unusual cyclonic weather systems.  

Of her third novel, The Swan Book, Wright states, ‘It was a deliberate choice of 

what I wanted to think and dream about, by exploring a world of swans in a book of 

challenges concerning global climate change and set against the stark realities about 

survival.’97 Set in the near future, with the Intervention still in place, the environment 

of the local Aboriginal people is, like that of the rest of the planet, fundamentally 

altered by climate change.98  Throughout the novel the author’s anger at this Aboriginal 

lived reality is palpable but controlled, and the satire, though biting, can also be funny. 

The story revolves around the electively mute Oblivia Ethyl(ene). Gang-raped by 

petrol-sniffing boys as a little girl and forgotten by her own displaced community, she 

is pulled from a tree by the European immigrant storyteller Bella Donna. She is raised 

in the hull of an old ship in a swamp filled with rusting vessels and thousands of black 

swans until Bella Donna dies, whereupon Oblivia is claimed as the promise bride by 

the soon to be first Australian Aboriginal President, Warren Finch. He takes her to a 

 
97 Alexis Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’, Meanjin, 78:2 (Winter 2019) 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/> [accessed 27 January 2020].  
98 J. Altman and S. Russell, ‘“Too much ‘Dreaming”: Evaluations of the Northern Territory National 

Emergency Response Intervention 2007–2012’, Evidence Base, 3 (2012), pp. 1–24. 

<https://anzsog.edu.au/research-insights-and-resources/research/too-much-dreaming-evaluations-of-

the-northern-territory-national-emergency-response-intervention-2007–2012/> [accessed 21 May 

2020]. 

https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/
https://anzsog.edu.au/research-insights-and-resources/research/too-much-dreaming-evaluations-of-the-northern-territory-national-emergency-response-intervention-2007–2012/
https://anzsog.edu.au/research-insights-and-resources/research/too-much-dreaming-evaluations-of-the-northern-territory-national-emergency-response-intervention-2007–2012/
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flooded, lawless southern city where she is locked in a tower until he is assassinated 

and she, still child-like, finds a way to escape and return to the swamp. She is 

accompanied by a cast of characters, including the Harbour Master and his talking pet 

monkey Rigoletto, three bodyguard genies with doctorates, Half-Life the camel herder, 

Big Red, and the Mechanic; it is not always clear if these characters are real or ghosts. 

There is ambiguity surrounding the characters’ non-European epistemology. Time and 

place never seem to be fixed, nor are events. They might have happened but elsewhere 

in the novel they seem to be contradicted. Throughout, swans drawn from global 

myths, fairy tales and legends are ever present, and yet setting is most definitely the 

actual world, reflecting the notion that reality can be viewed from very different 

perspectives.  

Thesis Chapters 

In ‘Why I Write’, George Orwell stated ‘I don’t think we can assess a writer’s motives 

without knowing something of his early development’.99 If we are to understand the 

origins of the ecological thinking and ways of imagining that shape Wright’s novels 

in the oral tradition, it is necessary to explore her early personal and professional 

development. I do this in Chapter One with the aim of laying a foundation for engaging 

with her fiction in the close reading and style-study of the later chapters. I begin with 

the influence of her maternal grandmother who ignited Wright’s different 

understanding of what literature is or can be and encouraged her curiosity about the 

wider world, as reflected in her own reading practice and in the cosmopolitan outlook 

of her writing. Orwell believed that all writers are motivated by four factors to differing 

degrees. Firstly, ‘aesthetic enthusiasm’ that is, ‘[p]leasure in the impact of one sound 

on another, in the firmness of good prose or the rhythm of a good story’100. Another is 

‘historical impulse’, that is, a ‘desire to see things as they are, to find out true facts and 

store them up for the use of posterity’.101 Wright writes to give voice to the history and 

presence of Aboriginal people silenced by mainstream Australia. Since Aboriginality 

is inseparable from relationship to country, this means also giving voice to 

 
99 George Orwell, ‘Why I Write’, from Orwell’s Such, Such Were the Joys (New York: Harcourt, 

Brace & Co., 1953, 1981) <https://srjcstaff.santarosa.edu/~mheydon/whywriteD.pdf> [accessed 5 

March 2022]. 
100 Orwell, ‘Why I Write’, n.p. 

101 Orwell, ‘Why I Write’, n.p.  

https://srjcstaff.santarosa.edu/~mheydon/whywriteD.pdf
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environmental degradation and destruction. In Carpentaria the fictional Gurfurrit 

mining company, representative of the Century Zinc mining company against which 

Wright and the Aboriginal communities of the Gulf campaigned unsuccessfully, is the 

most obvious culprit. This sense of political purpose, which Orwell identifies as 

another of a writer’s motivations, pervades Wright’s oeuvre, where politics is 

interpreted ‘in the widest possible sense’102 and is reflected in her aim of writing fiction 

capable of changing readers’ consciousness. A fourth factor that motivates writers is, 

in Orwell’s view, ‘sheer egoism’. However, in my interactions with Wright and in the 

large volume of her writings and recordings I have examined, it is difficult to detect as 

strong sense of Orwellian egoism. Wright provides consistently similar answers to the 

question, why do you write?:  

I want our people to have books, their own books, in their own 

communities, and written by our own people. I want the truth to be 

told, our truths, so, first and foremost, I hold my pen for the suffering 

in our communities.103  

And what’s more, she wants this literature to be 

a literature more suited to the powerful, ancient cultural landscape 

of this country. It is a journey of imagining our own unique 

perspective, one that belongs here, and which is the legacy that has 

been passed down to us through countless generations so that we can 

know who we are in this place.104 

In other words, her writing gives her people a voice and presence that mainstream 

society has silenced and attempted to erase, and she invests it with an authentic Waanyi 

orature. Her writing is effectively a voice in mediumistic obedience to a collective 

Indigenous consciousness, not the ‘vain and self-centred’ voice of the individualistic 

writer seeking to impress the literary elites who decide what literature should receive 

recognition and what should not.  

Nicholas Birns maps how the processes of neoliberalism, which he sees as having 

divided the world into winners and losers, have impacted the Australian literary world. 

 
102 Orwell, ‘Why I Write’, n.p.   
103 Alexis Wright, ‘“Breaking Taboos”’ Alexis Wright at the Tasmanian Readers’ and Writers’ 

Festival, September 1998, AHR, 11(September 1998) 

<http://australianhumanitiesreview.org/1998/09/01/breaking-taboos/> [accessed 12 September 2020]. 
104 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library and a Self-Governing Literature’, SRB, 28 June 2019 

<https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/> 

[accessed 1 August 2019]. 

http://australianhumanitiesreview.org/1998/09/01/breaking-taboos/
https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/
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When it comes to books, winners are not ‘great books’ as championed by Harold 

Bloom but ‘successful books’ as measured in cultural capital, so the process of whether 

and how ‘meritorious’ individual works rise to the top is ‘neither transparent nor 

innocent’.105 This is important when considering Indigenous textual production in 

general and Wright in particular. In Chapter Two I explore Wright’s textual production 

by placing it in a larger cultural, political and economic field to trace how a writer 

synthesising dialogic orality in unconventional literary form as Wright does, finds her 

way through a literary system that, until recently, preferred their Indigenous writing as 

life stories curated by white editors. As Deborah Jordan notes, ‘Black writing raises 

complex cultural issues about cultural value and prestige, politics of authenticity and 

author recognition, copyright and intellectual whiteness, […] Indigenous cultural and 

literary expression and Aboriginal cosmologies’.106 Book production, publication, 

promotion and consumption are not neutral processes. It is suggested that Australian 

scholars have replaced postcolonial studies with a very narrow focus on book history 

approaches.107 Despite Wright’s growing oeuvre, including her five award-winning 

books, I found only two articles addressing her print history – a short case study in a 

report on subsidies to the publishing industry 1995–2005,108 and Per Henningsgaard’s 

2019 article in Antipodes.109 Therefore, Chapter Two further updates the historical and 

sociological aspects of Wright’s publishing history in order to frame it in light of the 

networks and relationships the author is involved with in the literary system. As well 

as book history approaches it draws on Itamar Even-Zohar’s Polysystem Theory (PST) 

as a guiding framework (Chapter Two).110 Although it has limitations, PST is a useful 

 
105 Nicholas Birns, Contemporary Australian Literature: A World Not Yet Dead (Sydney: Sydney UP), 

p. 22. 

106 Deborah Jordan in ‘Emerging Black Writing and the University of Queensland Press’, in Robert 

Dixon and Katherine Bode (eds) Resourceful Reading: The New Empiricism, eResearch and 

Australian Literary Culture (Sydney: Sydney UP, 2009), pp. 156–175 (p. 156). 
107 Per Henningsgaard, ‘Emerging from the Rubble of Postcolonial Studies’, Ilha do Desterro 69:2 

(2016), pp. 117-126.   

108 Dr Kath McLean and Dr Louise Poland (with additional research by Jacinta van den Berg), ‘A Case 

for Literature: The effectiveness of subsidies to Australian publishers 1995–2005’ (Sydney: Australia 

Council for the Arts, 2010) 

<https://www.academia.edu/8173804/A_Case_for_Literature_The_Effectiveness_of_Subsidies_to_A

ustralian_Publishers_1995_2005> [accessed 3 May 2020]. 

109 Per Henningsgaard, ‘Alexis Wright’s Publishing History in Three Contexts: Australian Aboriginal, 

National, and International’, Antipodes, 33:1 (2019), pp. 107–124 (p. 110). 
110 Itamar Even-Zohar ‘Polysystem Theory’, Poetics Today, 1:1–2 (Autumn 1979), pp. 287–310. PST 

is one of the first and few attempts at a scientific systems-thinking approach to literature. A successor 

to the Russian Formalists and Czech Structuralism, PST is concerned with literary evolution and 
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way to frame my examination of how Wright has negotiated the Australian literary 

system over the past twenty-five years because it considers both literary form (as an 

expression of social relations) and the creator of that literary form. Therefore, it enables 

me to demonstrate the agency the writer has in the production, distribution and 

consumption of their work, and the reception of the work by various actors and agents. 

As a literary artist and a concerned global citizen, Wright brings the harsh realities of 

global warming to the reader via literary devices, metaphors and tropes, making her 

work essential reading in our current climate crisis. By tracing Wright’s print history, 

my research makes a vital contribution to understanding the risks – in form and content 

– this important Indigenous writer takes and the ways in which she challenges the 

Australian literary system to evolve and become more open to Indigenous literature 

and Indigenous subject matter.  

The objective of Chapter Three is to explore and demonstrate how Wright’s 

writing informs her own Indigenous literary criticism in the transformation of the oral 

into a literary language that is ecologically focused and captures climate change in 

ways that ecocriticism has often believed not possible in the novel form. Wright’s 

transformation of the oral into written form encoded with an Aboriginal epistemology 

and ontology did not come until her second novel. As she explains: ‘I felt that there 

had to be some growth in what I did as a writer, and the greater challenges in writing 

that I saw were how to remain closer to an Aboriginal way of seeing the world.’111 It 

is for these reasons that my thesis focuses on her magnum opus, Carpentaria, and on 

The Swan Book, which continues her innovative storytelling mode. Walter J. Ong’s 

seminal work Orality and Literacy (1982) is a starting point for my analysis in this 

chapter but does not take precedence over Indigenous Studies scholar Jo-ann 

Archibald Q’um Q’um Xiiem’s Indigenous Storywork, Educating the Heart, Mind, 

Body, and Spirit (2008). Storywork is a pedagogical methodology for exploring First 

Nations’ stories which Corr, drawing on Archibald’s work, posits offers the basis for 

the further development of an Australian Indigenous literary criticism. I also employ 

Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s work on decolonisation, as cited previously, and Tyson 

 
offers an interdisciplinary, dynamic functional theory for the analysis of language and literature. 

However, it has been largely confined to Even-Zohar’s group in Tel Aviv and the focus on textual 

features/literature was dropped in the 1990s as the direction of the theory changed to focus on socio-

cultural systems. The recent ‘turn to empiricism’ in literary studies’ stated aim is to carry on literary 

studies in scientific ways. 

111 Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’.   
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Yunkaporta’s recent work Sand Talk (2019) which explains Aboriginal Indigenous 

knowledge systems. My research is among the first to evaluate Wright’s fiction from 

this perspective.  

The causes and consequences of global warming, Wright insists, ‘are some of the 

most important issues that writers of the world need to grasp – to transform the science 

into the known, to figure out how to describe these realities’.112 Wright does this more 

successfully than other writers because she approaches it not from an anthropocentric 

perspective but from a more elemental one which understands that the power of a 

poetic vision requires a sense of the sacred. Although it is not exactly the same, this is 

similar to the understanding that some poets have honed down the ages and that affects 

sensation. However, modern critical theory has not cared much for reading poetry in 

this way. In Chapter Three I draw on the recent ‘turn to affect’. Within Affect theory 

it is argued that the heightened emotions reading can stimulate lead to simulation, ‘a 

key operation of the human mind. It involves the imagination of particulars beyond 

direct perception and memory.’113  ‘Beauty is a form of cognition’114 too, according to 

visionary artist and poet Cecil Collins, a view shared by Wright who writes of the 

‘universally felt beauty’ of swans ‘in poetry and epic stories’.115 She says of The Swan 

Book, ‘I tried to capture the beauty dancing in us still, even in the worst of times, and 

I began imagining stories like this’.116 

In Chapter Four I argue that Wright’s ‘complex aesthetics’117 can be studied via 

stylistics, and by analysing the syntactic, narrative and poetic features that Wright 

chooses I illustrate how it hopefully causes a shift in readers’ consciousness. To date 

there has been little research to describe how stylistic preferences help shape social 

commentary in Australian verse novels that provide social and political critique.118 

 
112 Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature’. 
113 Patrick Colm Hogan, ‘Affect Studies’, Oxford Research Encyclopedias, ‘Literature’ 31 August 

2016 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.105> [accessed 15 October 2022]. 
114 Cecil Collins, Meditations, Poems, Pages from a Sketchbook (Ipswich: Golgonooza Press, 1997), 

p. 79. 
115 Alexis Wright, ‘The Inward Migration in Apocalyptic Times’, Emergence Magazine, 27 January 

2021< https://emergencemagazine.org/essay/the-inward-migration-in-apocalyptic-times/> [accessed 

16 December 2021]. 
116 Alexis Wright, ‘The Inward Migration in Apocalyptic Times’, Emergence Magazine, 27 January 

2021< https://emergencemagazine.org/essay/the-inward-migration-in-apocalyptic-times/> [accessed 
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117 Brewster, ‘Indigenous Sovereignty’, pp. 85–100 (p. 89).  
118 Linda Weste, ‘‘Country’ in Representations of Speech and Thought in Australian Contemporary 
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This methodology is, I argue, well suited to Wright’s deliberately ambiguous work 

that forces the reader to engage with the story. It is unusual in contemporary literary 

theory to examine the nature and effects of syntactical construction; therefore, in doing 

so I bring a novel approach to revealing Wright’s neglected literariness, encoded, as it 

is, with an environmental ethic. Exploring how Wright makes art does not ignore how 

meaning is made but rather contributes to understanding her literary form. Examining 

how an Indigenous author achieves this through an Aboriginal encoded text makes an 

original contribution to Indigenous Studies. 

By adopting a multidisciplinary approach my thesis shows that Wright’s 

polemical and literary writing are not separate but, taken together, offer a powerful 

response to a warming world. My study explores and examines the ways in which 

Wright’s skills with language and her far-reaching imagination cross epistemological 

divides and weave together oral and print traditions to produce literary art. I argue that 

her literary project cannot be fully appreciated unless criticism itself loses its own 

colonising roots and opens to different epistemologies and ontologies, not to assimilate 

them, but with an attitude of mutual respect and valuing of difference. I adopt a novel 

approach to examining her skilful handling of the properties of language and use of 

linguistic features to shine new light on how her transgressive counternarratives write 

back not only to neoliberalism and Australian racism, but also to conventional literary 

classifications of Aboriginal writing. Wright’s modus operandi is ‘to see beauty 

despite the destruction, experience deep sorrow, and find that incorruptible truth amid 

the growing dust storms’.119 In the way that Wright exposes the reader to new 

environmental imaginations she simultaneously forces us to reconsider our own 

relationship with our ecological homes.  

 

 
119 Wright, ‘The Inward Migration’. 
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Chapter One 

Polemics and Poesis  

1.1 Introduction  

In person, Alexis Wright (1950–present) is unassuming and modest as well as being 

‘one of Australia’s most distinguished Indigenous authors who has secured for herself 

a place in the national literary canon’ [and will in all likelihood achieve] ‘eventual 

canonization in the sphere of international fiction’.1 She is best known as an essayist 

and novelist. She has authored three highly acclaimed novels, Plains of Promise 

(1997), Carpentaria (2006), and The Swan Book (2013) and a number of lesser known 

short stories.2 Her latest novel, Praiseworthy, is due for publication in 2022, and she 

is already working on a fifth novel that she describes as ‘an epical journey across the 

waters of my ancestry, and deeper into our own heartlands’.3 Nevertheless, her writing 

career began with her work for Aboriginal political movements and within 

governmental departments. Her first book, Grog Wars (1997), documents the effects 

of racism and alcohol on the Warumungu people in the Northern Territory town of 

Tennant Creek and the struggle of the Julalikari Council to restrict the sale of alcohol 

on their traditional land. Wright’s most recent book, Tracker (2017), is a ‘collective 

memoir’ about Aboriginal rights activist Leigh Bruce ‘Tracker’ Tilmouth. In the years 

since the publication of her first novel, Wright has become a productive essayist and 

critic who is regularly published in highly respected and well-established Australian 

literary journals and magazines such as Meanjin and Southerly. She also contributes 

regularly to newspapers such as The Guardian. Additionally, she engages in various 

forms of cultural expression with other Indigenous artists.4  

 
1 Per Henningsgaard, ‘Alexis Wright’s Publishing History in Three Contexts: Australian Aboriginal, 

National, and International’, Antipodes, 33:1 (2019), pp. 107–124 (p. 117). 
2 Hereafter, Plains of Promise is referred to as Plains; Carpentaria as C; The Swan Book as SB. 
3 Alexis Wright, ‘The big book about small town Australia that travelled the world’, The Guardian, 8 

September 2017 <https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2017/sep/08/the-big-book-about-small-town-

australia-that-travelled-the-world > [accessed 10 October 2018]. 
4 Having written a libretto for The Black Arm Band musical-theatre ensemble’s performance, 

dirtsong, she has intentions to produce a work that she terms ‘our own hybrid opera’. See 

Efrosini Costa and Alexis Wright, ‘Q & A with Alexis Wright’ (Interview by Costa, Words by 

Wright), MINDFOOD, 29 April, 2014 <https://www.mindfood.com/article/qa-with-alexis-wright/> 

[accessed 8 June 2018]. 

https://www.mindfood.com/article/qa-with-alexis-wright/
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Since the arrival of the British, Aboriginal cultural expressions have been suppressed 

or usurped. Key to Wright’s motivation in writing is to ‘collectively reclaim, retell and 

rewrite our knowledge of ourselves’.5 Her rhetorical skills in highlighting the 

dispossession and deracination of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples, their continuing inequality and often abusive treatment by mainstream society 

are formidable. Through literature she articulates cultural sovereignty, autonomy, 

survival and resistance and in so doing decolonises Australian literature. This is a 

political act as much as it is an artistic one, though it is her sui generis that distinguishes 

her among writers. Central to her uniqueness is her grounding in Aboriginal ontology 

because it allows her to ‘see the world differently’ and because its ‘values and ways of 

describing events, places and people’ differ from those of Western traditions.6 Long 

before politicians, the general public and many other writers were taking global 

warming seriously, Wright was already being educated about the ecological history of 

the Earth contained in stories from the oldest continuous culture on Earth. However, 

the true uniqueness of Wright is that her polemical skills, when expressed in her art, 

highlight the role that stories and meaning can play in debates about justice and rights 

for Australia’s Indigenous people and, in an age of climate catastrophe, for the whole 

of humanity. This chapter examines the most significant influences shaping the 

imaginative, ethical and political direction of the writer.  

1.2 Heritage and Granny Ah Kup 

Alexis Wright is a member of the Waanyi people of the southern Gulf of Carpentaria. 

As the setting for her novels the Gulf of Carpentaria in the north of Australia is an inlet 

of the Arafura Sea, and the land area that shares its name is a vast, relatively 

unpopulated region that retains a rich Aboriginal cultural heritage. Some of Australia’s 

most important undisturbed river systems, wetlands and marine environments are 

found here; together with the region’s tropical monsoonal climate of hot, wet summers 

and cooler dry winters. All of these features  shape the lives of Wright’s characters and 

are given agency in her novels. For example, a key protagonist in C, Normal Phantom’s 

 
5 Alexis Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature: Who Owns the Map of the World?’, Meanjin, 79:2 

(June 2020) <https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-self-governing-literature/> [accessed 23 September 

2020]. 
6 Alexis Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, Heat, 13 new series (2007), pp. 79–97 (repr. in 

Indigenous Transnationalism, ed. by Lynda Ng (Sydney: Giramondo, 2018), pp. 217–234 (p. 222).  

https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-self-governing-literature/
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‘ancestors were the river people who were living with the river since before time 

began. Normal was like ebbing water, he came and went flowing on the waters of the 

river right out to sea’ (6). Always, and in line with ecocritical thinking, the natural 

world is never a mere backdrop in Wright’s novels.  

Wright’s ancestry includes a Chinese great-grandfather and a father whose 

heritage she for some time to be Irish but seems recently to have discovered as English, 

French and Portuguese. His family initially arrived in New South Wales at some point 

in the 1800s. Her paternal grandfather established a mining town in rural Queensland. 

Her own father, John, was left the lease of the Oorindimindi cattle station by a man he 

worked with called Alex Murray. Sadly, he died when she was five and ‘[i]t was left 

to my imagination to visualise his life, and I saw him as being a man of great inner 

strength, grown through his love of isolation on his cattle property that I never saw nor 

knew’.7 Her great-grandfather, Sam Ah Bow, made the journey from Guangdong 

Province in southern China in the nineteenth century. He was a cook at the Lawn Hills 

cattle station in Waanyi traditional country. Sam was ‘given’ Opal, Wright’s great-

grandmother, by English explorer and pastoralist Frank Hahn who had tenure of the 

cattle station until the late 1890s. Hahn was known for having ‘lived in virtual isolation 

from the laws and civil values of mainstream white society’, and during his tenure 

‘[y]oung girls and women were cruelly procured for labour and sex on his property 

and disposed of as he saw fit’.8 Interestingly, C’s Stan Bruiser, ‘the popular Mayor for 

Uptown of Desperance’ (32), shares some characteristics with the notorious Hahn: 

‘Bruiser said he had seen everything as far as he was concerned and there was only 

one motto to life. “If you can’t use it, eat it, or fuck it, then it’s no bloody use to you.”’ 

(34). Sadly, this is not an uncommon story of colonial history; however, it is one not 

often acknowledged by mainstream Australia and not one often represented in 

Australian fiction.  

Sam Ah Bow had eight children with Opal whom he married in order to prevent 

her and his children being taken away from him, as would have occurred under 

Australian law. However, being Chinese he was also subject to the White Australia 

 
7 Alexis Wright, ‘The Modern Outback’, The Guardian, 18 May 2021, 

<https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/may/18/a-dream-of-belonging-for-indigenous-

australians-the-fabled-outback-is-home> [accessed 18 June 2021]. 
8 Alexis Wright, ‘A Family Document’, in Marion Halligan (ed), Storykeepers (Sydney: Duffy and 

Snellgrove, 2001): pp. 223–240 (p. 226).  
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policy, which reflected strong anti-Chinese feelings during that period.9 Together, Sam 

and Opal cultivated a successful market garden on a sub-lease, which Sam purchased 

in 1907 near Lawn Hills. Opal was also a community midwife who ‘had a very close 

association to Waanyi culture throughout the area’10 and practised traditional Waanyi 

law. Like Oblivia, the protagonist in SB, Opal and another young Aboriginal girl had 

been ‘found’ in a tree. In all likelihood their families had been massacred, as this was 

a period known by Aboriginals as the Killing Times. While the fictional Oblivia is 

‘pulled from the bowels of an old eucalyptus tree’ (2) by the European climate refugee, 

Bella Donna, Opal was pulled from her tree by Hahn who took her to Lawn Hills. It is 

said that Frank Hann’s conduct became part of local Aboriginal oral history.11 This 

illustrates the type of social realism that makes its way into Wright’s novels.  

Wright grew up in Cloncurry with her mother and grandmother. Wright’s 

grandmother, Granny Ah Kup (Dolly Quinsen), was ‘given’ to Johnny Ah Kup when 

she was fifteen years old. Together they had eleven children and worked on various 

stations around the Lawn Hills and Burketown area, as well as working at Sam and 

Opal’s market garden. According to Wright’s account, Johnny, who died before she 

was born, had less interest in the garden than his father-in-law, and when her 

grandmother’s name was not transferred to the lease at Sam’s death, they could no 

longer keep the garden. Furthermore, the family was under surveillance by the 

Protector for Aborigines and the threat of removing the children to a mission hung 

over them.12 The missions, usually built on land granted by the government to church 

groups or religious individuals, such as the St Dominic’s mission run by missionary 

Errol Jipp and his wife in Plains, were established to assimilate Aboriginal people, 

seen as uncivilised and unchristian, into settler culture. In reality, they often separated 

 
9 White Australia policy refers to policies that started in 1901 and continued in various guises until 

1979. These policies were aimed at preventing non-Europeans, in particular Asians and Pacific 

Islanders, from immigrating to Australia. 
10 Wright, ‘A Family Document’, pp. 223–240 (p. 230). 
11 Australian Dictionary of Biography, ed. by G.C. Bolton, ‘Hahn, Frank Hugh (1846–1921)’, Vol. 4, 

(1972), <https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/hann-frank-hugh-3906> [accessed 12 January 2021].  
12 The ultimate attack on the family in Aboriginal society was the removal of children by Church and 

State. The separation of Aboriginal children from their families occurred in the nineteenth century but 

it was in the twentieth century that it became so destructive of family life. All the Protection Acts gave 

a ‘Protector’ the power to remove Aboriginal children from their parents, and took away parents’ 

responsibility for their own lives. The Acts of Parliament in three different States give an indication of 

the assault on Aboriginal family life under so-called ‘protection’: The Aborigines Protection Act 

1869, Victoria; The Aborigines Act 1905, Western Australia; The New South Wales the Aborigines 

Protection Act 1909.  
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families and administered cruel and degrading treatment while exercising, like Errol 

Jipp, ‘full powers for the protection of [...] eight hundred inmates under state laws’ (5). 

Grandma’s family had moved to Cloncurry, outside the Gulf region, in the 1930s. In 

fact, Wright’s grandmother, who was ‘recognised as one of the ancestors of 

contemporary Waanyi’, yearned to return to the Gulf but was prohibited from doing so 

by Australian laws of land ownership.13 She was able to return as a visitor only in the 

1980s when she was in her eighties and the area was designated as a national park.  

Bruce A. Rosenberg reviews the major writings and thinking on oral tradition to 

address his perception that ‘the comprehension of such a mode of life, is alien to 

literates’ and refute the ‘contempt felt by literates for the unlettered’. He argues that 

today few purely oral cultures exist, and that ‘oral and literate societies exist in 

continuity, not a dichotomy’.14 However, it remains possible to arrive at ‘certain 

conclusions’ about oral cultures;  whereas the aged can be discounted somewhat in 

print cultures because wisdom is available in books, ‘in an oral culture the aged are the 

repositories of a culture’s wisdom’. Furthermore, as Albert Lord argues, oral cultures 

are dynamic in character, re-creating rather than re-producing.15 Wright ‘cannot 

remember anyone reading to [her] when [she] was a child’ but she sees in her 

grandmother ‘a great librarian’, even though she did not read and write.16 She was also 

Wright’s ‘earliest guide to the world of the imagination and the role of memory in 

stories, and in how to acknowledge other realities as our family.’17 One of the most 

important influences in her life, her ‘wonderful storytelling grandmother’18 helped her 

‘to be literate in other ways of thinking and imagining.’19 Wright’s grandmother’s 

‘way of transmitting knowledge was to tell stories about country. These were the 

stories that arise from nature’.20 So, for example, when talking with her grandmother, 

‘a person could always be something else, and once you are told of another way to see 

 
13 Alexis Wright, ‘Deep Weather’, Meanjin, 70:2 (Autumn 2011) 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/deep-weather/> [accessed 15 October 2018]. 
14 Bruce A. Rosenberg, ‘The Complexity of Oral Tradition’, Oral Tradition, 2:1 (1987), 73–90 (p. 74). 
15 Albert Lord, cited Christine Morris, ‘Oral Traditions Under Threat: The Australian Aboriginal 

Experience’, Explorations in Ethnic Studies, 2, July 1991, pp.33-41 (p.33). 
16 Alexis Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’, Meanjin, 78:2 (Winter 2019) 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/> [accessed 27 January 2020]. 
17 Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’. 
18 Alexis Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature’. 
19 Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’. 
20 Wright, ‘A Family Document’, pp. 223–240 (p. 238).  
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someone, you will always see or hear differently’.21 In Wright’s novels, trees, like all 

of the natural world, are sacred. As well as being metaphorical, analogical, and 

anthropomorphised, nature has agency and records history. So, in SB the ancient 

eucalyptus tree that shelters protagonist Oblivia is ‘like all the holiest places in the 

world, rolled into one for us [...] the tree watching everything [...]. This ancestor was 

our oldest living relative [...]. It made us strong and gave us hope that tree’ (79). 

Forebodingly, we might say that Oblivia, like great-grandmother Opal, belongs in and 

to the tree, and its destruction by the army in SB suggests Aboriginal culture and 

identity face an ongoing struggle for survival in modern-day Australia. Wright 

emphasises her grandmother’s ‘perspective and worldview [as being] broad and 

cosmopolitan in an outlook that teaches the benefits of having an openness to the 

world, and of being attuned to a spiritual understanding of the environment and having 

self-knowledge.’22 So when Elias arrives from the sea and has no memory: 

In the minds of local people there had always been an infallible 

certainty without evidence or proof of Elias’s knowledge which was 

said to have come from travelling the many seas of the world. It was 

just so, for the spirits who had stolen his memory had left him the 

sea. (C 158) 

In addition to being a wonderful storyteller, Granny Ah Kup, like her own parents, 

was a keen gardener and this remains a strong memory for Wright. Perhaps the 

different uses Wright makes of the idea of cultivation – cultivating the land, cultivating 

memory, cultivating stories – stems from her grandmother. Granny Ah Kup must have 

been a very talented gardener indeed, for in this arid region, as Wright reveals in ‘A 

Family Document’, she was able to grow ‘Chinese cabbage, parsnips, carrots and other 

Asian vegetables as well as grapevines [...], flowers such as petunias, zinnias, and 

everlasting daisies’,23 not to mention ‘an assortment of trees, […], such as cedars, figs, 

oleander, chinky apple tree, banana and poinciana trees’.24 Obviously, many of these 

plants are not native to Australia or the region but as Susan Martin argues, Wright’s 

intention in sharing this information is to demonstrate that Granny Ah Kup’s garden is 

‘an inclusive space, a place for family and connection [...] the story makes clear that it 

 
21 Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, pp. 217–234 (pp. 219–220).  
22 Wright, ‘A Family Document’, pp. 223–240 (p. 238).  
23 Wright, ‘A Family Document’, pp. 223–240 (p. 235–36).  
24 Wright, ‘A Family Document’, pp. 223–240 (p. 236).  



30 

doesn’t matter what the grandmother grows because she is of the country.’25 Gardens 

are present in all of Wright’s novels where, like trees, they often record Aboriginal 

history and hardships. In the banana plantation at the Mission in Plains, which is the 

site of Ivy’s repeated rape at the hands of Jipp, the murder of the Chinese man Pilot 

and Ivy’s mother’s suicide, a banana tree is planted at the head of every (new) grave. 

The bananas from the trees cause ‘a head-to-toe rash’ (32) on the children who are 

forced to eat them and so the consequences of colonialism are carried forward into 

future generations. Thus the land not only resists colonialism and Christianity but as 

Paula Anca Farca highlights, when these histories are ‘erased from official documents 

and historical accounts [...] they are integrated into the landscape’.26 Gardens also play 

an often overlooked aspect to the historical 1992 High Court ruling that overturned the 

legal fiction of terra nullius; ‘Under white law gardening constituted a recognized 

form of cultivation and ownership’27 and when Torres Strait Islanders proved they did 

in fact own and cultivate food gardens over the long term, it helped secure the ruling. 

A similar understanding was applied in New Zealand. Therefore, ‘in a paradoxical way 

a reinforcement (from one side) of a Eurocentric understanding of gardening and 

cultivation, of ownership and land usage [...] for once worked in the favour of 

indigenous colonised people’.28 This adds another dimension to great-grandfather Sam 

and Grandma Ah Kup’s interest in gardening and its presence through Wright’s 

literature.  

Reflecting on her grandmother’s life, Wright states, ‘[i]n a different time, and 

under different circumstances, I believe she could have achieved even more 

extraordinary things in the world than the wonderful huge family that I am very proud 

of.’29 Grandma Ah Kup was denied any kind of formal education and Wright has 

campaigned tirelessly to have her own novels placed on the Australian school 

curriculum (see Chapter 3.7). In C, Kevin Phantom is forced to read non-Indigenous, 

 
25 Susan K. Martin, ‘Writing a Native Garden? Environmental Language and Post-Mabo Literature in 

Australia’, Global Ecologies and the Environmental Humanities. Postcolonial Approaches (2015), pp. 

95–113 (pp. 99–100).  
26 Paula Anca Farca as cited by Katie Valenta, ‘Ambiguity in Alexis Wright’s Plains of Promise’, 

Journal of the European Association of Studies on Australia, 3:2 (2012), pp. 47–58 (p. 57).  
27 Martin, ‘Writing a Native Garden’, p. 103. 
28 Martin, ‘Writing a Native Garden?’, pp. 95-113 (p. 102).  
29 Efrosini Costa and Alexis Wright, ‘Q & A with Alexis Wright’ (Interview by Costa, Words by 

Wright), MINDFOOD, April 29, 2014, <https://www.mindfood.com/article/qa-with-alexis-wright/> 

[accessed 11 May 2020]. 

https://www.mindfood.com/article/qa-with-alexis-wright/


31 

declared national treasure novelist Tim Winton. Finding nothing in those novels he 

can relate to, he leaves school to work in the mine only to immediately and tragically 

have an accident that renders him a ‘mental retard’ (101). Wright might have made 

Kevin the ‘privilege writer-figure’30 who can explain his community to white 

readers/the world, but she refuses. Instead, like Wright’s grandmother, Kevin’s agency 

and autonomy are not denied. This is Wright’s contribution to decolonising Australian 

literature.  

1.3 Real-life Heroes and Wright’s Pre-fiction Career  

Growing up in the small remote town of Cloncurry in Queensland, the young Wright 

received only basic schooling. Her education really began when her ‘own people’ took 

her ‘under their wing as a young woman’.31 She was greatly influenced in her early 

career by elders such as L. Lanley, ‘a Waanyi leader of great gentleness and kindness, 

who was taken away from his traditional country [...] as a child. He died fighting for 

the rights of self-determination for his people’ and ‘the late F. Clay [...] who lived 

under the cruel laws of the Queensland Aborigines Protection Act. He also died 

fighting for the rights of Aboriginal people to be recognised in this country’.32 They 

also ‘helped [her] understand the reasons for pursuing a mainstream education [...] 

They said it was necessary to create power: to be useful, and to do useful work for our 

people, and that they trusted me.’33 Wright went on to 

spend many years working in our organisations and communities 

where we were researching global ideas to inform the visionary 

world of the enormous political battles we were undertaking and that 

were not part of the general thinking in mainstream politics in 

Australia.’34  

She believes the elders were ‘trying to train me to listen, to be patient, to open up 

my heart and mind, so that I might be able to think more deeply about the ancient 

 
30 Nicholas Birns, ‘The Notions of Permanence: Autochthony, Indigeneity, Locality in Alexis 

Wright’s Carpentaria in Lynda Ng, ‘An Abundance of Waste: Carpentaria’s Re-valuation of Excess’ 

in Ng (ed.) Indigenous Transnationalism (Sydney: Giramondo, 2018): pp. 51–71 (p. 67).  
31 Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’. 
32 Wright, ‘A Family Document’, pp. 223–240 (p. 224).  
33 Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’. 
34 Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’. 
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culture and land of our heritage, and to work creatively in all spheres of our world’.35 

Eventually, Wright attended tertiary education, obtaining qualifications in Social 

Studies, and in Media Studies and Creative Writing; she also has a PhD from Royal 

Melbourne Institute of Technology. She spent a number of years as a Distinguished 

Fellow in the Writing and Society Research Centre, University of Western Sydney. 

She held the Boisbouvier Chair in Australian Literature at the University of 

Melbourne, a fully-fledged professor 2017–2021.  

Although the first landing on the Australian continent was in 1606 at the western 

side of the Cape York Peninsula, bordering the Gulf of Carpentaria, it took a further 

hundred years before the ‘settlement’ of the remote Gulf of Carpentaria began in 

earnest.36 When it did, this vast and remote area was subject to colonial policies. The 

legacy for remote communities is ‘cultural dispossession, breakdown of community 

kinship systems and Aboriginal law, systemic racism and vilification, social and 

economic exclusion, entrenched poverty, problematic substance use, inherited grief 

and trauma, and loss of traditional roles and status.’37 Affected by these problems and 

especially by alcohol abuse, the Julalikari Council representing the Warumungu 

people of the remote town of Tennant Creek trusted Wright to tell the story of their 

ten-year campaign to reduce the amount of alcohol sold in their community. The result 

was Wright’s first book, Grog War (1997), a non-fiction book that draws on interviews 

with community members with supporting evidence from historical research, official 

government documentation and newspaper reportage. Importantly, it tells the story 

from the perspective of the Aboriginal community in an era of ‘stymying, consensus-

oriented politics’38 that silenced dissenting voices or misrepresented them.  

Geoff Rodoreda argues that Grog War, as well as being ‘about one Aboriginal 

community organisation’s resourcefulness and perseverance to overcome racism and 

white indifference [...] can also be read as an allegory for Indigenous campaigning 

across Australia in an ongoing struggle for community improvements at local level’.39 

 
35 Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’.   
36 Richard J. Martin, ‘Representing the Gulf: Issues of Place, Race and Identity in a Region of 
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37 Victoria State Government, Aboriginal Affairs Victoria 2008, 
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At this time, Aboriginal strategy was to ‘insist that the rest of Australia think twice 

before presenting their prejudicial views or ignorance so openly as it had been able to 

do up to the 1970s, in the long assimilationist era.’40 This was to change, however, and 

the national (mainstream) discourse became shaped by ‘strategies [...] that were to 

radically change and firmly control how Aboriginal stories would be heard in the 

future.’41 Wright was later to reflect, ‘[m]any years of hard work by Aboriginal people 

on cultivating highly credible leaders […] in a movement that had already changed 

much of its direction and focus from a national pan-Aboriginal movement to its 

traditional grassroots regional homelands amounted to nought.’42 At the same time, 

the campaigns for Aboriginal rights of self-determination and self-government that 

Wright’s mentors, Aboriginal community leaders and Wright herself had been 

engaged in for a number of years remained unacknowledged by successive Australian 

governments. Ultimately, these ‘wars we keep having’ not only proved a distraction 

from making progress in addressing socio-economic inequalities, but also took their 

toll on Wright’s state of mind.43 She had a ‘deep personal inner crisis’,44 and to console 

herself she turned to fiction and wrote her highly regarded debut novel, Plains. She 

states, ‘I write fiction partly because I feel that if I tried to write the real story, I would 

fail [...] like some people who [...] found it so difficult to write anything for Take Power 

[...] They were not able to find the words.’45 Take Power Like this Old Man Here 

(1998) is an anthology of stories and essays on twenty years of land rights in Central 

Australia edited by Alexis Wright.46  

 
40 Alexis Wright, ‘What Happens When You Tell Somebody Else’s Story’, Meanjin, 75:4 (Summer 
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1.4 The Power of Fiction  

A number of important socio-political events affecting the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities in Australia are taken up in Wright’s literary activism.47 Writing 

in ‘The Power and Purpose of Literature’, Wright explains:  

I felt fiction would allow me to create some kind of testament, not 

the actual truth, but a good portrayal of truth [...]. Literature gets to 

the very personal. It invites the reader to fully experience our stories 

– the living hell – in a way that is real.48  

In other words, what gets represented in narratives is a matter of selection, and who 

does the selecting is important. Noel Castree argues that ‘because any given 

representation is not simply (or usually) about itself – representations have the 

potential to affect the world by changing (or affirming) how we think and feel about 

it.’49 There can be no doubt that Wright’s non-fictional work is overtly political; she 

also, however, makes clear that any standard of proof as to whether a given 

representation is true or not depends on how and by whom these terms are used.  

Perhaps more than other countries, Australia’s history is full of fiction, the biggest 

fiction of all being the colonial idea of terra nullius, that is, the land belonged to no 

one. This provides the logic for another fiction, namely, that the Indigenous people 

encountered by Europeans were less than human, or that their race would die out, and 

if not, it would be bred out through assimilation. As Wright insists, ‘whoever tells the 

Aboriginal story basically tells the story of who they believe own [sic] the land – us, 

or them.’50 This remains an unresolved issue for Australia. Speaking about her novels, 

Wright states, ‘Land is, I suppose, one or even the central character. Most of the images 

and ideas relate to the land being alive and having important meaning’.51 Since her 

central concern is land, her fiction can be seen as a form of political ecology shaped 

by key historical and socio-political events. Her first novel, Plains, was given its title 

‘out of irony’ because the first explorers to the grasslands of the Gulf of Carpentaria 

described it as a ‘plains of promise’ for their cattle. Unfortunately, Aboriginal people 

 
47 Wright, ‘Politics of Writing’, pp. 10-20 (p. 13).  
48 Wright, ‘Politics of Writing’, pp. 10-20 (p. 13). 
49 Noel Castree, Making Sense of Nature (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), p. 48.  
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have ‘paid a high price for it [...]. This is a novel that [...] demonstrates not only 

different ideas about country and different ways of seeing country, as well it also tells 

what happened to people in the name of “plains of promise”’ 52  that became cattle 

stations. As narrated in Plains, ‘The history of these cattle stations was forged by 

Aboriginal men and women who lived in slavery, bound to the most uncivilised and 

cruellest people their world has ever known’ (133).  

1.5 Dispossession and the Stolen Generations  

Colonial policy in Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States involved 

forcibly removing Indigenous peoples from their lands and effectively incarcerating 

them in missions, reserves and stations. This is portrayed in Plains, which focuses on 

the lives of three generations of women and their psychological and sexual abuse at 

the St Dominic Mission in the Gulf of Carpentaria. A related policy was to have mixed-

race children fostered or adopted by white families, resulting in many who were never 

told of their true origins and were often passed off as white.53 This policy was based 

on ‘the initial idea [...] that these often isolated administrations would ease ‘the dying 

pillow’ – the expected extinction of Aboriginal people, those survivors from the 

Killing Times – and dispossession of land.’54 Theft of land, for Aboriginal people, is 

the same as theft of the ancient laws stories that are written into the land and which 

govern Aboriginal culture. This is discussed further in Chapter 3. The truth is, all 

Australian governments adopted these assimilationist policies ‘with the aim of totally 

transforming Aboriginal cultural consciousness – thought to be evil or witchcraft or 

sorcery’.55 Shockingly, the policy of removing children from their families – the Stolen 

Generations – only came to public attention in 1997 with the publication of the Human 

Rights and Equality Commission’s Report Bringing Them Home.56 Wright’s 
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grandmother escaped this fate, but had her great-uncles not been sent to China they 

may now be among the Stolen Generations. As it is, their fate in China is unknown.  

Even today, it is not uncommon for adults in mainstream society to discover they 

are either Stolen Generations or that their family simply kept Aboriginal ancestors a 

secret to avoid the endemic racism of Australian society. Like Mary in Plains, who 

only discovers her Aboriginal heritage when her adoptive parents die, many of these 

people find themselves mocked and ostracised when they go in search of their 

Aboriginality. In Wright’s own words, Plains ‘is about ostracization, the idea of being 

an outcast in a non-indigenous world but also an outcast in the community [...] and 

tries to find an explanation for it’.57 The explanation lies in dispossession. In Plains, it 

is the land and the natural world that responds to the severing of the link between 

people and country: ‘the land is haunted by whispering grasses, snakes and deathly 

crows [...]; its saltpans dry up and kill everything; storms destroy and terrify’.58 For 

example, when Ivy’s mother is so distraught at being separated from Ivy that she 

commits suicide, it is the weather that reacts in the form of an electrical storm; ‘lashing 

out with all its violence at the lowering of the coffin into the freshly dug hole’ (10), it 

forces Jipp to abandon the ceremony, and is thus a symbolic rejection of Christianity. 

However, Wright does not reject the possibility of symbiotic relationships between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous when the land and Aboriginal culture are respected. 

In Plains, Pilot Ah King, the ‘Chinaman’ (44), makes a choice – like Wright’s great-

grandfather Sam Ah Bow – to live in the Gulf of Carpentaria, marry an Aboriginal 

woman and integrate into Aboriginal customs.  He learns the local languages and 

expands his own knowledge of medicine through Aboriginal ways of knowing without 

losing his own identity. Sam Ah Bow’s father trained as a medical doctor in China, 

and Wright weaves autobiographical and historical facts into her fiction. Tragically, 

Pilot is murdered and found ‘hanging [...] among the thorns of the prickly pear tree’ 

on Boxing Day when it is ‘breathlessly hot by ten in the morning’ (132). Wright’s 

environmental discourse writes Pilot into the land, just as her Chinese ancestors are 

written into the land through Granny Ah Kup’s gardening skills. The appearance of 

‘black spirits, some still in mission dress, some without clothes, some clothed in grass 

or paperbark’ (140) at his burial implies an acceptance into the Aboriginal spiritual 
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community. In all three novels, the possibility of ‘understanding and communion 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures, but only with mutual respect and 

compromise’59 remains a possibility. In C, Norm and Elias share a deep friendship, 

though it is fractured by interference from ‘white’ Uptown, and in SB, Indigenous/non-

Indigenous friendships are more complicated. None of the meaningful friendships 

involve Aboriginal and ‘white’ Australians. 

Not only has the ‘long era of institutionalisation of Aboriginal people’60 proved a 

damaging and destructive assimilationist policy, but there has been insufficient 

redress.61 Unlike other settler colonies, the Howard government refused to issue a 

formal apology to the Stolen Generations and although this was forthcoming with a 

change of government, no compensation has ever been offered. Furthermore, 

continuing assimilationist policies by successive Australian governments have fed 

Aboriginal disillusionment with, and cynicism about, formal reconciliation processes. 

In light of this, Wright’s counternarratives resist further damage to Aboriginal culture 

and identity.  

Tracker (2017), Wright’s latest book and her first work of non-fiction since Grog 

War, is a collaborative biography of Tracker Tilmouth, described by Wright as an 

‘Eastern Arrernte visionary leader, resource developer and economist [...] who died far 

too young, at the age of 62 in 2015. He was a great thinker of place, and one of the 

finest political strategists of our times.’62 Wright and Tracker were colleagues and 

long-time friends through their work on Aboriginal rights with the Central Land 

Council and the Combined Aboriginal Nations of Central Australia (CANCA). 

Tracker was also one of the Stolen Generations, taken from his family aged four and 

sent 1,000 kilometres away with his two brothers to be ‘incarcerated in a Mission by 

state laws designed to destroy Aboriginal culture’.63 Tracker lived in the Mission for 
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ten years. Although their fates are very different, ‘these three little boys’ that Wright 

writes of in Tracker bring to mind the ‘[t]hree little boys’ from the Pricklebush who 

also happen to be ‘Bob Marley lookalikes’ and ‘were arrested and taken to a 

shimmering silver, green, gold and red tinsel-decorated jail.’ (C 299) The incongruity 

of this scene, associated with the feast of Christmas and cheap, man-made products 

with the childhood innocence and Aboriginality of the boys emphasises the injustice 

and cruelty of settler society. The three boys’ deaths in custody are among the most 

tragic and heartrending scenes in C. For Tracker, activism was ‘the only way to combat 

assimilationist and welfare-based policies of successive Australian governments’,64 

and his influence is evident in Wright’s political and literary activism which, like his, 

is aimed at resisting assimilationist policies and seeking Aboriginal sovereignty in the 

form of a treaty.  

1.6 Land Rights, Self-Determination and Native Title  

As Writer in Residence at Central Land Council (CLC) and as editor of the anthology 

Take Power, Wright and Tracker, then Director at CLC, travelled together between 

1977-1997 to collect the stories of the history of the struggle for land rights. Wright 

describes the members of the CLC as ‘the memory keepers of the ancient stories and 

song cycles for hundreds, if not thousands of years, of places all across the country’. 

Asking herself ‘How could I write like this?’65 seems to have ignited her search for the 

literary style that reflects an Aboriginal sovereignty of mind, by which she means a 

storytelling model that ‘incorporate[s] our ideas and sense of ourselves’.66 She 

develops this first with the award-winning C, repeats it in SB and again breaks with 

Western convention in Tracker, which is a collective rather than a (Western-style) 

conventional biography. Before arriving at the point of writing a full-length novel, 

however, Wright penned a number of important land rights-related documents in her 

work with Aboriginal groups. Having authored ‘Aboriginal Self Government’ for the 

1993 Northern Territory Constitutional Convention, Wright then co-authored 

CANCA’s 1998 submission to a House of Representatives Standing Committee in 
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response to the Northern Territory’s refusal to acknowledge Aboriginal rights to self-

determination and self-government.  

So concerned was CANCA that proposed changes would weaken the Aboriginal 

Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 and the CLC, they held three major forums, 

culminating in the August 1998 Kalkaringi Convention attended by over 800 

Aboriginal people. Coordinated by Mr Kumantjayi Zinram, the Convention issued 

what is known as the Kalkaringi Statement which, as well as setting out the concerns 

of the Aboriginal nations of Central Australia regarding proposed statehood in the 

Northern Territory, also lays down the principles of self-determination and self-

government, Aboriginal law, land rights, sacred sites, political participation, human 

rights, services and infrastructure, education, and justice. The Kalkaringi Statement 

was also necessary because the Mabo ruling of 1992 did not recognise traditional laws 

and customs, and therefore, sovereignty. As Tim Rowse argues, ‘[l]and rights were 

achieved despite the political and economic weakness of the Indigenous minority 

because no-one’s interests were threatened (though much political effort, at times, was 

put into making land rights seem threatening).’67 Those behind the Kalkaringi 

Statement wanted ‘to build a better future that was designed by their own people, with 

governing authority defined through Aboriginal law.’68 They were seeking proper and 

fair negotiations that would lead to ‘treaties and comprehensive agreements’ and put 

an end to Aboriginal people being ‘over-scrutinized and over-governed with inquiry 

after inquiry of our organisations and communities. [...] and mostly directed through 

public campaigns and media scrutiny to position government policy for Aboriginal 

people.’69 This is a theme taken up in SB.  

Henry Reynold’s finds the High Court’s failure to recognise sovereignty ‘lines 

Australia up with the international lawyers writing at the high noon of imperialism.’70 

As elaborated by Murri Ghillar, native title is a ‘massive sleight-of-hand trick to 

extinguish Aboriginal law’ because ‘[i]n every case we have to prove connection to 

our old Law at the first moment of British sovereignty over Australian soil. So we are 

 
67 Tim Rowse, ‘Property and personality in the Australian land rights debate’, as cited in Diana 

Perche, ‘Land Rich, Dirt Poor? Aboriginal land rights, policy failure and policy change from the 

colonial era to the Northern Territory Intervention’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of 

Sydney, 2016). p. 5.  
68 Alexis Wright, ‘Shaping the Future’, Mabo Lecture, Native Title Conference, Alice Springs, 3–5 

June 2013.  
69 Wright, ‘Shaping the Future’.  
70 Reynolds, Aboriginal Sovereignty, p. 13.  
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tricked into handing over our sovereignty at the very moment we declare it, by 

recognising theirs.’71 Wright, too, insists that Australian law remains ‘based on the idea 

that land theft and oppression did not happen’ and ties this to the fact that ‘it does not 

recognise the stories that were the realities of Aboriginal people’s lives, of being forced 

off their land, and [...] losing ongoing connection to it’.72 From an Aboriginal 

perspective, the greatest flaw with native title is that it operates from a very different 

understanding of land ownership than that traditionally held in Aboriginal thinking. In 

other words, there has been a failure on the part of white Australia to step outside its 

own knowledge systems in land rights’ negotiations. Despite the fact that ‘the whole 

country is now peppered with Native Title Claims, some determinations and land use 

agreements’, these claims are complex, lengthy and contentious.73 Additionally, native 

title legislation has never adequately settled the issue of pastoral leases and/or other 

rights – including rights to mineral wealth - that might coexist with native title. In a 

conflict of rights native title holders’ rights do not come first, and what’s more, 

Aboriginal people cannot live on those lands, which are ‘owned by a mining company 

and subleased to the previous owner, an absentee, overseas landlord.’74 Furthermore, 

native title ‘does not extend to the mineral wealth under the soil’,75 and this contributes 

to conflicts with government policies to promote resource extraction.76  The reality is 

that since John Howard’s government came to power (1996–2007), any gains through 

Mabo and native title have been eroded.  

1.7 The Extractive Industries, Capitalism and Climate Change  

Most of Australia’s mineral wealth is to be found in remote areas covering 31 per cent 

of the continent's landmass. Around 60 percent of mines are close to Indigenous 

communities who make up the majority of residents in remote areas but constitute only 

 
71 Murri Ghillar as quoted in Yunkaporta, Sand talk, p. 244. 
72 Wright, ‘What Happens’.  
73 Wright, ‘Shaping the Future’. 
74 Wright, ‘Breaking Taboos’. 
75 Kate Rigby, Dancing with Disaster: Environmental Histories, Narratives, and Ethics in Perilous 

Times (Charlottesville, VA: Virginia UP, 2015), p. 155. 
76 For example, in the 1996 Wik Peoples v The State of Queensland & Ors case, the High Court held 

that native title rights could coexist on land held by pastoral leaseholders. 
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12 percent of the Indigenous-identifying population.77 Since the 1960s they have 

acquired most of the land through land rights or Native title legislation. Native title 

law mandates corporate social responsibility and has led to an era of ‘agreement 

making’.78 It was a hope with this, and with the formal adoption of major international 

instruments Indigenous peoples’ right to ‘control, co-manage and benefit from the 

development of resources on their lands would be taken seriously.79 In 2019 the 

Queensland government extinguished native title over 1,385 hectares of Wangan and 

Jagalingou country, granting Adani Power freehold title.80 Controversially, the 

government is backing the Adani Group to mine coal with an AU$4.4bn in subsidies.81 

The Minerals Council of Australia regularly promotes mining as key to the Australia’s 

economic future.82  Mining is a global industry in which Australian companies are 

active as investors and explorers at home and abroad.83  

The expansion of mining into traditional land in Queensland was enabled by the 

promotion and financing of the liberalisation of the extractive sectors  - coal, oil, gas 

and timber - of national economies by international institutions and regional 

development banks.84 As part of the liberalisation regime, public-private partnerships 

were encouraged as a means to eradicate poverty, promote sustainable development 

and to protect the environment.85 As a result, the mining industries now work in close 

 
77 All data from Timothy Neale and Eve Vincent, ‘Mining, indigeneity, alterity: or, mining Indigenous 

alterity?’, Cultural Studies, 31:2-3 (2017), pp. 417-439 

<439http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09502386.2017.1303435>[accessed 30 September 2022]. 
78 Neale and Vincent, ‘Mining, indigeneity, alterity’, p.430. 
79 Anthony Kung, Sarah Holcombe, Joel Hamago, and Deanna Kemp, ‘Indigenous co-ownership of 

mining projects: a preliminary framework for the critical examination of equity participation’, Journal 

of Energy & Natural Resources Law,  40:4 (2022), pp. 413-435 (p.413) < 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02646811.2022.2029184> [accessed 20 October 2022]. 
80 Ben Doherty, ‘Queensland extinguishes native title over Indigenous land’, The Guardian 31 August 

2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/aug/31/queensland-extinguishes-native-title-over-

indigenous-land-to-make-way-for-adani-coalmine> [accessed 1 September 2020]. 
81 Ben Smee, ‘Adani mine would be “unviable” without $4.4bn in subsidies, report finds’, The 

Guardian, 29 August 2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/aug/29/adani-mine-

would-be-unviable-without -44bn-in-subsidies-report-finds> [accessed 31 August 2020].  
82 See There’s More to Australian Mining, https://minerals.org.au/wp-

content/uploads/2023/01/Advantage-Australia.pdf[accessed 15 October 2022]. 
83 Australian Government, Working With Indigenous Communities Leading Practice Sustainable 

Development Program for the Mining Industry, (Canberra: September 2016), ‘Foreword’. 
84 Suzana Sawyer & Edmund Terence Gomex (eds), The politics of resource extraction : indigenous 

peoples, multinational corporations, and the state, (Palgrave Macmillan, UN Research Institute for 

Social Development, 2012), p.1. 
85 Suzana Sawyer and Edmund Terence Gomez, The politics of resource extraction : indigenous 

peoples, multinational corporations, and the state, (Palgrave Macmillan, UN Research Institute for 

Social Development, 2012), p.1. 
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alliance with the state to promote the Closing the Gap policy.86 In 1999, when Century 

Zinc began operations in the Gulf of Carpentaria it was one of the world’s largest open-

cut zinc mines. The Carpentaria Land Council Aboriginal Corporation (CLCAC) 

opposed the mine pipeline and Wright joined the native title groups at sit-ins protesting 

environmental concerns, among other things. Wright explains: ‘The dispute with the 

Century Mine [...] was one of the first big tests of whether we had meaningful control 

over our Country following the Mabo decision in 1993.’87 In ‘On Writing 

Carpentaria’, Wright reflects that a ‘seed for writing the novel’ lay in the deterioration 

of relationships that had resulted from the ‘so called native title negotiations’ with the 

Century Zinc mine. Global resource extraction brings inter and intra-community 

tensions to the fictional town of Desperance: ‘Some were called Uptown niggers to 

their face. Others were saying they wanted the mining company to give the country 

back. Others were opposed to having any mines on their sacred country. Full stop.’ 

(376) Character Will Phantom cautioned the community ‘not [to] underestimate those 

innocent friendly meetings where the mine representatives claimed not to know what 

was required from Native title claims’ (376). However, others, like Joseph Midnight 

could be manipulated into an ‘extortion racket with the government’ (51), lodging 

native title only to grant those rights to the Gurfurrit Mine. Parodied by Wright, 

Midnight receives ‘a thousand dollars’, a house he never lived in, and the right to 

‘shoot the vacuum cleaners, all of the Hoovers and Electroluxes – all the feral pigs’. 

The arrival of mining also divides families: brothers Donny and Iso work for the mine 

and end up in the hunting party for their brother Will who sabotages the pipeline and 

is estranged from his father Norm as a result. Ultimately, despite the tensions within 

and between families they remain connected through culture – Midnight gives Will a 

secret songline to help in his search for Hope.  

In the novel, as in real life, the Pricklebush community’s socio-economic situation 

improves little when the mine arrives.88 As a consequence of the negative impacts of 

 
86 Since 2005 Australian governments have had in place policies aimed specifically at ‘Closing the 

Gap’ between the health and life-expectancy outcomes of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. 

It is intended to achieve greater equality for Indigenous people in terms of health and life expectancy 

within 25 years. 
87 ‘Telling the Story of the Gulf’, Other Worlds: Forms of World Literature, ABC radio, Awaye 

<http://www.formsofworldliterature.com/telling-the-story-of-the-gulf/> [accessed 1 September 2020]. 
88 Marcia Langton and Odette Mazel, ‘Poverty in the Midst of Plenty: Aboriginal People, the 

“Resource Curse” and Australia’s Mining Boom’, Journal of Energy & Natural Resources Law, 26:1 

(2008), pp. 31–65. 
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the extractive industries on Indigenous communities worldwide the UN, other 

multilateral agencies, multinational mining companies, and national governments 

began to espouse the need to create platforms and introduce charters and legislation to 

protect the rights and wellbeing of Indigenous peoples. Nonetheless, a change in 

attitudes towards Indigenous communities can be seen in the promotional material of 

various industry associations, mining companies and government bodies.89 They now 

espouse the importance of Indigenous communities as partners, respect for Indigenous 

cultures, promoters of diversity and inclusion, and so on. However, a recent study 

found that less than 10 percent of mining companies in Australia publicly state their 

positions on engagement, land rights, and the preservation of sites of cultural 

significance.90 Rio Tinto’s destruction of the sacred Juukan Gorgel heritage site, 

criticised by Wright in ‘In Times Like These’91, and BHPs possible damage to ancient 

Banjima rock shelters also in the Pilbara, Western Australia, in 2021 indicate serious 

failures in processes designed to respect Indigenous culture.92 It is claimed a hundred 

sacred sites are at risk of being destroyed by mining corporations.93 Wright recalls that 

in negotiations with Century Zinc, not only were the indigenous leaders ‘not seen as 

equals’ but the process also ‘forced people to choose between the intangibles of a 

future in a hostile environment that was at best patronising, and at worse, dominating, 

 
89 See websites of Minerals Council of Australia, Australia Aluminium Council) and multinational 

corporations Rio Tinto., also Australian Government, Working With Indigenous Communities Leading 

Practice Sustainable Development Program for the Mining Industry, (Canberra: September 2016), 
90  Gabriella Marchant,’Less than 10 per cent of mining companies in Australia mention Aboriginal 

engagement, study finds’  ABC News, <[https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-12-02/less-than-10-pc-

mining-companies-mention-aboriginal-policy/12939142]> [accessed 18 October 2022] 
91 Alexis Wright, ‘In Times Like These’. In May 2020 Rio Tinto blew up the sacred Juukan Gorge 
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access higher volumes of higher grade ore worth £75 million and was in negotiation with the PKKP 

Lands Council to protect the caves at the time. Initially claims of ignorance of the caves’ significance, 

they were proven wrong and later apologised, not for the destruction but for the distress caused. 
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92 Mining People International, ‘What's the impact of mining on Indigenous communities?’, 19 May 
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sites/>[accessed 1 January 2021]. 
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threatening, devious and cruel’.94 Major changes in the legal, policy and institutional 

context of mine development on Aboriginal land were already underway when Ciaran 

O’Faircheallaigh concluded that on the whole these structures and systems remain 

hostile to Aboriginal interests.95 

 Nonetheless, mining has brought some positive outcomes. Encouraged by skills-

shortages and the need to improve the human resources pool employment 

opportunities for Indigenous people have increased – from ‘in the hundreds in 1990 to 

almost four percent of the mining workforce in 2020.96 Female participation in the 

sector has been encouraged for the same reasons. Joni Permenter’s  research finds the 

introduction of large-scale mining adversely affects women in Indigenous 

communities to a greater extent than men.97 This is common around the world, and for 

largely the same reason - women are excluded from negotiations concerning benefits 

from mining. There are some positive outcomes for women including increased access 

to education and travel, benefits accrued via improvements in infrastructure, such as 

roads and transport, and benefits from being employed.98 However, Parmenter’s 

findings indicate that while all female employees in mining face difficulties related to 

male chauvinism and sexism, for indigenous women this is compounded due to racism 

as well as additional familial and cultural responsibilities.99 Overall, in terms of 

Indigenous people co-managing and controlling the resources on their land the 

situation is ‘more ambiguous, problematic, and contingent’ than any benefits to date 

suggest.100  

While negotiated agreements are now an oft-used mechanism for governing 

the relationship between mining companies and Indigenous communities, an equity-

stake in industrial-scale projects on traditional land is not. The Juukan Gorge (see 

Footnote 97) incident refocused attention on Indigenous control over mining projects 

and their land-based activities. Anthony Kung et al, explain that co-management does 

 
94 Wright, ‘On Writing’, pp. 217– 234 (p. 231). 
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100 Sawyer and Gomex (eds), The Politics of Resource Extraction’  p.2. 



45 

not imply co-ownership because in the world of corporate finance and the world 

outside it terminology differs. In mining, Indigenous participation refers ‘at least to 

financial benefits, employment, agreement-making, and meaningful engagement in 

decisions – and can extend to wider explorations of Indigenous peoples’ rights, values, 

knowledge, and aspirations for sustainable development.’101 In the UN Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, on the other hand, ‘participation’ is ‘deeply 

connected to internationally recognised rights of self-determination’.102 And for 

Indigenous people ‘‘equity’ also implies a moral dimension, including fairness and 

justice, and may be interpreted against a continuing history of settlement, injustice, 

colonial dispossession, trauma and structural disadvantage.’103 This may help explain 

some of the complexity of the ‘forced proximity’104 between remote communities and 

mining interests. 

Australian Aboriginal peoples were mining ochre and stones long before the 

arrival of the First Fleet. Today, Indigenous people have a number of aims when they 

seek co-ownership:  ‘economic development, a sense of ownership over a project, and 

control of project decisions (in particular relating to employment and procurement, 

and impacts to environment, community and cultural heritage)’.105 However, based on 

evidence from Canada, PNG, South Africa, the US and New Zealand, Kung et al 

question whether co-ownership is the way to achieve these goals.106 While detailed 

information on ownership of mines and mining services companies in the modern 

period is difficult to find (and not the subject of Kung et al’s study), considering the 

size of the sector and its dominance by foreign ownership (90 percent in 2022),107  it 

is difficult to imagine Aboriginal ownership to be significant. There have, however, 

been some notable advances in Aboriginal ownership of late.108 It also sees Indigenous 
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people - willingly or reluctantly - complicit in the industries driving global warming. 

Fossil fuels contribute over 75 per cent of the global greenhouse gas emissions and 

almost 90 per cent of all the carbon dioxide emissions that drive global warming.109 

After coal, oil and gas the other three big sources of emissions are transport, 

manufacturing, construction and agriculture. ‘Finding ways to decarbonise these 

activities - and some other smaller emitters such as waste and land use - is vital if we 

are to avoid runaway climate change’.110  While Indigenous engagement in mining 

muddies the ‘Science-Commodity Colonialism against Indigenous-Gift 

Decolonisation’ binary it does not negate the ‘actual Indigenous reality’ which is ‘a 

shared world of unevenly distributed problems’: dysfunctional family and community 

relations, poor health and other problems associated with poverty and deprivation. 

These realities and ‘the workings of the contradictory moral and political economies 

of difference within which Indigenous lives become ensnared’111 are represented in C 

from an Indigenous perspective.  

The 1980s and 1990s saw coalitions of Indigenous and white environmental 

movements that succeeded in changing resource management in Australia.112 Ken 

McQueen argues that during this period ‘many in the community viewed mining at 

worst as a form of ‘rape and pillage’ of the land to at best as a necessary evil or dark 

activity tolerable if it was in remote, unseen regions’.113  He suggests that attitudes to 

mining now more ambivalent. While it seems that these coalitions have come under 

pressure in recent times - ‘within ‘Green’ (about capitalism itself, about the weight to 

be given to Indigenous ‘sovereignty’), and many possible social and ideological gaps 

between ways of living ‘Black’ and ‘Green’ identities114  – others argue resistance to 
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Aboriginal cultural approaches to resource management continues to come from 

governmental authorities.115 When asked why it is important to study the history of 

mining, a common response is ‘because of the environmental movement and necessity 

to understand the historical and continuing impact of mining on the Earth’s surface’116 

The USA and Australia are among the highest emitters per person in the world117 but 

the remote communities of Australia’s outback, like Indigenous communities 

everywhere, surely contribute least. In their relationship with global and state mining 

interests, Indigenous people have not yet achieved the level of self-determination 

promised by hard won legal and other reforms. Yet, it is Indigenous environmental 

movements – often led by women – that are fighting on the frontlines to save the planet 

- for everyone. reforms. Few will escape the impacts of a warming world and in 

Wright’s analysis: 

The environment is on the side of the weakest people in seeking new 

understanding, and it will not be long before this dialogue insists on 

the willingness of all people to assert difference and equality in 

terms of world harmony.118 

In the 1990s, cultural change and environmental change were shown to be 

interlinked processes involving complex feedback and response systems. This helped 

challenge ‘decades of racist views of indigenous peoples as little more than animals, 

their presence an obstacle to development’119 However, this has not prevented clashes 

between the transglobal conservationist movements and the worldwide movement of 

Indigenous peoples to protect nature and preserve biodiversity. This tension is 

explained by ‘conflicting views of nature, radically different definitions of 
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116 Warren Alexander Dym, ‘On Mining History’, Earth Sciences History 31:2 (2012), pp. 315–335 

(p.315).  
117 Sissons, ‘Where Do Carbon Emissions Come From? 31 October 2021]. 
118 Wright, ‘A Question of Fear’, pp. 231–253 (pp. 245–248). 
119 Emily T. Yeh and Joe Bryan, ‘Indigeneity’, in The Routledge Handbook of Political Ecology 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), p.531-534, (p.532, p.531-534). ILO’s Convention 169 on Rights of 
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environment which the peoples concerned occupy or use.’, p.533. It includes Indigenous peoples’ 
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Commission on Human Rights endorsed it. At the time Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the 

United States voted against it, but have since reversed their position. 
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“wilderness” and profound misunderstandings of one another’s science and culture,’120 

Writers, activists, and activist writers such as Wright can act as intermediaries of sorts  

 Although the fight against the Century Zinc Mine was ultimately unsuccessful, 

the campaign brought Wright into contact with Murrandoo Yanner, ‘one of my 

countrymen and a very strong leader’.121 In person, her fondness for Yanner and his 

ideals is obvious. A man of action, like C’s own eco-warrior and anti-mining activist, 

Will Phantom, it was Yanner who led the campaign against government plans to 

circumvent the Native Title Act in order to establish the Century Zinc Mine. He 

continues as a director of CLCAC, which represents nine Traditional Owner Groups 

and aims to achieve ‘sustainable indigenous economic development in the lower Gulf 

region where our people are self determined and empowered to take control of our 

country, our culture and our future.’122 Yanner was instrumental in establishing 

Yagurli Tours. Owned and operated by the Gangalidda and Garawa Peoples, it offers 

stargazing tours of the claypans, the colonialists’ ‘plains of promise’ that Wright 

reclaims in C. The ‘lost seafarer Elias Smith, enters and leaves Desperance across the 

claypans and is the only character to be accepted by both the white settlers and the 

Pricklebush community, the former because they convince themselves he is just like 

them, and the latter largely because they see him as an amalgam of all the world’s 

cultures. Ultimately, the settlers reject Elias while among the Aboriginal community, 

the ‘story about Elias Smith [...] was later put alongside the Dreamtime by the keepers 

of the Law to explain what happened once upon a time with those dry claypans’ (53). 

Thus, accepted into the culture, Elias is also written into the landscape.  

Wright dedicates C to Yanner and Clarence Waldon, a ‘senior Gangalidda man 

and gifted oral storytelling leader’, describing them as ‘the inspiration [she] needed’ 

for writing the novel. Therefore, the novel provides ‘a space where Indigenous heroes 

are celebrated’. The characters Normal Phantom, Angel Phantom and Mozzie Fishman 

are all heroes in whom we can find traces of people like Clarence Waldon, Tracker 

Tilmouth and many of the people Wright collected stories from while researching and 

 
120 Mark Dowie, ‘Clash of cultures: The conflict between conservation and indigenous people in wild 

landscapes’, The Guardian, 3 June 2009 

<https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/jun/03/yosemite-conservation-indigenous-

people>[accessed 6 June 2021]. 
121 Wright and Zable, ‘The future of swans’.  
122 CLAC, Economic Development. See <http://www.clcac.com.au/economic-development> 

[accessed 1 September 2020]. 
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writing Take Power and Grog War. It would be a mistake to overplay the mimesis of 

Wright’s characters to particular individuals. Nevertheless, myths rely on heroes as 

models for life and Will Phantom, a modern-day eco-warrior comes closest to what 

Western tradition might understand as a tragic hero. Will challenges stereotypes of 

who and what Aboriginal people are and what they are capable of: ‘Will was never 

going to be the picture of anyone’s stereotypical black rebel, guerrilla, activist, stirrer’ 

(353). Will is both a thinker and a man of action. He reflects on and analyses his own 

past as well as events that happen in his community. He recruits others into the land 

rights movement, sabotages hundreds of kilometres of pipeline, then outwits the 

authorities for two years during which he joins Mozzie Fishman’s convoy of votaries 

tracing the ancestral tracks or ‘songlines’ that follow the routes made by the creator 

beings during the Dreaming.  

Having married Hope, his father’s and Mozzie’s arch-rival Joseph Midnight’s 

granddaughter, Will is also a point of connection between different aspects of 

Aboriginality. Joseph’s traditional knowledge of the landscape helps Will when he sets 

off in search of Hope and their son, Bala. Old Joseph Midnight ‘remembered a 

ceremony he had never performed in his life before, and now, to his utter astonishment, 

he passed it on to Will’ who memorises ‘the directions to the safe place in his 

[Midnight’s] far-off country’ which Joseph relates in a ‘blow-by-blow description 

sung in song’ (360). Will survives a destructive cyclone and two years living on an 

island of rubbish because he can read the warnings from the spirits and the weather. It 

is clear he is totally of the environment and landscape and at one with it: ‘It was time 

to find some shelter. He knew if the rainstorm set in, there would likely be a flash flood 

through the area’ (164). Will is involved in a cat-and-mouse chase with the mining 

security guards that involves the capture and murder of Hope, carried out on orders 

that ‘come all the way from New York, from the very top of a skyscraper to Graham 

standing in a muddy lagoon surrounded by a cloud of flies’ (426). The contrast between 

Will, Graham and the New York executive’s physical environments and geographic 

locations could not be starker, and casts light on the power international companies 

have in today’s globalised economy.123  

 
123 In Northern Ireland, at the periphery of Europe, and historically one of the most socio-

economically deprived areas of the UK, the Greencastle community in the Sperrin Mountains, a 

Designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is resisting Canadian gold mining company 

Dalradian. Local law enforcement and politicians support the opening of a mine. All over Ireland, the 
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The reach of the global into the local is not lost on remote communities as 

Mozzie’s declares ‘Now even we, any old uneducated buggers, are talking globally’ 

(392). Like modern armies global conglomerates can reach into a remote spot on the 

planet and cause destruction without leaving their offices. Modern communications 

and machines are needed to do so: the helicopter – involved in Hope’s murder and 

Will’s capture is match for the power of nature because it is the weather that is central 

to Will’s release and the eventual destruction of the Gurfurrit Mine and the town of 

Desperance. Ultimately, the reader does not learn of Will’s fate, leaving the survival 

of Aboriginal culture and the knowledge of the environment encoded in theh landscape 

and stories. Oral stories are retold anew with every telling and C is both hopeful and 

regenerative.   

1.8 Climate Change and an Aboriginal Land Ethic of Care  

From his base in Mungibi (Burketown), a remote town of 300 people, Murrandoo 

Yanner’s Yagurli tour operation uses local knowledge of the claypans and natural 

environment to provide cultural interpretation of the universe in accordance with the 

phases of the moon. Indigenous astronomers such as Duane Hamacher and 

astrophysicists such as Krystal De Napoli are now proving that Aboriginal stories 

contain important scientific observations of the universe, much older than, but just as 

accurate as, those made by Western science.124 Writing recently in The New York 

Times about terrible bushfires that devastated Australia, Wright informed readers that 

Yanner ‘leads the Jigija Indigenous Fire Training Program, which educates 

pastoralists, volunteer firefighters, Indigenous rangers and the mining industry on how 

to fight fire with fire – as our ancestors did.’125 Wright urges Australian governments 

to value the knowledge of Aboriginal people who have been caretakers of the continent 

 
extractive industries are battling local communities. As well as a shared experience of colonialism, 

such local communities in the Global North now have first-hand experience of what Indigenous 

communities across the world have been dealing with in their efforts to protect lands they consider 

sacred. 
124 Duane W. Hamacher, ‘Observations of Red-Giant Variable Stars by Aboriginal Australians’, The 

Australian Journal of Anthropology, 29 (2018), pp. 89–107; Duane W. Hamacher and Kirsten Banks, 

‘The Planets in Australian Aboriginal Tradition’, Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Planetary 

Science, Preprint (June 2018). 
125 Alexis Wright, ‘Want to Stop Australia’s Fires? Listen to Aboriginal People’, The New York Times, 

Opinion, 15 January 2020 <https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/15/opinion/australia-fires-aboriginal-

people.html> [accessed July 2020].  
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continuously for around 65,000 years.126 Furthermore, in her recent essay, ‘Thinking 

about Climate Change Fiction’, Wright reminds readers that Aboriginal people are 

‘imbued with the world of the ancestral stories, and their power is in us, and this makes 

us part of the land in a reciprocal relationship of responsibility and care.’127 Since the 

natural world embodies the ancestral spiritual world as well as Aboriginal history, 

changes to the landscape brought about by extreme weather events, mining or 

deforestation do more than destroy the landscape and alter the local topography and 

environment, they also obliterate the memories encoded therein and damage the 

connection Aboriginal people have to their lands and their identity.  

The scientific evidence on the role industrialisation and fossil fuels play in 

creating global warming and the extreme weather events experienced in recent years 

is now undisputed. The scientific evidence also shows ‘species, wild populations, local 

varieties and breeds of domesticated plants and animals are shrinking, deteriorating or 

vanishing. The essential, interconnected web of life on Earth is getting smaller and 

increasingly frayed’.128 Furthermore, science suggests that the global health pandemic 

affecting the planet since early 2020 can be linked directly to the human relationship 

to the natural world. In fact, Aboriginal communities in Northern Australia have 

observed habitat, flora and fauna loss for some time; this is now confirmed in studies 

collated and published by the National Climate Change Adaptation Research 

Facility.129 During her research for SB, Wright discovered that swans have been 

displaced from their traditional habitats in Australia. This is not the result of changing 

weather patterns alone: 

Over many years there had been human interference along rivers 

feeding into the sea [...] which ended up with silt and salt everywhere 

and other environmental damage. And so the swans just moved. We 

 
126 Patrick Nunn, The Edge of Memory: Ancient Stories, Oral Tradition and the Post-Glacial World 

(London: Bloomsbury, 2018).  
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128 United Nations Sustainable Development blog, May 2019 

<https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report /> 

[accessed 30 April 2021].  
129 AECOM (Jennifer Cane, Laura Cacho, Nicolas Dircks and Peter Steele), ‘Supporting evidence-

based adaptation decision-making in the Northern Territory: A synthesis of climate change adaptation 

research’ <https://nccarf.edu.au/supporting-evidence-based-adaptation-decision-making-northern-

territorysynthesis-climate/> [accessed 4 May 2021].  
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had taken them out of their habitat through environmental damage 

that has been mostly man-made.130  

Rob Nixon uses the term ‘slow violence’ to describe man-made events such as 

toxic drift, oil spills and war that have less obvious dramatic environmental 

consequences than extreme weather events. Resource extraction can also be 

considered environmentally violent and, as represented in C, it has economic, political 

and social consequences, tying Desperance to the global economy: ‘damaged roads 

hacked to pieces by road transports carrying heavy machinery and grinding their way 

up to the mine, then loaded returning to the coast hauling the country away to pour 

into ships destined for overseas refineries’ (C 103).  

Respected commentators and scholars in the social sciences, such as Naomi Klein, 

expose the ways in which neoliberalism, including global resource extraction, are 

primary causes of the current climate crises.131 Neoliberalism’s roots lie in 

colonialism, and therefore climate change is another form of colonialism. Indeed, the 

consequences of climate change and biodiversity loss are felt most by those countries 

and individuals who not only contribute least to the causes but who are also least able 

to cope with the consequences.132 When SB’s Oblivia is taken from the climate-

ravished and polluted swamp to be married at the lavish wedding reception in the city, 

she finds the guests’ ‘sense of humanity enticing. Warren’s guests had learnt about 

poverty from not being poor themselves, in places where you did not hear the screams 

and yelling of help’ (SB 226). The reality is that the impacts of climate change are felt 

unevenly across and within national borders. The fact that Indigenous Australians 

suffer the worst socio-economic indicators as well as carry the greatest global 

warming-related burden compared to non-Indigenous Australians is a profoundly 

political issue, and one that cannot be separated from the Aboriginal connection to 

land. For Aboriginal people, traditional country has a very different meaning than it 

does under Australian law: 

Country is not only a common noun but also a proper noun. People 

talk about country the same way they would talk about a person [...] 

 
130 Wright and Zable, ‘The future of swans’.  
131 Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. The Climate (New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 2014). 
132 Department of Economic and Social Affairs, The World Economic and Social Survey 2016: 

Climate Change Resilience—an Opportunity for Reducing Inequalities, (New York: United Nations, 

2016).  
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Country is not a generalized or undifferentiated type of place [...] 

Rather, country is a living entity with a yesterday, today and 

tomorrow, with a consciousness, and a will toward life.133  

Therefore, climate change adds to ‘the ongoing struggles to retain cultural 

spirituality and meaning in [Indigenous] lives. We deeply feel for any loss of our 

ancient knowledge, loss of habitat, and the old knowledge people who could sing “the 

thunder songs,” to “keep the bad weather away”.’134 This suggests that Indigenous 

peoples – not only those in Australia – feel the disruptive impacts of a changing climate 

and damage to the landscape and environment more deeply, perhaps, than many non-

Indigenous people.  

Today it is easy to forget the reluctance to take global warming seriously even five 

years ago. In 2017, Donald Trump’s administration announced the USA’s withdrawal 

from the Paris Climate Accord and eased rules and regulations in favour of climate 

polluters and fossil fuel extraction. One of President Biden’s first acts on being sworn 

in in January 2021 was to rejoin the Accord. As far back as 2002–2003, Wright was 

voicing her concern about global warming, revealing she had already decided to write 

a futuristic global climate change novel. She states, ‘I thought the whole world had to 

be collectively asking, what was the fate of the world? If our governments were in 

denial about climate change, and would not accept what the science was telling us 

about global warming.’135 That novel was to become SB, and although the environment 

is ever present in C, in this, her second novel, it is front and centre. In this novel the 

Earth itself is a character: ‘Mother Nature? Hah! […] People on the road called her the 

Mother Catastrophe of flood, fire, drought and blizzard’ (6).  

As well as being concerned with the consequences of a warming world, SB is set 

against the background of two important policies affecting Aboriginal people: the 2005 

‘Closing the Gap’ initiative, and the federal government’s military intervention into 

remote Northern Territory Aboriginal communities in 2007. Both these initiatives can 

be tied to the issue of land and continuing attempts to assimilate and integrate 

Indigenous people into mainstream society. The Northern Territory Emergency 

Response, commonly referred to as the Intervention, was prompted by the publication 

 
133 Deborah Bird Rose, Nourishing Terrains: Australian Aboriginal Views of Landscape and 

Wilderness (Canberra: Australian Heritage Commission, 1996), p. 7.  
134 Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’.  
135 Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’. 
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of the Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarle ‘Little Children are Sacred’ report in June 

2007.136 The report investigated allegations of sexual abuse in remote Aboriginal 

communities, accusations later proven to be untrue.137 However, as Diane Perche 

demonstrates, the Intervention and amendments to the Aboriginal Land Rights 

(Northern Territory) Act 1976 in 2006 and 2007 are better understood as part of a 

much longer policy trajectory, reaching back to ‘invasion and settlement’ and forward 

to the ‘wind[ing] back’ of land rights.138 Designed and implemented without 

consultation with the communities involved in SB, Wright portrays the Intervention as 

still in place a hundred years from now and the narrator asks:  

What were unwanted people? Well! They were little people who 

can’t fight a big thing like the Army in charge of all the Aboriginal 

children – little pets owned by the Mothers of Government who 

claimed to love them more than their own ‘inhumane’ families. 

Disgraceful business? So inter-racially intolerant Australia was still 

the same old, same old. (50)  

The Howard government’s modus operandi was to work with ‘powerful 

conservative media supporters’ to conduct ‘an extremely nasty and hostile storytelling 

war’139 that created a negative national discourse around Aboriginal people. This was 

achieved through ‘the erratic and selective use of expert knowledge of Aboriginal 

people and their economic, social, spiritual and political relationship with the land, and 

the persistent triumph of settler ideology over Aboriginal interests in land policy.’140 

Ranked second in the world in 2019 in terms of median wealth per adult head of 

population, Australia’s Indigenous population, which makes up roughly only three per 

cent of the population, experiences socio-economic indicators closer to the poor in the 

Global South.141 In light of this, Wright argues that ‘[a]nyone ought to have been able 

 
136 Northern Territory Government, Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarle ‘Little children are sacred’: 
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140 Perche, ‘Land Rich, Dirt Poor?’, abstract. 
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to see what the difficulties were for any resource-deprived third-world people, and that 

it is hard to compete against the power of the majority.’142  

The Closing the Gap policy, aimed at improving the life chances and outcomes 

for Indigenous Australians, was like the 1990s’ Reconciliation policy, something that 

was done to rather than with Aboriginal people. It is parodied in SB: ‘These were times 

past for kicking Aboriginal people around the head with more and more interventionist 

policies that were charmingly called, Closing the Gap. But so what?’ (49). The 

National Agreement on Closing the Gap, July 2020, reported ‘entrenched 

disadvantage, political exclusion, intergenerational trauma and ongoing institutional 

racism’143 as causes of the gap. Latest official data indicate that only four of the 

seventeen targets for Closing the Gap are likely to be met and gaps in rates of adult 

imprisonment, out of home care, child development and deaths by suicide are 

worsening.144 Wright aims to take back control of who tells the Aboriginal story, and 

SB forewarns of a bleak future for Indigenous peoples if Intervention initiatives remain 

in place – which they will until at least 2022. As climate change brings more frequent 

and intense extreme weather events Aboriginal communities can expect to continue to 

be over-represented in terms of impact and under-resourced in terms of response.145 

The uneven effects of global warming further dissolve the boundaries between the 

local and the global, leaving the relatively powerless remote communities wide open 

to the vagaries of a world over which they have little control. Equally, SB is ‘a novel 

that imagines an apocalyptic future and shows how Aboriginal people are tied through 

globalization to the inequalities and suffering experienced by millions of others across 

the planet.’146 Not only swans but people are increasingly displaced by slow violence 

and global warming as the movement of refugees in many parts of the world illustrates. 

Australian governments have a poor record in relation to the arrival and acceptance of 
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climate refugees, a fact that Wright finds unacceptable. However, Wright also foresees 

that unless climate change is addressed, the consequences of global warming threaten 

the survival of Aboriginal culture in the same way that colonial dispossession and its 

legacy does. As Wright states: 

In the Aboriginal world, we know the apocalyptic realities of two 

and a half centuries of continual invasion, an invasion informed by 

the Enlightenment project of colonization, which has been driving 

the major environmental disasters of the Anthropocene and the 

harmful realities of globalization.147  

Presciently, in this time of a global pandemic, SB opens with ‘Upstairs in my brain, 

there lives this kind of cut snake virus in its doll’s house’ (1). Recently, Wright wrote, 

‘I could not foresee the global pandemic emergency taking place now, or how this 

would link all of humanity in a global tragedy and an urgent worldwide fight for our 

survival, but I was drawn to write [in SB] about our struggle in the worst conditions.’148 

In spite of the experience with colonisation, neocolonialism and now climate change, 

Wright issues the following reminder:  

we have survived tens of thousands of years on this continent 

through the strength of our resilience, the strength of our 

responsibility, and just as importantly, the strength of our desire to 

live. [...] and we understand that our resilience is intrinsically linked 

with the stories that tell of the ongoing, regenerative cycles of the 

world in which we live.149 

Those stories connect Aboriginal people to their traditional country and Oblivia’s 

‘long and difficult psychological and physical journey through the apocalyptic, broken 

world of the novel’150 can be read as an analogy of the journey Wright envisages for 

Aboriginal people and culture if not enough is done to address global warming. ‘How 

far will we go to survive?’ Wright asks, and the answer comes back ‘the novel 

answered my question’. Like Oblivia who, despite being driven almost insane by the 

terrible things that happen to her, succeeds in making her way back to her traditional 

country while protecting her swan, so Aboriginal culture will survive. By keeping alive 

the stories containing knowledge about the landscape and ecology, and the laws that 

 
147 Wright, ‘The Inward Migration’. 
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149 Wright, ‘The Inward Migration’.   
150 Wright, ‘The Inward Migration’.   



57 

the Aboriginal caretakers follow to sustain the human, natural and more-than-human 

worlds that share this planet, Aboriginal culture can contribute to living better in a 

climate-changed world. 

1.9 Identity, Belonging and a Shared Future 

All Wright’s novels to date are set in her traditional country, the Gulf of Carpentaria: 

‘This is where I believe I belong and the place that I know best; it is the place that I 

carry in my heart’.151 Although the definition of Aboriginality has a long and fractious 

history in Australia and a number of classification systems have been used since the 

Invasion’,152 Wright identifies and is recognised as a member of the Waanyi Nation. 

She neither hides nor denies her mixed heritage: ‘I think that I come from very creative 

people through my Waanyi, Chinese, and possibly, Irish ancestry.’153 So while 

culturally and politically she speaks as an Indigenous Australian, she also speaks as 

someone who has both Aboriginal and white-settler heritage and who is willing to see 

a future that takes account of both – provided it is one of mutual respect and 

recognition. This allows her to privilege Aboriginality through her rhetoric and fiction 

but also to draw on both traditions in shaping her thought and inquiry:  

Writing through the lens of my own cultural background, I know the 

antiquity of roots grown here are fundamental to this land. I have 

also thought about the replanting of old roots formed elsewhere, and 

about those who see themselves as being rootless, being severed 

from ancient memories, illiterate and immune to the deeply thought-

through ancient story, and belonging only to the present time, or to 

the future.154  

Therefore, it can be said that her Aboriginal cosmopolitanism and her mixed 

heritage shape Wright’s interest in other people, places and ways of knowing. As she 

states, ‘I am interested in our relationship to others and how to assimilate some of the 

vast fields of knowledge I am exposed to, to the extent of my ability and purpose as a 

writer’.155 The publisher of C and SB, Professor Ivor Indyk, considers Wright to be 
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‘one of the widest and most accomplished readers he has ever met’; for her, reading 

‘feeds her mind and soul’ but furthermore, he sees in her reading practice ‘an 

archetypal literary writer [...] whose immersion in the form is unapologetic and 

complete.’156 Wright herself declares that in reading books we ‘lift ourselves into the 

embrace of the world’.157 The kinds of texts she read in her early career include those 

related to ‘political issues, governance, human rights, social relationships, racism’.158 

Some were white activists, such as Lorna Lippman who was a member of the 

Aborigines Advancement League (AAL) in Melbourne and who in 1964 became 

convenor of the Legislative Reform Committee of the Federal Council for the 

Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (FCAATSI). Among others 

Wright specifically mentions Big Bill Neidjie (1913–2002) and Kevin Gilbert (1933–

1993). Big Bill Neidjie was an Aboriginal storyteller whose Story About Feeling 

(1969) articulates an Aboriginal environmental philosophy grounded in feeling and 

written in response to his observation of the increasingly exploitative and unequal 

consumption of the Earth’s resources. Kevin Gilbert, a man of mixed Irish/English and 

Kamilaroi/Wiradjuri heritage, poorly educated and having spent fourteen years in 

prison for the murder of his first wife, went on to become recognised as a leading 

literary and political figure of the 1970s and 1980s. These are ‘among dozens of other 

writings’ she has read ‘over the 1970s through to the present time, like constitutional 

issues, issues of racism – you name it, I have probably read it.’159 Outside of these 

early influences, Wright’s essays readily acknowledge and cite the work of other 

writers, poets and artists that influence or interest her. Initially, Wright sought out non-

Australian writers because she ‘could not find the words [she] was searching for in 

Australian literature’.160 In a 2002 paper, she specifically cites the influence of: ‘Keri 

Hulme the Maori writer, [...] Fuentes, Marquez, Eduardo Galeano, [...] Pablo Neruda, 

[...] Octavio Paz, Salman Rushdie [...]. Irish writers, African writers, Gunter Grass [...]. 

Holocaust writer Elie Wiesel, Black American writers [...] Ralph Ellington [...], James 

Baldwin [...], Richard Wright, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, Amos Oz, the Israeli 

 
156 Sandra R. Philipps, ‘Re/presenting Readings of the Indigenous Literary Terrain’ (unpublished 

doctoral thesis, University of Queensland 2012), p. 107.  
157 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose’. 
158 Philipps, ‘Re/presenting Readings’, p. 106. 
159 Wright, ‘Politics of Writing’, pp. 10–20 (p. 11). 
160 Wright, ‘Politics of Writing’, pp. 10–20 (pp. 11–12).  
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writer, [...] Frantz Fanon’.161 Chapters Three and Four of this thesis identify other 

writers she has reiterated and those new to her reading practice. Interestingly, Lynda 

Ng asserts that C ‘bypasses the standard national Australian framework, to reposition 

Aboriginal experiences and identity within global coordinates’ and this is a ‘well-

considered and strategic means of asserting the propriety of Aboriginal culture within 

Australia’.162 Wright could not know that her novel would earn both national and 

international success, putting it in the category of world literature. The journey of 

Wright’s work, from the author’s pen to the readers’ hands, is the subject of the next 

chapter. 

1.10 Conclusion  

The history and culture of Wright’s Waanyi people and that of the Gangalidda, Garawa 

and other of the nine language groups whose traditional lands and water are located in 

the Gulf of Carpentaria, are written in the topography of this remote area covering 

parts of Queensland and the Northern Territories of north Central Australia. As an 

Aboriginal person, Wright’s relationship to place is central to being in the world and 

this connection is maintained through stories – those that come from Grandma Ah Kup 

and all the ancestors that went before her. She says that her grandmother ‘knew how 

to explain the natural world in terms of traditional knowledge [...] Grandma collapsed 

history and assimilated the remote Dreamtime into the present in order to explain her 

attachment to country’.163 When writing C, Wright’s personal challenge was ‘to 

develop a literature more suited to the powerful, ancient cultural landscape of this 

country. It is a journey of imagining our own unique perspective, one that belongs 

here’.164 Not many of today’s award-winning literary fiction writers so readily 

acknowledge that their grandmothers helped them to ‘know how to build an internal 

world of visualisation and exploration, and perhaps the endurance for holding on to a 

vision, [...] and which [...] helped [...] to create a novel such as SB.’165 Granny Ah Kup 

can be thanked for fuelling that flame of imagination.  

 
161 Wright, ‘Politics of Writing’, pp. 10–20 (pp. 11–12). 
162 Lynda Ng (ed.), ‘Introduction’, Indigenous Transnationalism (Sydney: Giramondo, 2018), p. 6. 
163 Wright, ‘A Family Document’, pp. 223-240 (p. 239).  
164 Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’. 
165 Wright, ‘A journey’. 
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Similarly, credit must go to the elders of her region for nurturing the seed that 

established her determination to fight for justice and rights for her people. The positive 

influences of women and men such as Tilmouth, Yanner and Kumantjayi Zimran are 

always acknowledged by Wright both as comrades in the battles for equality and 

justice for Australia’s Indigenous people, as well for the inspiration they provide for 

her creativity. The influence and inspiration for Wright’s literature also extends 

beyond important political and legal Indigenous activists and leaders to people like the 

eponymous old men of Take Power who are the ‘master geographers and revered 

ceremonial leaders [...] who carried thousands of site names in their head – each with 

a sacred song, a Dreaming and sacred history which they knew in the map they carried 

in their mind of their traditional country.’166 Men like Mozzie Fishman in C who can 

point to his head and tell Will Phantom, ‘Inside here is the whole history of your 

government. I can tell you if everything is correct, right back to when time began, 

before Adam and Eve’ (410), or Joseph Midnight whose song can describe in detail, 

‘where the sea was alive, waves were alive, currents alive, even the clouds’ (360).  

Wright has stated on more than one occasion that she wanted to capture the knowledge 

of these old men in C. She argues that stories are important because they ‘have created 

the map of who we are, our laws, and what we are made of. If we lose this [...] then 

we will simply lose our identity and relationship to country.’167 However, Wright’s 

privileging of an Aboriginal worldview is not an attempt at creating binary oppositions 

between white Western cultures and Indigenous cultures. Rather, ‘it is the power and 

the purpose of literature to be able to tell your own stories’.168 For too long those stories 

have been written by others but Aboriginal writers are finally finding their voice 

through books. However, it is a power beyond the individual author alone to get those 

stories into print and into the hands of readers.  

 

 

 
166 Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature’. 
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Chapter Two 

Wright’s Textual Production in a Challenging 

Publishing Environment 

2.1 Introduction 

Alexis Wright’s debut novel, Plains, was published. when Australian publishing was 

still a relatively newly independent industry, having emerged from the control of 

‘Mother England’ only in the mid twentieth century. However, emerging independent 

publishing houses such as McPhee Gribble allowed no space for Indigenous writers 

within this new mainstream publishing context. As Sandra Philipps argues, ‘[t]he 

social status of the nation’s Indigenous peoples ensured the nation’s collective literary 

voice was not yet polyvocally-inclusive of Indigenous forms and stories’.1 While this 

has changed to a large extent, the Indigenous writer’s journey from conception of their 

idea through the hands of a publishing house and into the hands of readers is one that 

differs from that of the non-Indigenous writer because it involves complex issues about 

cultural value and prestige. It is also a matter of Indigenous cultural and literary 

expression, Aboriginal cosmologies and issues of authenticity, identity and whiteness, 

authorial agency, and literary reception.  

This chapter aims to offer insights into how Wright’s authorship challenges 

notions of value and difference, and agency and reception in a system that rests on the 

legacy of colonialism. It draws on both a book history approach and on Itamar Even-

Zohar’s Polysystem Theory (PST) which begins from the understanding that literature 

is not ‘an isolated activity in society, regulated by laws exclusively (and inherently) 

different from all the rest of human activities, but as an integral […] factor among the 

latter’.2 PST helps expose the way in which political and cultural systems interact to 

influence and shape textual production. Also, it allows for an examination of how texts 

with subjects of an Aboriginal worldview and experience are mediated and negotiated 

within the wider literary system to produce ‘new kinds of knowledges and new kinds 

 
1 Sandra R. Phillips, ‘Re/presenting Readings of the Indigenous Literary Terrain’ (unpublished 

doctoral thesis, University of Queensland, 2012), p. 135. 
2 Itamar Even-Zohar, ‘Polysystem Theory’, Poetics Today, 11:1 (1990), pp.9-26 (p. 2). 
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of readers’.3 Although book history is arguably the most favoured approach in 

Australian literary studies, Per Henningsgaard provides convincing evidence to show 

it ‘an odd beast that does not quite meet expectations formed by practice and 

terminology in other parts of the world’.4 This is discussed further in Chapter 3 but for 

now it suffices to say that of the six areas book history studies - authorship, 

bookselling, printing, publishing, distribution, and reading –Australia scholarship has 

centred on only publishing history and the history of reading. The focus on publishing 

history is helpful in so far as Wright’s publishing history reveals much about the nature 

of race relations in Australia.  

This chapter adds to book history by investigating Wright’s authorship in the 

context of developments in wider literary system. and refuses this approach’s 

transnational potential is exposed. Wright’s authorship shows that she links global 

warming as a shared concern for Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, and for 

populations across the globe. Aboriginal literature ‘as well as the way it is read, is 

intimately related to Indigenous efforts to achieve cultural autonomy and calls for 

recognition of difference and shared humanity and agency’.5  In giving attention her 

authorship and to the distribution of her work exposes the way that book history in 

Australia ‘keeps things grounded in the national than almost any other form of 

contextualised criticism’6 rather than exploiting its potential to be transnational. 

Chapter three focuses a more critical eye on readership.   

2.2 A Changing Literary System and the Emergence of Life-

writing 

Almost non-existent up to the mid 1970s, growth in the publication of Aboriginal 

literature can be accounted for by a wide range of factors. The evidence points to a 

correlation between socio-economic developments and the rise of Aboriginal 

 
3 Maggie Nolan, ‘“It’s all Migloo Crap to Me”: Identity Politics in Contemporary Indigenous Writing 

in Queensland’, Queensland Review, 12:1 (2005), pp. 37–46 (p. 37). 
4 Per Henningsgaard, ‘Emerging from the Rubble of Postcolonial Studies’, Ilha do Desterro 69:2 

(2016), pp. 117-126 (p.122). 
5 Nolan, ‘It’s all Migloo Crap to Me’, pp. 37–46 (p. 37). 
6 Henningsgaard, ‘Emerging from the Rubble’, p. 124. 
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publications.7 International efforts relating to social and political rights of formerly 

colonised peoples influenced the far-reaching reforms introduced by Gough Whitlam’s 

Labour government (1972–1975). There was also a commitment to legislate for 

Indigenous land rights and the ending of the White Australia policy that favoured 

immigrants from Europe, especially those from the United Kingdom. Arts Council 

funding was doubled and the arts elevated to the national discussion about what it 

meant to be Australian.8 In publishing, benefits from changes to copyright and foreign 

rights to Australian works were also beginning to have an impact on independent 

Australian publishing, which had until then been tied to the colonial homeland.9 The 

Aboriginal Studies Press, established in the 1960s and publishing mostly study texts, 

fed into a growing ‘academic investment in the historiography of Aboriginal 

experience’.10 The establishment of the Institute of Aboriginal Development Press 

(IAD Press) in the 1970s was a direct attempt to ‘counter erasure of cultural 

difference’.11  

This period protectionist period of ‘cultural nationalist funding for Australian 

literature and publishing’ from the late 1960s through to the bi-centennial in 1988 is 

considered the ‘golden age’ of Australian publishing, and its demise is often attributed 

to ‘globalisation, consolidation and economic rationalisation’.12 However, 

protectionist reforms tended to benefit mainstream ‘white’ authors who were 

sanctioned by the institutions that promoted the official culture of Australia as a new 

land, peopled by independent (white) settlers. Furthermore, Katherine Bode feels its 

 
7 Katherine Bode, ‘Publishing and Australian Literature Crisis, Decline or Transformation?’, Cultural 

Studies Review, 16:2 (2010), pp.24-48 (29-30); Oliver Haag, ‘From the margins to the mainstream: 

towards a history of published Indigenous Australian autobiographies and biographies’, in Indigenous 

Biography and Autobiography, eds Peter Read, Frances Peters-Little, and Anna Haebich (Canberra: 

ANU Press, 2008), pp. 5–24 (9); Louise Poland, ‘An Enduring Record: Aboriginal Publishing in 

Australia 1988–1998’, Australian Studies, 16:2 (2001), 83–110 (86). 
8 BBC News, ‘Gough Whitlam: Five ways he changed Australia’, 21 October 2014 

<https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-australia-29699576> [accessed 2 March 2019]. 
9 Deborah Jordan, ‘Emerging Black Writing and the University of Queensland Press’, in Resourceful 

Reading: The New Empiricism, eResearch and Australian Literary Culture, eds Robert Dixon and 

Katherine Bode (Sydney: Sydney UP, 2010), pp. 156–175 (p. 157). 
10 Poland, ‘An Enduring Record’, pp. 83–110 (p. 86). 
11 Poland, ‘An Enduring Record’, p. 87. 
12 Katherine Bode, ‘Publishing and Australian Literature Crisis, Decline or Transformation?’, Cultural 

Studies Review, 16:2 (2010), 24–48 <http://epress.lib.uts.edu.au/journals/index.php/csrj/index> 

[accessed 17 May 2021] (p. 24). 
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contribution to the publication of Australian literature is overstated, at least in relation 

to novels.13   

The bi-centennial in 1988 is perhaps the most significant socio-political event to 

impact Australian publishing and proved a break-through decade for Aboriginal 

authors. On the one hand it saw ‘an increase in visible Indigenous resistance’ to the bi-

centennial celebrations, especially through the realisation of Indigenous women’s 

political power,14 and on the other it generated ‘demand for Indigenous stories which 

publishers were eager to meet.’15 It can also be argued that a growing space created 

for Aboriginal stories during the previous decade was coming to fruition reinforced by 

the success of the television series Women of the Sun.16 The 1980s also saw a turning 

point for the development of Aboriginal literature with the emergence of the 

autobiographical novel as a central genre. The wider circulation of Aboriginal writers’ 

stories leads Deborah Jordan to suggests the period was transformational and led to a 

‘major paradigm shift [...] in white literary thinking recognising that Australia, the 

“land”, was neither new nor strange’.17  It is generally accepted that Glenys Ward’s 

Wandering Girl (1987), published by Magabala Books (established through a bi-

centennial grant),18 and Sally Morgan’s My Place (1987) published by the non-

Indigenous Freemantle Arts Centre and then University of Queensland Press (UQP), 

brought to prominence the power of Aboriginal autobiography. Most Indigenous 

autobiographies continue to be published by Magabala Books and Aboriginal Studies 

Press (ASP), with significant contributions from UQP.19  

Bode’s analysis of Australian publishing indicates the continued growth of 

edited and authored biography and autobiography titles from 1860, with an 

acceleration of growth from the end of the 1990s.20 At the same time, growth in 

publication of novels and poetry has fallen, suggesting ‘the emergence of a new 

 
13 Bode, ‘Publishing and Australian Literature’, pp. 35-36; 39. 
14 Poland, ‘An Enduring Record’, p. 86. 
15 Haag, ‘From the margins to the mainstream’, pp. 5–24 (p. 9). 
16 Minter and Wheeler, ‘The Indigenous Australian Novel’, pp. 284–299 (p. 289).  The television 

series , written by Aboriginal author Hyllus Maris and Austrian-born Sonia Borg, was published as a 

novel in 1985. 
17 Jordan, ‘Emerging Black Writing’, pp. 156–175 (p. 157). 
18 Poland, ‘An Enduring Record’, p. 87. 
19 Haag, ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream’, p. 10. 
20 Bode, ‘Publishing and Australian Literature’, p. 36. 
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horizon of reading (and publishing)’ among Australians.21 Since autobiography and 

biography are favoured by first-time writers , and as this genre is increasingly popular 

with Australian readers this might be expected.22 Aboriginal autobiography has now 

also secured its place in overseas markets.23 Louise Poland argues Aboriginal 

autobiography and biography is a favoured genre because ‘Aboriginal writers are also 

highly motivated by an understanding of ‘telling’ as an act of self-discovery of healing, 

by a commitment to recording history for future generations, and by a need for others 

to understand their personal and cultural experience.24 Oliver Haag explains ‘they rest 

upon a distinctively oral background as well as a wealth of inter-generational story-

telling networks. Their presentation is often dialogic rather than purely retrospective, 

taking the form of direct speech. They are often communal instead of entirely 

individual’.25 Indigenous autobiography is certainly fundamentally different to 

conventional literary definitions of the genre. 

For the same reasons as Haag, Aileen Moreton-Robinson prefers the term life 

writing and life ‘herstories’, adding that ‘the Indigenous autobiographical self’ is also 

‘connected to others through spirituality and/or place’.26  While male authors 

dominated prior to 1988, women dominate by 64 per cent, at least up to 2004. It is 

difficult to draw rigorous conclusions for the gender imbalance, and other than 

Spinifex Press none of  the feminist presses have published Indigenous 

autobiographies.27 Rather, Indigenous women’s life writings serve, in Moreton-

Robinson’s view, to ‘unmask the complicity of white women in gendered racial 

oppression’, and as resistance to the ‘dominant subject position’ in which Indigenous 

women have been placed, they are ‘profoundly political acts’.28 Indigenous 

auto/biography is also a profoundly painful act expressed in Natalie Harkin’s 

description of excavating family archives as ‘maps that haunt’ and reveal ‘a brutal 

 
21 Bode, ‘Publishing and Australian Literature’, pp. 35-36, 39. 
22 Poland, ‘An Enduring Record’, p. 100. 
23 Haag, ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream’, p. 5. 
24 Poland, ‘An Enduring Record’, p. 100. 
25 Haag,  ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream’, p. 6. 
26 Aileen Moreton-Robinson cited in Haag, ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream’, p. 11. 
27 Haag, ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream’, p. 11. 
28 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up To The White Woman: Indigenous Women and Feminism, 

(St. Lucia: UQP, Anniversary edition, 2020), p. xxiii. 
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surveillance at the hand of the State’.29  Wright has spoken of the need to safeguard 

her family history and of the pain of things that cannot be spoken of in public.30 Her 

essay, ‘A Family Document’31 does offer autobiographical information. 

2.3 Wright’s Fiction  

It is interesting then that Wright chooses genre fiction as her primary means of creative 

expression and resistance to the dominance of white culture, and at a time when 

publication of novels was in decline.32 It is also notable that while early editions of her 

first book, Grog War (1997) – a non-fictional work with two fictionalised vignettes - 

seem to deliberately avoid any association with life-writing by downplaying the role 

of the author this has changed in subsequent editions as Wright’s reputation has grown. 

Furthermore, it is suggested that by leaving Wright’s heritage unacknowledged in the 

peritext, the book gives non-Indigenous readers an insight into Aboriginal life and 

culture but at the same time ‘frustrates [their] desire to hear “authentic” tales of the 

“other”’.33 This points to a conscious choice to avoid the binaries associated with the 

focus on cultural difference discussed in section 1.7. Henningsgaard suggests this is 

the reason Indigenous life-writing has received a great deal of scholarly attention.34 It 

is also perhaps why it is arguably one of the most fiercely criticised Australian 

genres.35   

The lack of consensus as to genre classification reflects the differences between 

Indigenous life writing and conventional autobiography highlighted in section 2.2, 36 

Some critics go further than Moreton-Robinson, cited above, and dismiss it as 

inauthentic because it ‘reproduces European genres and modes of self-knowledge that 

feed into the production of assimilated Indigenous identities to appease white 

 
29 Natalie Harkin, ‘The Poetics of (Re)Mapping Archives: Memory in the Blood’, JASAL, 14.3 (2014), 

pp.1-14 (p.4)  
30 Wright, ‘Breaking Taboos’ 
31 Alexis Wright, ‘A Family Document’ 
32 Bode, p. 36 
33 Henningsgaard, ‘Alexis Wright’s Publishing History’, p. 110. 
34 Henningsgaard, ‘Alexis Wright’s Publishing History’, p. 109. 
35 Haag, ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream’, p. 6. 
36 Haag, ‘From the Margins to the Mainstream’, p.11, identifies the following: autobiography, 

autobiographical narrative, life history, life story, life writing, testimony, history, Indigenous history, 

oral history, auto-ethnography, and novel. 
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audiences’.37 In ‘as-told-to’ life stories and biographies (common from the late 1980s) 

the Indigenous narrator is often the object of study rather than the subject. Editorial 

intervention, and in particular the use of non-Indigenous editors to edit Indigenous 

authors’ work, especially life-writing, has been a source of tension since the 1950s. 38  

Although ASP recently issued a Style Guide for Authors and Editors,39 and the 

Australia Council for the Arts has also issued Protocols for Producing Indigenous 

Writing,40 how faithfully these are followed by non-Indigenous writers is open to 

question. There are other particularities of editing Indigenous authors, such as higher 

costs because of the additional ethical considerations involved. This, in turn, may 

influence publishers’ decisions to accept or reject Indigenous manuscripts. In a white-

dominated literary system, too often the focus is on what non-Indigenous people can 

or should be allowed to know and do, rather than on how white practices and ways of 

knowing can accommodate Indigenous ways of being. Therefore, despite important 

changes in the past five decades the literary system is not a level playing field for non-

Indigenous writers. 

When Wright came to look for a publisher for her first novel, Plains, she would 

have been aware of the tensions associated with non-Indigenous editorial 

interventions. In having Sandra R. Philipps, the first Indigenous editor employed at 

UQP and among the first to be employed in the Australian publishing industry, she 

was spared an editor who worked ‘not only to fit European narrative and generic 

expectations but also to soften the grimmer aspects of white power’.41 There can be no 

doubting that, like other Indigenous writers, Wright has experienced the dominance of 

cultural difference.  At the Tasmanian Writers Festival in 1998 she felt forced to state:  

Getting on and getting by — these words were used to describe the 

subject matter and mood of an anthology [...], which contained two 

of my short stories. But neither of my stories was about, as described 

 
37 Nolan, ‘It’s all Migloo Crap to Me’, pp. 37–46 (p. 39). 
38 For example, editors altered Kevin Gilbert’s poetry End of Dream-Time (1971) without his 

permission, and in 1989, Aboriginal leader, activist and unionist from the 1920s Joe McGinness had 

the title of his memoir, Struggle Against Colonial Oppression (1989) changed by UQP, even though it 

was being printed in the Black Australian Writers series. It was printed in 1991 as My Fight for 

Aboriginal Rights.  
39 Aboriginal Studies Press, ‘Style Guide for Authors and Editors’, AIATSIS Aboriginal Studies Press 

2021. 
40 Australia Council for the Arts previously issued Protocols for Producing Indigenous Writing (Surry 

Hills: Australia Council for the Arts, 2007, repr. 2011). 
41 Nolan, ‘It’s all Migloo Crap to Me’, pp. 37–46 (p. 39). 
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in the preface, ‘celebrating and expressing a hearty optimism’. What 

I know of our struggle gives me no cause for celebration or hearty 

optimism.42 

With her reputation secured, when it came to writing Tracker (2017), rather 

than a ‘mainstream Western style biography’,43  produced a collective memoir using 

‘a storytelling model that incorporate[s] our ideas and sense of ourselves.’44 This is an 

assertion of Aboriginal ‘sovereign thinking’ and employs the Aboriginal storytelling 

principle of consensus decision-making, which allows everyone to contribute their part 

of the story in a non-hierarchical way. It reflects the changes possible within literary 

systems. 

 

2.4 Authenticity, Identity Politics, and Wright’s Challenge to 

White Privilege 

Since the 1970s the Indigenous population in Australia has been growing in numbers 

more than can be accounted for by a rise in birth rate or migration. A similar 

phenomenon is observed in Canada and the United States. One recent manifestation of 

this phenomenon involves people raised to identify as white but who discover later in 

life that they have mixed ancestry with which they seek to connect and/or identify. 

Elizabeth Watt and Emma Kowal claim that because of Australia’s history of the 

Stolen Generations those who came to self-identify as Indigenous were welcomed by 

both Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities.45 As the number of what 

 
42 Alexis Wright, ‘”Breaking Taboos”’ Alexis Wright at the Tasmanian Readers’ and Writers’ 

Festival, September 1998, AHR, 11(September 1998) 

<http://australianhumanitiesreview.org/1998/09/01/breaking-taboos/> [accessed 31 December 2019]. 
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in Across Country: Stories from Aboriginal Australia (Sydney: ABC Books, 1998), edited by Kerry 

Davies. 
43 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library and a Self-Governing Literature’, SRB, 28 June 2019 

<https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/> 

[accessed 1 August 2019]. 
44 Alex Gerrans, ‘Tracker by Alexis Wright review – a weighty portrait of a complex man’, The 

Guardian, 28 November 2017, section Review 

<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/nov/29/tracker-by-alexis-wright-review-a-weighty-

portrait-of-a-complex-man> [accessed 9 February 2018]. 
45 Elizabeth Watt and Emma Kowal, ‘To be or not to be Indigenous? Understanding the rise of 

Australia’s Indigenous population since 1971’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 42:16 (2019), pp. 63–82, (p. 
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researchers term New Identifiers has grown exponentially, this consensus has 

unravelled and ‘highly sensitive intra-Indigenous debates’ have come to attention. 46 

In fact, Wright had already started to address such debates in Plains through the 

character of Mary, before they gathered their current intensity.  

Other terms now used for those who decide to self-identify as Indigenous 

include the more derogatory sounding ‘box-tickers’ and ‘race-shifters’ reflecting the 

wider public discourse that Watt and Kowal characterise as being ‘confined to dry 

demographic analyses on the one hand, and provocative conservative commentary on 

the other.’47 They find that ‘sociological research is more concerned with politically 

defending identification changes than sociologically analyzing them’48 and claim they 

are the first to investigate the  motivations of New Identifiers (some who identify 

publicly as having Indigenous ancestry and others who do not). Their findings reveal 

that ‘White identities have lost appeal relative to Indigenous identities because of 

wider awareness of colonial injustice, an increased emphasis on autochthony, and the 

rise of environmentalism and holistic spiritualism’.49 In C Wright pokes fun at New 

Age spiritualism, and as in all her novels addresses identity in ways that reflect the 

changing academic and public discourses on the relationship between ‘culture, biology 

and identity’.50 Authenticity and identity in the Australian context has touched the 

publishing industry in high profile and important ways since the 1980s.  

 One of the best-known cases in which an author’s Aboriginality has been 

questioned is that of Mudrooroo. He is usually described as an ‘Indigenous poet, 

novelist, essayist, playwright, and academic of the generation that created Aboriginal 

literature and an Aboriginal rights movement in Australia.’51 In 1996, his elder sister, 

who had been living as a white woman, denounced him as a ‘racial fraud and found 

that one ancestral line led back five generations to a Black American’.52 As a result of 

the claims, Mudrooroo lost his job and publisher and left Australia, staying away for 

 
46 Watt and Kowal, ‘To be or not to be Indigenous’, p. 65. 
47 Watt and Kowal, ‘To be or not to be Indigenous’, p. 64; p. 76; see also, Peter O’Brien, ‘Black Like 

Them’, Quadrant Online, 7 July 2021<https://quadrant.org.au/opinion/bennelong-

papers/2021/07/black-like-them/>. 
48 Watt and Kowal, ‘To be or not to be Indigenous’, p. 64. 
49 Watt and Kowal, ‘To be or not to be Indigenous’, p. 66. 
50 Watt and Kowal, ‘To be or not to be Indigenous’, p. 68. 
51 Paul Sprickard, ‘Mudrooroo, Aboriginal writer of many identities’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 43:3, 

pp. 433–435 (p. 434). 
52 Sprickard, ‘Mudrooroo’, pp. 433–435 (p. 434). 
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eleven years. Interestingly, these accusations came shortly after Mudrooroo derided 

Sally Morgan’s best-selling My Place, about the search for her Aboriginal roots, as 

inauthentic and a betrayal of Aboriginal sensibilities.53 Mudrooroo returned to 

Australia in 2011 and died in 2019 having published one more book, Balga Boy 

Jackson (2017). 

More recently, Professor Bruce Pascoe, who discovered his Aboriginal heritage 

later in life, was accused by Indigenous business woman and lawyer Josephine 

Cashman of having benefitted financially from government grants, university 

appointments and literary prizes by fraudulently claiming to be Aboriginal. The claims 

came shortly after the publication of Pascoe’s commercially successful, award-

winning book Dark Emu (2015). Pascoe contests colonial accounts of Aboriginal 

people in Australia as sedentary, citing evidence of agricultural, engineering and 

building construction before colonisation. When interviewed, Pascoe responded that 

‘some people are so fixated with Aboriginal incapacity that any thought of a 

sophisticated Aboriginal civilisation undermines the validity of the colony itself.’54 

However, Pascoe, like the young writer Tara June Winch, winner of the 2020 Miles 

Franklin Award for The Yield (2019), has been criticised not for re-affirming an 

Indigenous ‘Other’ but for creating a past Aboriginal society that says to the white 

reader, ‘Look, they were just like you’.55 On the contrary, Wright acknowledges 

Pascoe as ‘a Bunurong man of the Kulin Nation’ and praises Dark Emu for being a 

‘ground-breaking work’ that ‘re-writes colonial history to demonstrate that Aboriginal 

people have always cultivated this land. A fact that historians had perhaps 

conveniently overlooked in order to support the lie that the country was terra 

nullius’.56 Wright’s empathy may owe something to her interest, explored in Plains, 

of what it means to be an outcast and stigmatised in your own society. 
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The roots of problems with identification and authentication lie in colonial 

dispossession and dispersion and its legacy of assimilation. In 1991, the historian John 

McCorquodale reported a total of sixty-seven classifications, descriptions, or 

definitions to determine who is an Aboriginal person.57 The Federal government 

administers a three-part definition of Aboriginality that requires ancestry, self-

identification and community recognition. Arguably, this enables mainstream 

Australian society to impose colour of skin and looks as a mark of legitimate 

Indigenous identity, as parodied by Wright in SB: ‘In those brown stubbled faces [of 

Warren’s bodyguards], each wore the fine chiselled lines of what was commonly 

termed by neo-colonists who study race, as nice inter-racial breeding’ (135). 

Additionally, in order to access grants, university courses, social welfare assistance, 

schools programmes and employment, a confirmation of Aboriginality is usually 

required; even then, hurdles in the application process are not uncommon.58 Actually, 

self-identification is an accepted Aboriginal position and is also the position taken by 

the United Nations, which, despite years of heated debate, has not adopted an official 

definition of ‘indigenous’.59 

Identity is addressed in all of Wright’s novels as something to be explored, 

recovered and reinforced but also something that is a lived experience. Wright’s 

contemporary, Melissa Lucashenko, identifies the attributes of present-day 

Aboriginality as being ‘reverence for country, efforts to restore stolen language and 

precious traditions, adherence to Aboriginal social values’.60 Therefore, we might view 

identities as a ‘process of becoming rather than being; not “who we are” or “where we 

came from” so much as what we might become, how we have been represented and 
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how that bears on how we might represent ourselves’.61 Importantly, by accepting a 

person’s right to self-identify as Aboriginal one avoids the stereotyping associated 

with the term, while simultaneously challenging the fact that ‘a white authority defines 

who is an Aboriginal person rather than Aboriginal people’.62 Unfortunately, one of 

the problems with self-identification is that white authors can, and often have, 

appropriated Indigenous culture and this of course can be viewed as colonialism by 

another name. In Impostors: Literary Hoaxes and Cultural Authenticity, Christopher 

L. Miller identifies hoaxes by authors falsely claiming indigeneity.63 One of the most 

well-known hoaxes in Australia is the autobiography My Own Sweet Time (1994), 

published by Indigenous publishing house Magabala Books. The author was not an 

Aboriginal woman but in fact a white Australian male, Leon Carmen, writing under 

the pseudonym Wanda Koolmatrie. Although at the time it was damaging to the 

reputation of Magabala Press and the reliability of life stories, it continues to be in 

publication. Christopher Miller terms this type of impersonation an intercultural hoax, 

noting that the key is the imbalance between the cultural capital of the hoaxer and that 

of the fake persona. One reason for this, according to Miller, is that in the book industry 

demand for this type of work outstrips supply. Access to the publishing world depends 

on education and privilege, as well as distance from publishing centres in a country as 

huge as Australia. And while it is true that in Australia in general, ‘authors are 

impoverished’, there remains an ‘economic disparity between many Black and white’ 

writers.64 Wright herself has drawn attention to the fact that ‘not many Indigenous 

people get the time or space to write a novel’.65 It seems that the barriers to the 
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publishing industry are higher for Aboriginal writers (and perhaps for other Indigenous 

writers too) than for non-Indigenous writers.  

For the past two hundred years non-Aboriginal authors have been writing about 

Aboriginal culture and creating Aboriginal characters; however, this is now the subject 

of much debate in literary circles. Speaking on this topic in 2014, Indigenous writer, 

academic and activist Tony Birch commented on the regularity with which the topic 

comes up at writers’ events.66 He suggests the interest arises because ‘many would-be 

writers [...] are seeking absolution and endorsement [...]. If the Aboriginal writer 

endorses their “right to creative expression”, a beaming smile appears on the face of 

the writer. He or she has been saved, cleansed and is now “entitled”.’67 Birch 

recognises that non-Aboriginal Australians have written important novels about 

Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal relationships, but notes that many others are ‘unable to rise 

above two-dimensional stereotypes, sentimentality, moral superiority or guilt, 

sometimes in one book.’68 However, Jeanine Leane, a Wiradjuri, writer, poet and 

academic, argues that ‘[w]ithout knowing us, our histories, our stories, it is impossible 

to “write” an Aboriginal story – any attempt at representation would be merely self-

serving cultural appropriation.’69 Both Birch and a well-known Aboriginal author, 

poet, cultural activist and social commentator Anita Heiss, and doyen of Australian 

literature Peter Carey, offer similar advice to white writers wishing to write about 

Aboriginal Australia, namely: ‘Respect diversity, but also remember that, regardless 

of culture, you are always simply writing about people’.70 Two-times winner of the 

Booker Prize and tipped as a future Nobel Prize for Literature, it has taken Carey, now 

almost seventy years old, a long time to realise that ‘Indigenous dispossession is a 

critical part of his Australian identity, whether he likes it or not’, or in his more 

trenchant expression, ‘You wake up one morning and you are the beneficiary of a 
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genocide’.71 In his novel A Long Way From Home (2017), Carey addresses the ‘living 

legacies of colonialism in Australia head-on’ for the first time in his long and 

illustrious career. He appears to have missed the fact that there are protocols in place 

for non-Indigenous writers to follow when writing about Indigenous issues. However, 

when Lucy Treloar followed such protocols when writing Salt Creek (2017) about her 

settler ancestors, publisher Aardvark Bureau (the world fiction imprint of Gallic) 

refused to allow the Ngarrindjeri people, about whom she writes, to have final approval 

on the presentation of the written form of their cultural material ‘because of the 

precedent it would set’.72 This demonstrates the role publishers play in upholding 

white cultural hegemony within the literary system, as well as the eye they keep firmly 

tuned to the literary market (Gallic’s bookstore is London-based). At the same time, 

Carey’s status in Australian literature and culture places him in a position to contribute 

to new cultural options that lead Australia ‘to the table to settle what has happened and 

compensate for the atrocities, the mass destruction of our land and culture, and commit 

to restitution, to restore a future of our culture and right’.73 Carey’s realisation may not 

yet be too little, too late. 

It would count as progress if white writers were no longer free to ‘ask Indigenous 

people for our stories, write them down, get them published and claim the royalty and 

copyright for themselves’.74 Sadly, award-winning Wirlomin-Noongar novelist and 

poet Claire Coleman asserts this still occurs. Not only is it theft of cultural and 

intellectual property but it ignores the fact that Aboriginal culture is one in which 

knowledge is not free for all. The transfer of knowledge takes place ‘through context-

based learning experiences from familiars who have attained the right to transfer 

knowledge and law held in stories.’75 Therefore, the passing on of knowledge is subject 
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to strict cultural protocols as to who can tell, when and where, and to its reproduction 

in written form. This is also true when telling stories (see Chapter 3.7). Actually, there 

are sacred, as well as secret, stories and their passing on to another must be announced 

publicly; yet other stories are for public consumption. Wright herself has spoken of 

having 

to follow some protocols in what I write. For instance, I live in Alice 

Springs but I don’t write about Alice Springs because it is not my 

traditional country.[...] it wouldn’t occur to me to write about central 

Australia unless I’m asked to do it.76  

She has also spoken in more pessimistic tones of knowing stories ‘about people from 

my homeland that cannot be spoken about outside closed doors’.77  

So, while white writers have not only stolen Aboriginal stories and ignored 

protocols, Indigenous writers are more constrained by cultural mores. This is another 

layer that should be considered in relation to differences in the Indigenous and non-

Indigenous writers’ relationships in the literary system. This is addressed further in 

Chapter Three. 

2.6 The Start of Wright’s Literary Career in a Changing 

Literary System 

Alexis Wright’s first publication credit was the poem ‘Dead Man’s Mile’, which 

appeared in the anthology Voices from the Heart: Contemporary Aboriginal Poetry 

from Central Australia (1995). Her short story ‘When Devil Calls’ won a Northern 

Territory Literary Award, which is open to the unpublished work of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander writers. It was later published in the anthology Extra-Territorial: 

Stories and Poems from the Northern Territory Literary Awards (1996). Then, also in 

1996, the well-known Melbourne-based literary journal Meanjin published an excerpt 

from a novel-in-progress, ‘Untitled (from Requiem for Ivy)’. A year later, Wright’s 

non-fiction book Grog War was published, as was her first novel, Plains. These 

publications coincided with the tabling of the Bringing Them Home Report (1997), 

which reveals the reality of the Stolen Generations, and followed on the heels of the 
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Mabo judgement (1992). Both events are identified by Haag as correlating with a third 

expansion in Aboriginal life-writing.  

Yet when Wright decided to become an independent writer, she chose fiction as 

her means of expression. She felt this was ‘a natural progression to follow from [her] 

earlier work as a researcher on large constitutional issues of Aboriginal rights, [...] to 

use the art of literature, [...] to reach a truth to questions I have felt passionately 

about’.78 From the beginning, then, Wright has sought to frustrate and challenge 

mainstream expectations while telling the Aboriginal story from an Aboriginal 

perspective. Certainly, Wright’s attitude exemplifies the post-Mabo change of 

consciousness among many Indigenous peoples ‘that Aboriginal identity was no 

longer there for whites to appropriate’.79 Wright’s exploration of identity in Plains, the 

most conventional of her novels, is very different to Sally Morgan’s My Place (1987), 

her landmark novel about her search for her Aboriginal identity. Criticised by both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous critics ‘on the grounds that it constructs Aboriginality 

as a concept and sense of self immediately accessible to non-Indigenous people’,80 My 

Place appeals to white Australians because the search for their ancestry allows them 

to feel they have something in common with Aboriginal Australians. Contrarily, 

Wright’s novel ‘seems at every point to challenge and confront both its readers and 

traditional literary forms’.81 Wright’s intention is to tell the truth as she sees it and to 

reclaim Aboriginality as the subject position in other people’s stories, in the process 

reigniting Aboriginal consciousness in the way Elliot’s is reignited in Plains as he 

travels over ‘a secret Dreaming line’ (78) and experiences encounters with the 

Aboriginal spiritual realm. The reader learns that ‘Elliot gambled and won. He had 

won over the dominance of St Dominic’s and its ability to reshape mind. He could now 

rejoin the deeper world of his birthright’ (82). This means resisting assimilation and 

suppression, including the pressures that exist at the centre of the literary institution, 

or what we might call the establishment (which is made up of an amalgam of different 

agents). 
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Globalisation and technological advances led to a restructuring of the global 

publishing industry in the 1990s. In Australia this saw a period of frenzied takeovers 

and amalgamations by global conglomerates ‘no longer interested in promoting a 

distinctly Australian voice’.82 As well as impacting the nature of book publishing, the 

growth of the internet led to an ‘intellectual union of English-speaking peoples of the 

world’,83 and ‘[a] book successful in Australia could now reasonably hope for 

publication, if not necessarily commercial success, not only in the USA and UK but 

also worldwide in translation’.84 Most international readers arrived at Australian 

literature via British agencies, including the Booker Prize, the Times Literary 

Supplement and literary magazine and publisher Granta.85 Surprisingly, then, it took 

two years to find a British publisher for Wright’s award-winning C. Back in the sphere 

of influence of the former colonial power and locked in the English-speaking world, 

Australian writing’s turn to the global at the dawn of the new millennium was 

ironically trapped in a ‘closed in’ system that would not allow for ‘wider cultural 

truths’.86 One way that Wright could escape this was through her relationship with 

French publisher Actes Sud, a relationship that began before the publication of Plains. 

2.7 Plains of Promise and the University of Queensland Press 

Plains was published by the University of Queensland Press (UQP) under its Black 

Writers series, and Wright was among the first Indigenous authors to be published by 

a mainstream publishing house and one of the few writing fiction. Actually, publishers 

such as Aboriginal Studies Press (ASP), Allen and Unwin, Fremantle Arts Centre 

(which published Sally Morgan’s My Place), Magabala, Black Books and the 

University of West Australia were ahead of UQP in publishing Indigenous writers.87 

Indigenous editor and academic Sandra Philipps asserts that smaller publishing houses 

are better placed to provide the ‘developmental guidance required by first-time 

Indigenous writers’.88 In fact, UQP received a Literary Board subsidy in 1996/97 to 
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help with the production costs of Plains (and five other books) and the production of 

C was also subsidised. Unfortunately, many of the initiatives available to the literary 

system during the 1990s were being dismantled and were gone by 2000, in a 

manifestation of a ‘general waning of a distinctly Australian publishing space’ and ‘a 

yielding to neoliberal logic’.89 Nonetheless, under the management of American 

Laurie Muller, the UQP Black Writers series was established in 1989 and introduced 

in 1990 as an offshoot of the David Unaipon Award for unpublished Indigenous 

authors.90 Although UQP did have books in the areas of broad Aboriginal studies, ‘it 

was no accident [they] had all been by non-Aboriginal people.’91 Therefore, Nicholas 

Birns argues the David Unaipon Award and the growth of Indigenous publishers such 

as Magabala (1987) paved the way for a much wider range of Indigenous writers to be 

published.92  

Indeed, it is claimed that the UQP ‘was always on the lookout for [...] “new 

impulses” in Australian writing, [and] has always taken a chance on new voices’.93 It 

has taken time (and many factors) to bring this to fruition: Wright’s contemporary and 

fellow Queenslander Melissa Lucashenko’s Steam Pigs (1997) was published the same 

year as Plains; she was the 2019 Miles Franklin winner with Too Much Lip (2018). 

Actually, UQP already had a number of award-winning non-Indigenous writers on its 

books, several of whom are now among Australia’s most acclaimed writers, both 

nationally and internationally. Among them are David Malouf, Peter Carey, Thea 

Astley and Kate Grenville. Over the period 1988–1998 the Black Writers Series at 

UQP received over one hundred and fifty manuscripts94 – Wright’s was certainly a 

new voice, described by Nicholas Jose as ‘a revelation – again both in content and 

approach, style, voice. There was nothing like it’.95 It is easy to imagine that Wright 

would also find UQP’s reputation for quality, cultural, artistic and scholarly titles 
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attractive as she has made known her intention that ‘as a writer, [her] overall aim is to 

achieve the highest standard in the art form of literary fiction’.96  

By the late 1980s, successes such as Morgan’s My Place and Roberta Sykes’s 

Love Poems and Other Revolutionary Actions (1988) indicated that a market existed 

for Aboriginal-authored work. It seemed like the time for promotion of Indigenous 

literature was dawning and Plains, with themes similar to those common in life-

writing, namely, ‘the search for identity, stolen children, dispossession, exploitation of 

labour, sexual exploitation, racism and political resistance’,97 enjoyed both 

commercial and critical success. Unlike most Aboriginal texts, which are often only 

published once with a limited run, and rarely distributed outside the country,98 Plains 

enjoyed a number of reprints in its first year and was translated into French and 

published by Actes Sud in 2000. It was also shortlisted in the Commonwealth Writers’ 

Prize, The Age Book of the Year and the New South Wales Premier’s Awards. Both 

the market and the literary institution with which it is closely tied act as intermediaries 

between social forces and cultural repertoires; they can determine whether or not a 

literary product is ‘promoted or repudiated’,99 but changing the racist legacy of 

colonialism remains an uphill struggle.  

As Deborah Jordan argues, the changes at the UQP and the introduction of the 

Black Writers series must be set in the wider context of community polarisation and 

divisive cultural politics that marked the late 1980s, especially in Queensland.100 The 

former is epitomised in the publication of the findings of the Royal Commission into 

Deaths in Custody in 1987, an event Wright revisits in ‘A Journey in Writing Place’, 

stating, ‘[t]he stories of police brutality and cover-ups have been told many times by 

Aboriginal people, including to the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 

Custody from 1987 to 1991, and these stories have continued to be told in recent years 

about brutality and death in custody.’101 The other factor impacting the wider context 

during the lead up to the 1990s was the celebrations for the 1988 bi-centenary (see 

Chapter 2.2). In any case, Wright was able to take advantage of, and benefit from, the 
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new dispensation in the literary institutions and in UQP in particular, even if this form 

of positive discrimination separates Black writers from the mainstream. It may not 

have always been welcomed widely by the literary establishment, as Wright reports 

being cut short when, as a panel member at the Melbourne Writers’ Festival in 1996, 

she ‘raised important and measured questions from the audience about the need for 

input from Aboriginal writers in such panels.’102 This was, of course, prior to her rising 

success with what might be considered her opus magnum, namely, C. 

2.8 From Plains of Promise to the Success of Carpentaria 

Not only is the history of Australian Aboriginal novelists relatively short, but fiction 

remains their least published genre.103 Statistics for the period 1950–2014 show that 

less than half the book-length works published by Indigenous writers were novels and 

novellas.104 Therefore, Wright’s identification as a novelist places her outside the 

dominant tradition. Between the publication of Plains in 1997 and C in 2006, Wright 

continued her activism through direct involvement in the struggles against the Century 

Zinc Mine, and writing criticism and essays. Wright has said that during this time there 

was ‘no great interest’105 in her work in Australia, although that seems questionable if 

measured in terms of Plains’ commercial and literary success. In any case, she also 

attended writers’ events where she met Marc de Gouvenain of Actes Sud, a major 

publishing house in France, which was to publish her short story Croire en 

L’incroyable (Believe in the Unbelievable) (2000) and commissioned a collection of 

short stories, Le pacte du serpent arc-en-ciel (2002). Some of the short stories in this 

collection have never been published in English. There is no doubt her personal and 

working relationship with De Gouvenain has benefitted both parties. Her comment, ‘I 

am very lucky to have a good publisher in France, someone who is very supportive of 

their writers, regardless of their fame which is much different than the mainstream 

Australian publishing industry’,106 is a clear criticism of Australian publishing. 

 
102 Sandra Philipps, ‘Aboriginal Womens’ Writing Today’, Australian Women’s Book Review 

(Autumn 1997), pp. 40–42 (p. 41). 
103 Anita Heiss, Dhuuluu-Yala—To Talk Straight: Publishing Indigenous Literature (Canberra: 

Aboriginal Studies Press, 2003), p. 264. 
104 Kilner and Minter, ‘The BlackWords Symposium’, pp. 1–10 (p. 7). 
105 Alexis Wright, postscript to Demelza Hall, ‘Framing the Unutterable: Reading Trauma in Alexis 

Wright’s Short Fiction’, Antipodes, 33:1 (June 2019), pp. 92–106. 
106 Vernay, ‘An Interview’, pp. 119–122. 



81 

Interestingly, while Estelle Castro-Koshy notes the importance of De Gouvenain in 

backing Wright, she also draws attention to a ‘convergence of poetic, socio-political, 

and philosophical concerns’ that opened the Francosphere to the growing availability 

of Indigenous Australian literature.107 Nevertheless, De Gouvenain’s belief in the 

value of Wright’s work demonstrates the importance that an individual able and 

willing to exercise their political cultural power in support of a text can play in 

contributing to changes in the literary system. Ivor Indyk at Giramondo Press was to 

play a similar role with the publishing of C. 

However, wider changes continued to have an impact on the Australian literary 

system and on Wright’s career. On a global scale, the bombing of the Twin Towers in 

New York in 2001 saw Australia join the ‘coalition of the willing’ that invaded 

Afghanistan in 2001. At the same time, politics in the rich countries of the world 

shifted to the right and global economic forces continued ‘their magnetic draw of 

cultural energies towards the world’s financial centres’.108 This saw the rapacious 

expansion of international mining and the Century Zinc Mine, represented by the 

Gurfurrit Mine in C arrived in the Gulf of Carpentaria. According to Nicholas Birns, 

an Australia more engaged with the world became a less innocent place. Changes in 

publishing also led to an internationally owned right-wing oriented media able and 

willing to intervene in domestic politics generated a negative national discourse 

towards Australia’s Indigenous people, and an unwelcoming attitude towards a 

growing refugee crisis. As a result, many of the gains made by Indigenous Australians 

over the previous thirty years in terms of land rights and social and economic justice 

were rolled back during John Howard’s era of government (1996–2007). 

On the tenth anniversary of the publication of C, Wright wrote, ‘After I finished 

the manuscript for C [...] it was rejected by publishers and had very little chance of 

being published.’109 Wright had genuine concerns about the acceptance of a novel 

addressing ongoing issues of rights and justice for Indigenous Australians, was anti-

mining, and set against a backdrop of negative national discourse about the author’s 

community. She also worried that publishers would consider the book’s oral 

storytelling mode ‘obscure and different and risky, [...]. They weren’t interested in 
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indigenous content or an indigenous author’.110 At the time, Aboriginal writing was 

still dominated by life-writing, and Australian literature by the lure of the international 

with its European aesthetic. In the words of Philipps, ‘the literary establishment is still 

working its way towards some baseline common understandings, if not consensus, in 

its responding interpretive frameworks [to Aboriginal writers/writing and writing 

about Aboriginal culture].’111 Although the difficulty with finding a publisher is at 

times overplayed as a common marketing ploy, the struggle was real. Eventually, 

Nicholas Jose, who knew Wright, sent her manuscript to his friend, Ivor Indyk at 

Giramondo Press.112 This was to develop into a long and productive relationship, and 

Sydney-based independent publisher Giramondo remains Wright’s current publisher, 

freeing her from those committed to promoting Indigenous writing. Giramondo is 

known for taking books, often those of literary fiction with an experimental style of 

writing – ‘qualities perceived by “bigger publishers” as a commercial liability’ – and 

making a success of them.113 Indyk set aside a year to personally edit the novel, basing 

his decision on its literary merit and not on the identity of the author. Giramondo outs 

Wright enters the centre of Australian cultural production – publishing houses located 

in the ‘golden triangle’ of Sydney–Melbourne–Canberra – affording her opportunities 

for a wide and critical readership as well as access to trained editors, literary agents 

and skilled marketing departments. 

  Philipps establishes that Giramondo’s marketing strategy for Wright was to 

place her as ‘international, cosmopolitan, and Aboriginal’ and hence outside the usual 

marketing of Aboriginal literature. As a result, she ‘did not easily fit any of the existing 

paradigms through which Indigenous Australian writers have so far been 

understood’.114 This has helped enhance her reputation as an international writer and 

has been a good strategy for Wright. This strategy can also be seen as Wright’s 

resistance to being pigeonholed as an ‘Indigenous’ or ‘Aboriginal’ writer.. 

Henningsgaard demonstrates that Australian literary studies has taken up approaches 

– postcolonial and book history - that have the potential to be transnational and used 

 
110 Alexis Wright as quoted in Stephen Moss, ‘Dream Warrior’, The Guardian, 15 April 2008 

<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2008/apr/15/fiction.australia > [accessed 27 November 2018]. 
111 Philipps, ‘Re/presenting Readings’ p. 41. 
112 Alexis Wright as quoted in Moss, ‘Dream Warrior’. 
113 Henningsgaard, ‘Alexis Wright’s publishing history’, pp. 107–124 (p. 114). 
114 Philipps, ‘Re/presenting Readings’, pp. 179–182. 



83 

them as a kind of façade to remain grounded in the national. Book historians tend to 

analyse Australian popular and Indigenous literature – literature ‘seen to be lacking in 

cultural capital’. In so doing they ‘reinforce the very constructions of literary value 

they purport to deconstruct and dismantle, similar to how scholars of postcolonial 

literary studies have been criticized’. 115 This is explored further in Chapters 3 and 4. 

In 2007, C received Australia’s most prestigious literary award, the Miles Franklin 

Literary Award,116 making Wright the first Australian Aboriginal author to win 

outright. Prior to the award, C was not flying off the shelves, so the importance of both 

personal relationships within the literary system and the awards system are obvious. 

Ivor Indyk’s personal and professional connections were vital to the novel’s 

publication in the United Kingdom (2008) and the United States (2009).117 The Miles 

Franklin also brought Wright to the attention of reviewers, and during the years 

travelling internationally to promote the novel and since, she has worked with 

publishers and translators across the world. Importantly, it also provided her with 

‘good opportunities, because [she] was given the time to talk about Indigenous issues, 

and to promote [Aboriginal] literature and learn from other countries’.118 She was then 

offered a five-year professorship at the Writing and Society Research Group at the 

University of Western Sydney where she ‘worked with some of the best writers and 

literary thinkers in the country’.119 While there, she was able to write full-time, 

complete a PhD on indigenous storytelling, finish her well-received third novel, SB,120 

and start her fourth novel, Praiseworthy (forthcoming). In 2014, Wright was appointed 

an Honorary Fellow of the Australian Academy of Humanities. In 2016 the University 

of Melbourne founded the Boisbouvier Chair in Australian Literature to advance the 

teaching, understanding and public appreciation of Australian literature. Wright held 

this position 2017–2021. This advances her aim to avoid being placed into any 

particular box – ethnically or otherwise – as well as her goal of advancing Australian 
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literature. Tracker (2017) is also highly commended.121 Additionally, since C, Wright 

has produced several essays and criticism that might be categorised as either overtly 

political or focused on the writing process.122 She regularly attends writers’ 

conferences and literary and other cultural events, and publishes in Australia’s best-

known literary journals, such as Meanjin, Overland and Heat, as well as contributing 

to Australian newspapers. Most recently, she collaborated on a storytelling project 

with Clarence Walden, a Gangalidda leader and activist based in Doomadgee in the 

Gulf of Carpentaria. It led to two feature documentaries, Nothing but the Truth, a radio 

feature that broadcast on the Awaye! programme on ABC Radio National in June 2019, 

and Straight from the Heart, a screen documentary that premiered at World Literature 

and the Global South in August 2019. All of these opportunities provide Wright with 

access to broader and larger audiences, even if they do not always translate into sales. 

Within the literary system the government can, and has, played a role in promoting 

and shaping the national literature. In addition to their  support for the development of 

specialist presses in the 1960s and 1970s, there were Government-funded 

‘familiarisation’ tours for American Academics and publicists in the 1980s, in the hope 

that they would promote Australian literature overseas. The Translation Fund for 

Literature funded the translation of Australian books into foreign languages. Wright 

met De Gouvenain on one of his trips to a publishers’ event in Sydney. Furthermore, 

Henningsgaard argues that without this fund C would not have been translated into 

French.123 The subsidies offered by the Australian Literary Board (and until the late 

1990s, state literary boards) over the period 1995–2005, encouraged and sustained 

poetry, the literary essay and the literary anthology. They are also shown to have 

‘allowed the publishing of new, innovative and experimental writing, and encouraged 
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the taking of risks with works for which markets were small or uncertain.’124 Although 

open to all publishers, the effort required to access the funds may have been easier for 

bigger houses with more resources. However, Philipps contends that were it not for 

the existence of variously funded, independent publishing houses such as Giramondo, 

Indigenous ‘content, perspective or form’ would be given only minimal consideration 

and there would be little analysis or investigation of ‘differently successful publishing 

practices, texts, and reading practices’.125  

Typically, as previously noted, access to the publishing industry depends on 

educational and cultural privilege, something most Aboriginal writers, especially 

women, lack. While fiction received only thirty-four per cent of literary subsidies 

between 1995–2005, and the publication of novels as a genre was in decline, most of 

this went to first-time writers like Wright, and both Plains and C benefitted from such 

subsidies. So, although Wright was challenging some aspects of the literary system, 

she was at the same time able to benefit from changes exerted from a range of sources 

and, in turn, exert her own influence on the system. By then, of course, Wright was 

already a well-established, full-time writer, selling books at home and overseas.  

2.9 Reading the Media’s ‘National Narrative’  

Where previously literary criticism emanated from academia, Birns argues that 

neoliberalism shifted it to ‘critics writing for newspaper literary supplements’.126 

Despite legislation introduced in Australia between 1987–2006 to limit foreign 

ownership and preserve diversity of news media, today Australia is dominated by two 

companies: News Corp Australia and Nine, making Australian media less diverse even 

than that of the UK or the USA.127 The reach of the international media stretches across 
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time and place and makes the local global, and vice versa. As C’s narrator says when 

the media report the destruction of the Gurfurrit mining operations by Mozzie’s 

votaries, ‘[n]ever in their wildest imagination had they expected to see the likes of 

downtown Desperance splashed across television, like New York, Jerusalem or 

Kosovo’ (303). Famously, Edward Bernays’s (1891−1995) work on propaganda 

makes known the ability of the media to manipulate public opinion, while Noel 

Castree’s work on how and who represents and makes sense of ‘nature’ for us argues 

that, through its influence over our lives as individuals, in a social sense ‘the mass 

media doesn’t necessarily tell people what to think or feel, but it does tell them what 

to think and feel about.’128 Furthermore, the work of John Hartley and Alan McKee is 

premised on the basis that while the media are not ‘primary and central institutions of 

politics and of idea-formation; they are the locus of the public sphere’.129 And research 

into Australians’ historical consciousness reveals the importance the media plays in its 

development.130 These technological and neoliberalist-driven changes raise a number 

of issues relevant for a society’s views of itself and the maintenance of its dominant 

culture, or ‘models of reality’ as Even-Zohar terms this, when related to the literary 

system.  

Established after the 1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, 

the doctrine of Reconciliation was presented, after Mabo and the Bringing Them Home 

Report, as a form of truth-telling that would unite Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

Australians. However, the national narrative around the Stolen Generations was that 

since such a horrific policy had ended, the story was closed. The intergenerational 

trauma it causes could therefore be ignored. In C, Wright recognises efforts towards 

Reconciliation – ‘Praise men of ambition who strive for newfangled ideas like 

reconciliation in old Australia, for Valance with his pricked conscience used every 

opportunity as town clerk, to make town campers feel like they were a part of the 

broader community’ (309) – but already sees that it is not working: ‘In the end, black 

and white were both crawling on the ground in reconciliation. Both saying that they 

were plain jack of each other’ (76). When, under John Howard, Reconciliation came 
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to be interpreted as ‘practical’ rather than ‘symbolic’,131 Wright and other Aboriginal 

intellectuals saw Reconciliation and, later, Closing the Gap, as just other oppressive, 

assimilationist policies. Both are heavily satirised in SB, with Wright devoting an 

especially long and angry passage to the high price the Brolga people must pay in 

exchange for a treaty made on unequal terms (see Chapter 4.11, pp. 59-60). From an 

Aboriginal perspective, as envisaged by Australian governments, Reconciliation is 

‘truth without justice or consequences. Truth that comforts white Australia’, just as 

‘[w]hite readers eager to reconcile with their history have embraced black storytellers. 

But on white terms.’132 This is discussed further in Chapter 3. 

Wright recognises that ‘Aboriginal people are still being forced to hold much of 

their contact history with white people locked away inside of themselves’133 and calls 

out the reluctance among white Australians to discuss historic wrongs against 

Indigenous peoples and the ongoing legacies of colonialism. Researchers interested in 

historical consciousness argue that ‘ordinary people’ are disengaged from formal, 

school-learned history, but ‘encounter the past through personal, family and emotional 

connections, as well as via film, museum displays, historical fiction and popular 

histories.’134 Only one historic event related to Indigenous experience is recognised by 

Australians as nation-shaping, namely, the National Apology given to the Indigenous 

peoples of Australia by Prime Minister Kevin Rudd in 2008. However, this recognition 

is dependent on age, income and education, with only those born in 1995 or later 

registering it as significant.135 Although Mabo resonates somewhat with the tertiary-

educated, other landmarks in modern Indigenous history, such as the 1967 referendum 

granting Aboriginal people citizenship, does not register with any age group. The fact 

is, the ‘ordinary person’ learns most about history from the mass media, and it is well 
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known that the media has long criminalised Indigenous society through selective 

reporting, framing biases, and silences in reporting.136 What’s more, the ‘media have 

systematically and substantially failed – if not undermined and denied – Aboriginal 

aspirations for self-determination and for enduring political settlements’.137 The 

national discourse accused Indigenous peoples ‘of being unAustralian’ if objected to 

policies ‘to destroy our culture, environments and communities’.138  As Noel Castree 

points out, ‘the power to represent reality remains uneven’.139 This situation worsened 

from the late 1990s and throughout the Howard years,  was heightened and broadened 

to encompass the portrayal of Aboriginal communities as ‘welfare dependents’ and 

ridden with paedophilia.  

Wright argues forcefully that the Howard government and the media worked hand 

in hand, implementing a media strategy that: ‘planned to control what mainstream 

Australia heard about Aboriginal people – especially those living in remote poverty-

stricken communities in the Northern Territory – and to make it almost impossible to 

hear any Aboriginal voice other then those few chosen by the media’.140 The role of 

the media is satirised in SB: ‘the big national media governing Aboriginal opinion in 

the country, just loved being judge of Aboriginal failure’ (102). Ostensibly triggered 

by the ‘Little Children are Sacred’ report into subsequently unproven accusations of 

child sexual abuse and violence in seventy-three remote Aboriginal communities, 

Howard deployed the Australian Defence Forces to the Northern Territory without 

consultation or warning. The Intervention effectively took control of the daily lives of 

Aboriginal peoples and, among other things, suspended their rights under the Racial 

Discrimination Act, revoked their control over Aboriginal-owned land and excluded 

customary law from consideration in the legal system. In effect, ‘the Intervention was 
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designed to send a clear message of disruption and control.’141 Initially intended to be 

in place for ten years, the Intervention policies encompassed in the ‘Closing the Gap’ 

framework are now to remain in place until 2022. In SB, the future for Aboriginal 

people in a post-apocalyptic climate-changed world is explored against the backdrop 

of a still-in-place Intervention with swans as an important motif serving as a point of 

universal connection in a warming world: 

This was the history of the swamp ever since the wave of 

conservative thinking began spreading like wildfire across the 

twenty-first century, when among the mix of political theories and 

arguments about how to preserve and care for the world’s 

environment and people, the Army was being used in this country to 

intervene and control the will, mind and soul of the Aboriginal 

people. (47) 

In an interview with Arnold Zable, Wright explains her representation of the 

swamp as a detention centre and reminds the reader that detention of Aboriginal people 

is not a recent occurrence.142 Elsewhere, she calls out the Intervention as ‘an 

assimilationist policy, a return to the pre-1950s thinking’ and laments that ‘modern-

day Australia allowed it to happen.’143 Wright sees these policies as ‘aimed at 

destroying the spirit of Aboriginal sovereign thinking’, and the novel is in some sense 

her attempt to prevent this.144 It also signals more overtly her concern for the 

environment and her perception of the local and global consequences of climate 

change well ahead of concern for it among the wider Australian population and 

successive Australian governments. In researching SB, Wright discovered the arrival 

of swans to the Gulf of Carpentaria for the first time because ‘[w]e had taken them out 

of their habitat through environmental damage that has been mostly man-made’.145 

Over a decade later and the rest of Australia is suffering months of extreme weather 

events over and above the cycles of drought and floods considered ‘normal’.146 
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Wright’s more recent commentary focuses on the knowledge of how to adjust to 

climatic shifts contained in Aboriginal stories millennia-old, the importance of seeing 

the human as custodian of the Earth, and a reminder that Western traditions too once 

believed in a similar relationship with the planet. If ‘Deep Weather’, published in a 

literary journal, reaches a limited audience, her recent pieces in The Guardian 

addressing these extreme weather-related events reach a potentially wider audience, 

though perhaps its readers, already believers in human-induced climate change may 

waver at Wright’s tying the environment to the politics of justice for Aboriginal 

people. Ultimately, there is no reason to suspect that Australian citizens are any 

different to American citizens who ‘increasingly get their news from such openly 

partisan sources as Breitbart and Fox News on the right and Huffington Post on the 

left.’147 

With newspapers now online and social media ever-powerful, other narratives 

reach wider audiences, challenging the silencing and control of Aboriginal narratives. 

Digitisation also favours a way of thinking more attune to oral tradition as will be 

discussed in Chapter 4.4. Global in reach, social media has proved powerful ‘in scaling 

up people’s loyalties and affiliations beyond the local arena’.148 This can be seen in 

the way the Black Lives Matter movement against racism and police brutality in the 

United States swept across the world in 2020. However, the grassroots Indigenous 

protest movement, IdleNoMore, founded in Canada in 2012, a year before Black Lives 

Matter, to protest state violence against First Nations people, has never gained the 

same momentum. Australians embraced the Black Lives Matter zeitgeist, and sales of 

Indigenous works surged soon after. However, Anita Heiss has commented that the 

interest from non-Indigenous Australians wanting to know how to be good allies is 

‘tiring, because we have been sharing the information forever, but it has not been 

heard.149 Psychologists refer to this kind of distancing as a ‘complex culture’ of 
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dissociation.150 Chapter 3 explores the engagement of mainstream writers with 

Indigenous literature and suggests an alliance of sorts, albeit an unconscious one, 

amongst non-Indigenous Australians to preserve their hegemony.  

Questions of mainstream psychology pervade Wright’s essays and 

commentary.151 She sees in the Australian psyche a deep-seated fear of the Other and 

worries that because of this, the mainstream will not listen to Aboriginal voices on 

climate and care for the natural world; this limits the ability of Aboriginal (or perhaps 

any) literature to change consciousness:  

Do we have the heart, mind and soul, or feel we have the 
responsibility to reach this point of respect and trust, to dig into the 

oldest continent with the oldest living culture on Earth? [...] Or how 

can we, in our relationships with each other, being people of many 

different backgrounds and cultures, make great literature here? What 

does it mean to be native to this land? I do not think we have come 

anywhere near to resolving these questions in Australian 

literature.152 

Although Indigenous social protest has never received much support in Australia, 

movements such as Black Lives Matter indicate how globalisation and digitisation can 

affect dominant national ideologies. A literary system evolves when the balance 

between the dominant, or canonised, culture and subcultures, or non-canonised 

cultures, shifts. Within official culture, a special role is reserved for the professional 

reader, namely the literary critic, who acts as a gatekeeper of the dominant culture. 

Since literary criticism is increasingly to be found in newspapers or online rather than 

in (subscription-required) literary journals, the general reader is very likely to have 

been reached by criticism of literature before they have been able to find and read the 

literature for themselves. Oftentimes, it is the awarding of literary prizes that draws 

attention from critics and the attention of a wider readership. 

 
150 Iden Goodman, ‘In and Around Downunder’, Jung Journal, 8:3 (2014), pp. 100–104, review of 

Placing Psyche: Exploring Cultural Complexes in Australia (New Orleans: Spring Journal Books, 

2011) eds Craig San Roque, Amanda Dowd, and David Tacey define a cultural complex as ‘an 

emotionally charged conglomerate of ideas, selective experiences, memories, and behaviours lodged 

in the carriers unconscious and shared by a real or referenced group’. 
151 Wright, ‘What Happens When’; ‘A Question of Fear’; and ‘The Power and Purpose’. 
152 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose’.  
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2.10 Literary Awards 

Alexis Wright has acknowledged the importance of the Miles Franklin Award to her 

career and even if, as Jason Free argues, awards ‘pose as trusty gauges of literary merit, 

but they’re thoroughly random and subjective’.153 As Wright’s history demonstrates, 

the publicity associated with literary awards provides writers with the opportunity to 

break into the market and cultivate a fan base. By providing a foothold in the 

publishing industry, they also open other opportunities to writers, such as providing a 

platform to discuss their work, establishing connections that will support their work in 

the future, creating opportunities to travel and, importantly, contributing towards an 

income. Literary awards also signal endorsement by a whole raft of important agents 

in the literary system, including critics, authors, academics and experts of all kinds. 

Australia has a plethora of literary awards, including thirty-four literary awards and 

prizes for literature.154 Following Wright’s outright win, Indigenous author Kim Scott 

won the Miles Franklin in 2011, Aboriginal authors Melissa Lucashenko and Tara June 

Winch were recipients in 2019 and 2020 respectively. SB was nominated in 2013, This 

adds weight to the perception of a ‘golden age’ of Indigenous literature in recent years. 

However, there is a tendency for mainstream literary awards to centre on this small 

stable of writers that also includes Sally Morgan, Tony Birch and Bruce Pascoe who 

discovered his Aboriginal identity after he first came to literary attention.  

Awards ring-fenced for Indigenous writers include, among others, the David 

Unaipon Award, the NSW Premier’s Indigenous Writers’ Prize, the Victorian 

Premier’s Literary Awards, The University of Canberra Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Poetry Prize, and the Oodgeroo Noonuccal Poetry Prize. There are other 

prizes in several categories, and positive discrimination for other usually under-

represented groups such as women (the Stella Prize, the Dobbie Award). For example, 

Ellen Van Neerven-Currie came to attention when her first novel, Heat and Light 

(2014) was awarded the David Unaipon Award, the Dobbie Literary Award and the 

 
153 Jason Free, ‘Judge a literary prize? No thanks, they’re all a giant waste of time’, The Sydney 

Morning Herald, 9 July 2021 <https://www.smh.com.au/culture/books/judge-a-literary-prize-no-

thanks-they-re-all-a-giant-waste-of-time-20210706-p587cu.html> [accessed 15 October 2021]. 
154 University of Washington Research Guides, Australian Literary Awards 

<https://guides.lib.uw.edu/research/australianliteraryawards>; also see Wikipedia 

<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Australian_literary_awards> [accessed 12 November 2021]. 

This does not include awards and prizes for plays, poetry, short stories, Young Literature, children’s 

stories, crime, science fiction, history, and non-fiction. 

https://www.smh.com.au/culture/books/judge-a-literary-prize-no-thanks-they-re-all-a-giant-waste-of-time-20210706-p587cu.html
https://www.smh.com.au/culture/books/judge-a-literary-prize-no-thanks-they-re-all-a-giant-waste-of-time-20210706-p587cu.html
https://guides.lib.uw.edu/research/australianliteraryawards
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Australian_literary_awards


93 

NSW Premier’s Literary Award for Indigenous Writers’ Prize. She has also published 

a number of award-winning poetry collections.155 Dark Secrets After Dreaming: A.D. 

1887–1961 (2010), the first volume of poetry by another poet of note, Jeanine Leane, 

won the Scanlon Prize for Indigenous Poetry (2010), and Purple Threads (2011), her 

first collection of stories based on her childhood experiences, won the David Unaipon 

Award for an unpublished Indigenous writer (2011). She was the Red Room Poetry 

Fellow 2019 and has twice won the Oodgeroo Noonuccal Poetry Prize (2017; 2019).  

In the Australian context, positive discrimination in literary awards raises 

considerable controversy. On one hand, Alison Whittaker considers it shallow and 

hypocritical, insisting, ‘behind the closed doors of prizes and funding bodies [...] where 

it matters, we [Indigenous writers] lack a right of reply. We only get glimpses into 

what they say, but we see the outcomes.’156 This ‘whitewash’157 can be read as the fact 

that judging panels tend to include people whose values and judgements are firmly 

embedded in mainstream culture, and who wittingly or not prefer their Aboriginal 

literature as appeasements of white privilege. The literary system is no longer so 

blatantly racist, nor the work of Indigenous writers so seldom published that 

Indigenous professionals, critics and writers are excluded from judging panels, but 

Indigenous panellists and writers constantly walk a line between assimilation and 

acceptance, and on ‘white’ terms.158 Furthermore, the ring-fencing of literary awards 

for Indigenous-only writers can be interpreted as another kind of whitewashing 

because it keeps Indigenous writers from awards open to the wider community. 

Additionally, entering the award circuit also means overcoming structural barriers 

such as entry fees that can be a burden for the smaller publishing houses generally 

associated with Aboriginal works, especially life-writing. On the other hand, such 

awards reinforce Indigenous literature’s uniqueness, allow it to resist assimilation, and 

assert its sovereignty; most importantly, by drawing attention to Indigenous literature, 

the Indigenously ring-fenced literary awards pave the way for Indigenous writers to be 

considered for awards open to the entire community. This brings its own risks for 

 
155 Most notably Comfort Food (2016) and Throat (2020).  
156 Alison Whittaker, ‘White critics don’t know how to deal with the golden age of Indigenous 

stories’, The Guardian, 25 March 2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/australia-

news/2019/mar/15/nakkiah-lui-indigenous-literature-white-criticism> [accessed 1 September 2021]. 
157 Whittaker, ‘White critics’. 
158 See Stan Grant’s anecdote of his experience judging the 2016 NSW Premier’s Literary Award in, 

Grant, ‘Shifting Ground’.  

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/mar/15/nakkiah-lui-indigenous-literature-white-criticism
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/mar/15/nakkiah-lui-indigenous-literature-white-criticism
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writers because Australian literary awards, given in the pursuit of culture and identity, 

are essentially political and ideological and, therefore, assimilationist.  

However, Wright resists this tendency by writing in a way that is true to her own 

cultural tradition and concerns, and that is skilfully and artistically rendered in written 

form. She has opened a space for Aboriginal literature to be heard and her own quality 

as an artist to be recognised by using ‘the master’s tools’ while ‘not [...] play[ing] by 

the master’s rules’.159 Prestigious, national and international literary awards indicate 

that she has mastered the tools of a particular set of cultural gatekeepers. When 

awarding her the Miles Franklin, the judges commented on ‘the power of her prose, 

the richness of her imagination, and her risk-taking stylistic ambitiousness’.160 The 

judges’ report when SB was awarded the Victoria Premier’s Literary Award 2014, 

stated, ‘Alexis Wright’s extraordinary book gives the reader an experience that’s 

primal, operatic and transformative, far beyond the parameters of the traditional 

novel.’161  Reviewing Tracker, Tegan Bennett Daylight commented that by following 

Aboriginal storytelling practice, the book ‘reads nothing like a traditional biography’ 

and continues, ‘[t]he book is a chorus of voices, a thicket of vernacular, a record of 

Australia and Australians that is unmatched in our literature.’162 The accolades and 

awards indicate that Wright is now valued in Australia, at least among the literary elite 

that acts as judge of literary standards. About to release her fourth novel, Wright seems 

destined for canonicity.163  

Traditionally, and at the level of text, canonicity is understood as a ‘set of 

sanctified texts (culture) wants to preserve’,164 but it may also be understood as in PST, 

as ‘a potential set of instructions’ that ‘at a certain point in time, influence the 

production of new texts’.165 Canonisation in this sense depends on individuals or 

 
159 Elizabeth Lowry, ‘The Fishman’s Lives the Lore’, LRB, 30:8 (24 April 2008), p. 26 

<https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v30/n08> [accessed 29 November 2017]. 
160 Adam Shoemaker, ‘Hard Dreams and Indigenous Worlds in Australia’s North’, HECATE: A 

Women’s Interdisciplinary Journal, 34 (2008), 55–62 (p. 55). 
161 James Tierney, 'The Swan Book’ The Wheeler Centre [Online] 2 October 2015  

<https://www.wheelercentre.com/projects/victorian-premier-s-literary-awards-2014/the-swan-book> 

[accessed 31 December 2017]. 
162 Tegan Bennett Daylight, ‘The Australian book you should read next: Tracker by Alexis Wright’, 

The Guardian, 13 July 2020 <https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/jul/13/the-australian-book-

you-should-read-next-tracker-by-alexis-wright> [accessed 14 July 2020]. 
163 Linda Daley, ‘Alexis Wright’s Fiction as World Making’, Contemporary Women’s Writing, 10:1 

(2016), p. 8; Henningsgaard, ‘Alexis Wright’s Publishing History’, pp.  107–124 (p. 116). 
164 Codde, ‘Polysystem Theory Revisited’, pp.  91–126 (p. 95). 
165 Codde, ‘Polysystem Theory Revisited’, pp.  91–126 (p. 104). 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v30/n08
https://www.wheelercentre.com/projects/victorian-premier-s-literary-awards-2014/the-swan-book
https://www.wheelercentre.com/projects/victorian-premier-s-literary-awards-2014/the-swan-book
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/jul/13/the-australian-book-you-should-read-next-tracker-by-alexis-wright
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/jul/13/the-australian-book-you-should-read-next-tracker-by-alexis-wright
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groups within the literary system supporting and promoting it as a model, and although 

Wright has her supporters and promoters within the literary system, and there are at 

least 13,000 copies of C in circulation in Australia,166 too often the dominant culture 

shouts back at this Aboriginal-signed text, ‘BUT WE KNOW YOUR STORY 

ALREADY’ (1). What is really at stake ‘is the maintenance or attainment of “power” 

in the sociocultural system.’167 Even if canonised at the textual level, Wright’s content 

and the ‘difficult’ form that comes from privileging an Aboriginal oral tradition and 

worldview, face ongoing resistance as a model at the centre of culture. Nevertheless, 

literary systems evolve when highly competent writers such as Wright consciously 

introduce deviations to the normative model, and the ideological content of her 

published works may actually be less important than her reputation or ‘what one has 

heard of the writers’.168 This places her in a unique position in Australian and world 

literature.  

2.11 Conclusion 

It is argued that Australian literary scholars have favoured book history more than 

scholars in any other countries previously colonised by Britain and other European 

powers. However, they have somewhat uniquely among book history scholars, focused 

on the history of publishing and reading, and on popular and Indigenous fiction. This 

makes available a body of information on Wright’s publishing history, however, less 

focus on her authorship in their scholarship. Drawing on PST’s notion of a literary 

system ensures that the wider forces influencing literary production, distribution and 

reception are given consideration. Socio-historical events at home and abroad mean 

the literary system has evolved since Wright started the process of bringing Plains to 

publication in the last decade of the twentieth century. There is now talk of a golden 

age of Australian Indigenous literature and Wright must be seen as one of its pioneers. 

As a writer, Wright has both a ‘conditioned and conditioning’169 relationship with 

other factors operating in the literary system. That is to say, as a writer she can and 

does challenge the dominant culture and its gatekeepers, and at the same time she is 

 
166 Henningsgaard, ‘Alexis Wright’s Publishing History’, pp. 107–124 (p. 116). 
167 Codde, ‘Polysystem Theory Revisited’, pp. 91–126 (p. 100). 
168 Itamar Even-Zohar, as quoted in Coode, ‘Polysystem Theory Revisited’, pp. 91–126 (p. 99). 
169 Even-Zohar, ‘Polysystem Theory’, pp.  287–310 (p. 34). 
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part of the institutions that shape culture. This may at times mean she plays a 

conflicting role in the literary system – as both challenger and promoter. This is the 

ambiguous role colonisation has determined for Australia’s Indigenous peoples. 

However, it also reflects the traditional Aboriginal storytelling practice of crossing 

landscapes and boundaries and allowing many voices to be heard. Wright and other 

strong, talented Aboriginal women who continue to speak truth to power have helped 

lay the path that others can follow. Few, however, have sailed to international attention 

and into world literature quite like Wright. 

Like the swamp people of SB, Wright is ‘not interested in being conquered by 

other people’s stories’(SB 33). Although she seems set for textual canonicity, she is 

unlikely to find herself at the centre of Australian culture while Indigenous 

knowledges, cultures and languages, and ‘the remnants of indigenous territories, 

remain as sites of struggle’.170 That is, while white privilege remains under-examined. 

Nevertheless, change is afoot, and the growing presence of Aboriginal writers in the 

academic system – like Wright many become academics partly because Australian 

writers are poorly paid – can help shift the balance between dominant cultures and 

subcultures. However, it takes time and support from many other agents in the literary 

system – educators, librarians, publishers, government – for literature to have an effect. 

Australian scholar Paul Sharrad recognises that ‘[t]here is something more about 

Alexis Wright that puts her work into a different space than formulaic partisan 

polemic’.171 Although the politics in Wright’s fiction is often emphasised, Wright 

herself insists (of C) that it ‘is not a polemical novel: the book is not a weapon’.172 

Rather, in developing the novel form to fit Aboriginal sensibilities, she grasps ‘the 

ancient Gaelic notion that only in literature can the consciousness of a people be 

glimpsed’.173 More than this, Wright seeks to affect the consciousness of all her readers 

by raising difficult truths about humans in a time of catastrophic environmental and 

ecological crises in order that we might yet find a way to care for the planet and save 

ourselves. She does this through poesis and polemics, and what is needed now is a way 

to ‘model an historically broader, more nuanced and culturally sensitive paradigm for 

 
170 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 2nd ed. (London: Zed Books, 2013), p. 99. 
171 Sharrad, ‘Beyond Capricornia’, pp. 52–61 (p. 54). 
172 Moss, ‘Dream warrior’.  
173 Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of a Modern Nation (London: Vintage Books, 

1995), p. 328. 
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reading, reviewing, engaging with and teaching Aboriginal literature in the twenty-

first century.’174 Ultimately, what distinguishes Wright and allows us to truly 

appreciate her depends on setting her art alongside her polemical gifts. 

 

 
174 Jeanine Leane, as cited by Evelyn Araluen Corr, ‘The limits of Literary Theory and the 

Possibilities of Storywork in Aboriginal Literature in Australia’, in Decolonising Research: 

Indigenous Storywork as Methodology, Jo-ann Archibald Q’um Q’um Xiiem, Jenny Bol Jun Lee-

Morgan and Jason de Santolo (eds) (London: Zed Books, 2019), pp. 188–202 (p. 200). 
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Chapter Three 

Reading Wright: Evaluating Literature from 

Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Perspectives 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores the need for appropriate literary critical approaches for 

evaluating literature written from an Aboriginal epistemological and ontological 

perspective. Reflecting on her life as a writer, Wright notes her personal challenge has 

always been to develop ‘a literature more suited to the powerful ancient cultural 

landscape of this country [...] and of imagining our own unique perspective’.1 She 

knew this would require ‘new ways of thinking and writing’,2 and ‘ideas capable of 

creating ruptures forcefully and powerfully enough to subvert other narratives and 

thinking [...] and which created the clash in law between the Aboriginal world and the 

non-Aboriginal world of Western thinking’.3 For some time now ‘environmental 

scientists have been telling us the world is going to change’ and ‘it is the work of the 

writer to try to imagine this’.4 This is no easy task: ‘The most challenging question I 

have struggled with as a writer’, Wright states, ‘is how to expand the scope of my 

imagination to change perceptions’.5 Her call for literature that will ‘make us see what 

is happening in the world, to make us think, […] then perhaps, perhaps, we might stop 

harming ourselves and the planet’,6 reflects her belief that literature can change 

readers’ consciousness. Therefore, she shares ecocriticism’s concern with the critical 

evaluation of literature and culture from an environmentalist perspective, which as 

 
1 Alexis Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature: Who Owns the Map of the World?’, Meanjin, 79:2 

(2020), pp. 92–101< https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-self-governing-literature/> [accessed 28 October 

2021] (para 19 of 40). 
2 Alexis Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’, Meanjin, 78:2 (2019) <https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-

journey-in-writing-place/> [accessed 27 January 2020] (para 24 of 44). 
3 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library and a Self-Governing Literature’, SRB, 28 June 2019 

<https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/> 

[accessed 1 August 2019]. 
4 Alexis Wright and Arnold Zable, ‘The future of swans’ Overland, 213 (Summer 2013) 

<https://overland.org.au/previous-issues/issue-213/feature-alexis-wright-and-arnold-zable/> [accessed 

March 2020]. 
5 Alexis Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose of Literature’, Boisbouvier Oration, Summer 2018 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/> [accessed 4 May 2020]. 
6 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose’. 

https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-self-governing-literature/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/
https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/
https://overland.org.au/previous-issues/issue-213/feature-alexis-wright-and-arnold-zable/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/
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Richard Kerridge states, ‘implies a political, activist ambition – a hope that the 

criticism and the new cultural works it influences, will help to change culture and 

behaviour’.7 Ecocritical scholar Greg Garrard fears neither the ‘scientisation’ of 

climate change, that is, the IPCC’s ‘tipping pint’ rhetoric nor apocalyptic fictions have 

done enough to provoke action to address climate change.8 Wright seems inclined to 

agree but is more optimistic in the power of literature.  

Australian Aboriginal literary scholar Evelyn Araluen Corr notes, ‘I have 

struggled to discover and apply relevant literary theory to Aboriginal texts that does 

not erase political or cultural forms of difference.’9 She takes inspiration from North 

American First Nation’s scholars and writers, particularly Jo-ann Archibald who has 

developed the notion of storywork by drawing on oral storytelling principles. In 

exploring projects by Australian scholars that might be framed using storywork 

language, Corr identifies Wright’s essay ‘The Politics of Writing’10 because of the way 

it engages with story and temporality. Since publishing that particular essay, Wright 

has added both essays and novels that reveal her approach to writing, and if we accept 

Christine Waugh’s view, that self-reflexive works ‘explore a theory of writing fiction 

through the practice of writing fiction’,11 Wright’s growing oeuvre of work contributes 

to discourse surrounding Aboriginal Australian literature and how it might be 

decolonised. Wright’s ‘survival literature’,12 with its distinctive ‘bending of Western 

literary genres into a demanding Indigenous story-telling mode [in which] Dreamtime 

narrative critically engages with the post/neo-colonial management of Australian 

resources and human relations’,13 may be invaluable in offering ‘a new way of 

conceiving human relation to place, one which [...] is critical in an era of climate 

 
7 Isabel Pérez Ramos, ‘Interview with Richard Kerridge’, Ecozon@, 3:2 (2012), pp. 135–144 (p. 139).  
8 Greg Garrard, ‘Never too soon, always too late: Reflections on climate temporality’, WIREs Clim 

Change. April 2019, Abstract <https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.605>[accessed 31 August 2022].  
9 Evelyn Araluen Corr, ‘The limits of Literary Theory and the Possibilities of Storywork in Aboriginal 

Literature in Australia’, in Decolonising Research: Indigenous Storywork as Methodology, Jo-ann 

Archibald Q’um Q’um Xiiem, Jenny Bol Jun Lee-Morgan and Jason de Santolo (eds) (London: Zed 

Books, 2019), pp. 188–202 (p. 190). 
10 Alexis Wright, ‘Politics of Writing’, Southerly, 62:3 (2002), pp. 10–20. This was originally 

presented at Message Sticks, Sydney Opera House, May 2001. 
11 Christine Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (Abingdon: 

Routledge, 1984), p. 3. 
12 Wright and Zable, ‘The future of swans’.  
13 Martin Renes, ‘Dreamtime Narrative and Postcolonisation: Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria as an 

Antidote to the Discourse of Intervention’, JEASA, 2:1 (2011), pp. 102–121 (abstract). 
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change and ecological destruction’.14 This chapter suggests that Wright’s conversion 

of Aboriginal yarning – a method of providing space for learning, sharing knowledge 

and personal reflection –into the written form provides a framework for critically 

analysing Indigenous literature. 

It is now recognised that Indigenous self-determination and climate change are 

‘inextricably bound together’ by the reality of global warming and its potentially 

devastating consequences ‘on disproportionately large numbers of indigenous peoples 

throughout the world.’15 It is argued that the Australian academy too often accepts an 

‘identity politics trope that aligns Science-Commodity-Colonialism against 

Indigenous Knowledge-Gift-Decolonisation.16 When Wright observes, ‘as a new 

country Australia has still not learnt a way of working with the deep knowledge of this 

continent while Indigenous people struggle to retain their right to keep a strong cultural 

sense of what the environment is telling us’17 she is not suggesting that solutions to 

climate change involve returning to some imagined ‘ecological Indian’ existence. 

Rather she is acknowledging efforts to understand and respect the ecological limits of 

a given environment or ecosystem because ‘local ecologies have never simply been 

resources that make economic growth possible; they are living systems that connect 

human societies to the global biosphere and a spiritual sense of being.’18 Indigenous 

peoples have developed ecological knowledge over thousands of years and it is 

contained in stories, incorporating this with Western theoretical approaches makes it 

possible, Wright might say necessary, to developing new analytical approaches to 

addressing the climate crisis.  

 
14 Jane Gleeson-White, ‘Capitalism versus the agency of place: an ecocritical reading of That 

Deadman Dance and Carpentaria’, JASAL 13:2 (2013), pp. 1–12 (p. 11). 

<https://openjournals.library.usyd.edu.au/index.php/JASAL/ 

article/download/9867/9756> [accessed 5 November 2019]. 
15 Gregory D. Smithers,  ‘Native Ecologies: Environmental Lessons from Indigenous Histories’, The 

History Teacher, 52(2), February 2019, pp. 265-290 (266). See also Note 4 sources for claims on link 

between climate change and indigenous self-determination. 
16 Tim Rowse review of E. Vincent and T. Neale (eds), Unstable Relations: Indigenous People and 

Environmentalism in Contemporary Australia, (Crawley [WA]: University of Western Australia 

Press, 2016) in The Australian Journal of Anthropology, 28, p. 135. 
17 Alexis Wright, ‘Deep Weather’, Meanjin, 70:2 (Autumn 2011), pp. 70–78 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/deep-weather/> [accessed 15 October 2018]. 
18 Gregory D. Smithers, ‘Native Ecologies’, p. 269. 
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3.2 Wright’s Authorial Process 

Wright has shared quite a lot about her authorial process,19 and ‘in interviews, [she] 

enumerates an astonishingly rich palette of global literary and artistic names to 

establish the broader coordinates for C’s aesthetic and political rationales.’20 Among 

these ‘confreres’ are Edward Said, Patrick Chamoiseau, Carlos Fuentes, Seamus 

Heaney and Mahmoud Darwish. In fact, Wright has always openly acknowledged the 

influence of other writers, especially in her search to develop C: ‘I looked at a lot of 

writers from across the world, Latin American, Asian, European, peoples still in their 

own country, with a connection to place’.21 She has also been influenced by other 

postcolonial theorists and writers such as French-Caribbean philosopher Edouard 

Glissant and leftist writer and novelist Eduardo Hughes Galeano, as well as Salman 

Rushdie, Toni Morrison and the many others noted in previous chapters of this thesis. 

However, it would be a mistake to ignore her wider reading practice, which extends 

from her ‘wide and varied, inexhaustible search of literary ideas stretching across the 

world’22 to her own cultural heritage to which she ‘will always return’.23  

She explains that she has a ‘passionate relationship with books because I cannot 

find out enough about this world and [...] of what it feels like to live in other 

landscapes, other countries, other parts of the world’.24 Increasingly, that landscape is 

impacted by global warming and she feels forced to acknowledge that her fellow 

Australians – and especially Australian governments, but governments throughout the 

world too – are failing to address the causes or the resulting environmental and 

ecological catastrophe.25 Increasingly, in her contributions to media and other 

 
19 Alexis Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, Heat, 13 (2007), 79–97 (repr. in Indigenous 

Transnationalism, ed. Lynda Ng. (Sydney: Giramondo, 2018), 217–234; ‘Politics of Writing’, 

Southerly 62:3 (2002), 10–20; ‘The Inward Migration in Apocalyptic Times’, essay read by Alexis 

Wright in Emergence Magazine, 27 January 2021 <https://emergencemagazine.org/story/the-inward-

migration-in-apocalyptic-times/> [accessed 14 June 2021].  
20 Russell West-Pavlov, ‘The Geo-Graphics of an Indigenous World Literature in Alexis Wright’s 

Carpentaria’, in Indigenous Transnationalism, ed. Lynda Ng (Sydney: Giramondo, 2018), pp. 23-50 

(p. 23). 
21 ‘The bookshelf, with Kate Evans and Cassie McCullagh’, Classic Australian Novels, ABS Podcast. 

Broadcast: Tue 30 Nov 2021 (‘Ursula Raymond speaks with Alexis Wright’, Awaye first aired 2008). 
22 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose’.  
23 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose’.  
24 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose’. 
25 ‘The Inward Migration in Apocalyptic Times’, Emergence Magazine, 27 January 2021 

<https://emergencemagazine.org/story/the-inward-migration-in-apocalyptic-times/> [accessed 14 June 
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discourses on this crisis, she cites scientists ‘from China, the United States, and 

Europe,’ as well as journalists writing about the climate/environment, and poets 

concerned with the natural world/environment.26 She references emerging literature, 

such as Richard Power’s creative The Overstory (2018) about how we can resist 

environmental crisis by accepting the transformative and regenerative powers of 

nature, and the work of Robert MacFarlane who writes about landscape, nature and 

place. Addressing a Guardian audience, she asks rhetorically, ‘How do you find the 

words to tell the story of the environmental emergency of our times?’27 The answer 

lies in ‘independent writers’ who, like ‘Orhan Pamuk [...] listen only to their own 

conscience to produce literature’.28 She believes writers have a responsibility to 

‘transform the science into the known, to figure out how to describe these realities [i.e. 

the consequences of global warming], to get into the habit of asking big questions [...] 

Think what the Earth needs’.29  

 

 
2021]. See also Alexis Wright, ‘A Question of Fear’, in Placing Psyche: Exploring Cultural 

Complexes in Australia, Craig San Roque, Amanda Dowd and David Tacey (eds) (New Orleans: 

Spring Journal Books, 2011). Reproduced with permission from Allen and Unwin and Sydney PEN 

Voices – the Three Writers Project, from Tolerance, Prejudice and Fear (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 

2008), 231–253 (p. 235). 
26 For example, in ‘The Inward Migration in Apocalyptic Times’, Wright references Peter Hannam, 

‘“Blown Away”: Safe Climate Niche Closing Fast, With Billions At Risk’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5 

May 2020; Abrahm Lustgarten, ‘The Great Climate Migration’, The New York Times, 23 July 2020; 

Chris Johnston, ‘Going Home: The Great Aboriginal Dream’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 13 July 

2013; poets Wu Yansheng, The Power Of Enlightenment: Chinese Zen Poems, ‘Song Cycle Of The 

Moon-Bone’, trans. R. M. Berndt, in The Thunder Mutter, 101 Poems For The Planet, ed. Alice 

Osward (London: Faber & Faber, 2006), 101–209; Seamus Heaney, Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 

1971–2001 (London: Faber & Faber, 2002), 252; Maria Rilke Rainer, Duino Elegies and The Sonnets 

To Orpheus, trans. Stephen Mitchell (New York: Vintage, 2009), p. 83.  
27 Alexis Wright, ‘We all smell the smoke, we all feel the heat. This environmental catastrophe is 

global’, The Guardian, 18 May 2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/18/we-

all-smell-the-smoke-we-all-feel-the-heat-this-environmental-catastrophe-is-global/> [accessed 12 July 

2021]. 
28 Alexis Wright, ‘A Question of Fear’, in Placing Psyche: Exploring Cultural Complexes in 

Australia, Craig San Roque, Amanda Dowd and David Tacey (eds) (New Orleans: Spring Journal 

Books, 2011). Reproduced with permission from Allen and Unwin and Sydney PEN Voices – the 

Three Writers Project, from Tolerance, Prejudice and Fear (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2008), pp. 231–

253 (p. 251). 
29 Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature’.  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/18/we-all-smell-the-smoke-we-all-feel-the-heat-this-environmental-catastrophe-is-global/
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3.3 The Dreaming, the Imaginal Realm, and Sovereignty of the 

Mind 

Anthropologists and ethnographers of the late 1800s used the term ‘the Dreaming’ to 

describe the Aboriginal religio-cultural belief system. The Arrente refer to it as the 

Time of Great Power,30 and it is also known by the Aboriginal English phrase ‘the 

Turnaround’ a term used  before the invention of ‘the dreaming’ or ‘Dreamtime’ to 

describe:  

the enormous revolving force that produced the separation of earth 

and sky worlds. [...] Creation is not an event in the distant past, but 
something that is continually unfolding and needs custodians to keep 

co-creating it by linking the two worlds together via metaphors in 

cultural practice.31  

Lynda Ng argues that even today, ‘The English language does not have the 

vocabulary to describe the complex ontological concepts that shape the Dreaming.’32 

It has currency in popular culture as a bastardised conception of Aboriginal mythology. 

The Dreaming or Tjukurrpa can mean any story but more fully refers to the ‘parable-

like stories of the dreaming’.33 We have much to learn’, Wright believes, ‘from the 

high value Aboriginal people place on the ancient practices of storytelling’,34 which is 

‘a map and framework primarily concerned with the sacred [...] landscape.’35 This 

landscape is one where the ancestors live in a parallel universe and ‘where the ordinary 

laws of time, space, and motion do not apply, where past, present, and future merge 

into one’.36  

The laws contained in the Tjukurrpa stories guide Aboriginal peoples’ 

relationship with the nonhuman world and this means that they ‘understand this 

 
30 Christine Morris, ‘Oral Traditions Under Threat: The Australian Aboriginal Experience’, 

Explorations in Ethnic Studies, 2 (1991), pp. 33–41 (p. 36). 
31 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 110. 
32 Lynda Ng, ‘Translocal Temporalities in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’, Potcolonia Translocations, 

156 (2013) pp. 109-126 (P. 119).  
33 Alexis Wright, ‘Where to Point the Spears?’, Experiences of Freedom in Post-colonial Literatures 

and Cultures, 201 (2011), pp. 35–42 (p. 37). 
34 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose’. 
35 Mike Smith, ‘Songlines: Tracking the Seven Sisters’, as cited in Alexis Wright, ‘The Power and 

Purpose of Literature’, Boisbouvier Oration, Summer 2018 <https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-

power-and-purpose-of-literature/> [accessed 4 May 2020]. 
36 Alexis Wright, ‘Deep Weather’, Meanjin, 70:2 (2011), pp. 70–78 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/deep-weather/> [accessed 15 October 2018]. 

https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/
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country is alive through the power of the ancestral creation spirits residing in it’. 37 

Wright notes the ‘the land is a living system of harmonious laws for the safekeeping 

of country and […] these laws need to stay strong, because once they are broken so, 

too, is the harmony, and the ancestral beings will respond by punishing the 

wrongdoer.’ 38The Tjukurrpa contains many stories of these laws and of what this 

punishment can look like. In SB, Half-Life says of his traditional country: Our elders 

bring everyone here so that we can hear the Law of our people from the country itself 

telling us a strong story about what happened to them (314). In C the old Pricklebush 

people know: 

There is plenty of business going on when cyclones come on 

to the country [...] like what is going on outside now from the 

most powerful creation spirits who come down out of the skies 

like a tempest when they are looking for Law breakers’ (460-

61).   

 

And when a Law breaker seeks safety from an inland town never before reached by 

cyclones, ‘the cyclone went ahead and wrecked that town to smithereens and worse, 

and in all of the wreckage it left behind, only one person died. It was the Law breaker.’ 

(C, 462) 

Whereas Western concepts of time tend to progress arrow-like from past to present 

to future and are influenced by notions of progress and development, Aboriginal 

concepts of time ‘are essentially atelier (purposeless), or rather, purpose lies in the 

Dreaming, which is in many respects infinite and timeless.’39 The cosmological 

schema of the Dreaming has the effect of ‘displac[ing] events in time so that things 

that happened in the past often have an immediacy that makes them part of the 

present.’40 It also ‘encompasses within it other temporalities; it integrates 

[natural/seasonal] processes, personal memories and historical events [...]’.41 Since 

‘time was created through the transformation of the ancestral beings in place’,42 in 

Aboriginal ontogeny, place has precedence over time, and all events in a place, 

 
37 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’.   
38 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’.   
39 Howard Morphy, ‘Aboriginal Concepts of Time’, in The Story of Time by Umberto Eco, Kristen 

Lippincott, and Ernst H. Gombrich et al (Merrell Publishers), pp. 264–267 (p. 265). 
40 Morphy, ‘Aboriginal Concepts of Time’, pp. 264–267 (p. 267). 
41 Morphy, ‘Aboriginal Concepts of Time’, pp. 264–267 (p. 267). 
42 Morphy, ‘Aboriginal Concepts of Time’, pp. 264–267 (p. 267). 
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irrespective of their sequence of occurrence or intervals between their occurrence, are 

subordinate to their representation in space.43 This understanding of time is captured 

in SB in the ‘multiple strands of oral narrative that meander back and forth, sideways 

and back, between the past and future, the material and the immaterial, and the local 

and the continental, to circle and question each other, and to finally meet in a here and 

now’.44 The white reader must learn to accept other realities. What’s more, the 

Dreaming narrates not only the complex web of creation myths but also the ‘continuing 

enlivening of the landscape through which the creative ancestors travelled.’45 Thus, 

Aboriginal literature ‘is not only inscribed into the land, or visibly painted on, or 

chiselled into rock, but it is written in the mind – what Wright likes to call the sovereign 

mind. This method of storykeeping is the spearhead of culture’.46 It is represented 

straightforwardly in passages such as the following:  

The old man gave him the directions to the safe place in his far-off 

country – a blow-by-blow description sung in song, unravelling a 

map to a Dreaming place he had never seen. […] The song was so 

long and complicated and had to be remembered in the right 

sequence where the sea was alive, waves were alive, currents alive, 

even the clouds. (C 360) 

Through ceremony and interaction with sacred sites on traditional land, creation 

is kept in motion. This is what Mozzie Fishman and his convoy do by travelling the 

songlines. Through writing, Wright might be said to be performing a sacred ceremony, 

just as the ‘Gurrir Gurrir ceremony forewarns people not to forego their culture’,47 so 

she writes to reinforce and restore Aboriginal identity to a place of value within the 

nation and the wider world. Even when the physical connection to land is broken, 

Aboriginal people retain ‘a template of country’ in their mind, like SB’s protagonist 

Oblivia, and so the bond with the sacred laws and land continues, even ‘in the most 

 
43 Morphy, ‘Aboriginal Concepts of Time’, pp. 264–267 (p. 266). 
44 Martin Renes, ‘Alexis Wright’s Fiction, Aboriginal Realism, and the Sovereignty of the Indigenous 

Mind’, Commonwealth Essays and Studies, 44:2 (2022), pp. 1-15 (p.4) 
45 Heather Goodall as cited in Megan Stronach, Daryl Adair and Hazel Maxwell, ‘“Djabooly-

djabooly: why don’t they swim?”: the ebb and flow of water in the lives of Australian Aboriginal 

women’, Annals of Leisure Research, 22:3 (2019), 286–304 (p. 286) 

<https://doi.org/10.1080/11745398.2018.1503086>. 
46 Wright, ‘Where to Point the Spears?’, pp. 35–42 (p. 42). 
47 Wright, ‘Deep Weather’. 
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broken circumstances’.48 Wright’s oeuvre seeks to recover and reinvigorate this bond 

and at the same time challenge Western cultural imperialism. 

Lest we think these strange ideas, Patrick Harpur argues that, beneath the 

hostility Western tradition shows to metaphorical experience of the immaterial world 

inhabited by other worldly beings of all kinds such as the Irish sidhe, faeries of folklore 

across many cultures, gods and devils, there still lurks a belief that shapes how we 

(Westerners) see the world. In fact, Wright cites Martin Palmer, a UK theologian and 

writer: ‘We are all walking through the stories of a sacred map – stories that we in the 

west have largely forgotten, that speak to our connection to what we once understood 

as the foundation of a sacred reality: the world around us.’49 The enlivening of the 

landscape in a mystical sense, as Wright acknowledges, can be found in writers and 

poets who are deeply, perhaps mystically, connected to country. For example, in his 

poem ‘Go Fishing’, British poet Ted Hughes expresses a sensitivity similar to Wright 

and in Poetry in the Making (1967), based on his series of programmes for the BBC’s 

‘Listening and Writing’ aimed at teaching children ‘imaginative writing’, he writes:  

These are the remains of what the world was once like all over. They 

carry us back to the surroundings our ancestors lived in for 150 

million years [...]. Civilisation is comparatively new [...] we still 

need occasional holidays back in the old surroundings. It is only 

there that the ancient instincts and feelings in which most of our 

body lives can feel at home and on their own ground.[...] Those 

prehistoric feelings, satisfactions we are hardly aware of except as a 

sensation of pleasure – [...] in wild surroundings they rise to the 

surface and refresh us, renew us.50 

Indeed, describing the reaction of a sugar cane farmer to Cyclone Yasi that 

devastated Queensland in 2011, Wright makes the following lyrical observation: ‘[the 

farmer] gazed across the flattened fields of his plantation [...].Then from the depths of 

all human loneliness in times of despair, he offered a piece of ancient knowledge to 

explain what had just happened to him, “Mother Nature, mate—she’s a good ‘un”.’51 

To which Wright responds rhetorically, ‘Could it be possible for many Australians that 

there still exist in their hearts the little engrained remnants of some deeply held and 

 
48 Wright, ‘The Inward Migration’. 
49 Martin Palmer as cited in Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’, (para 31 of 36). 
50 Ted Hughes, Poetry in the making : an anthology of poems and programmes from Listening and 

Writing (London: Faber and Faber, 1967), p. 76. 
51 Wright, ‘Deep Weather’.  
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felt ancient belief? Do Australians believe in a different, more powerful law than 

Australian law? Can that be possible?’52 That knowledge might be derived from 

mystical experience, revelation or intuition, was accepted in European tradition prior 

to the influence of Emmanuel Kant (1724–1804), one of the foremost thinkers and 

philosophers of the Enlightenment. The ascendency of Kantian thought introduced a 

‘mythic fear of nature as Other’; hence Kate Rigby proposes an ‘ecological 

enlightenment of the Enlightenment’.53  

Forgetting the connection between the material and nonhuman worlds was not, 

Wright states, ‘a good idea when you think of the Anthropocene, now termed 

omnicide, or our collective suicide’.54 Like the European climate refugees in SB who 

‘grabbed a trillion swans in their imagination, dragged them back from the suppressed 

backwoods of the mind’ (29), we too will need to recover this connection to pre-

Enlightenment thinking. To help us recover this connection and survive a warming 

world, Wright believes we ‘desperately need powerful storytellers to help us make 

sense of the unfathomable events taking place’ and to call the ancestors back [from all 

over the world], to bring forth the wisdom of the ages’.55 However, reimagining our 

relationship with the non-material world, as Tom Cheetham suggests, requires that we 

must first acknowledge ‘there is an open field of reality accessible to us through the 

imagination’56 and then figure out how to use it.  

In Western culture, it is poets who have remained most open to what we have 

come to call the metaphysical. Appreciative of the precedence mythic Ireland gave to 

‘the poetic truth of spiritual beliefs rather than historical fact’,57 Wright reads in 

Seamus Heaney’s examination of the poetry of William Butler Yeats a similar 

connection to place. Yeats based many of his poems on Irish legends and folklore and 

may have been drawing on the view of mediaeval Gaelic and Welsh poets as ‘seers’ 

and eyewitnesses and how their literary aesthetics privilege the visual aspects of what 

they describe – much as Wright’s fiction contains detailed visual imagery:  

 
52 Wright, ‘Deep Weather’. 
53 Kate Rigby as cited in Sophia David, ‘Eco-Fiction: Bringing Climate Change into the Imagination’ 

(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Exeter, 2016), p. 15. 
54 Wright, ‘The Inward Migration’.  
55 Wright, ‘The Inward Migration’. 
56 Tom Cheetham, homepage <https://www.tomcheetham.com/> [accessed 17 March 2022]. 
57 Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, pp. 217–234 (p. 221) 
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The landing of butterflies. The feet of a lizard pounding on crystals 

of salt. There were battalions of stink beetles crawling over each 

other and the salt. Plague grasshoppers jumped away at the coming 

of strangers. Moth storms swept across the lake. Crimson and orange 

chats whistled from the heath of spinifex […]. They passed through 

old times, coming through hillock after hillock covered in spinifex, 

of Country that had a serious Law story for every place, and of 

everything belonging to that place like family. (SB 190) 

Wright believes poets ‘excavate deep within the psyche [...] and bring some sense 

into the world about how to be human.’58 She also finds inspiration in Palestinian poet 

Mahmood Darwish’s reconnection through ancient Arabic culture’s mythmaking to 

‘the intimate depths experienced by every exiled human psyche on earth’ which 

‘strikes deep into the core of remembering the meaning of belonging and the loss of 

its essence in the soul of who we are [...] through separation from traditional roots that 

provide the spirit of their humanity’.59 Harpur calls this daimonic reality; Carl Jung 

(1875–1961) calls it psychic, and Henry Corbin (1903–1978) and James Hillman 

(1926–2011) refer to it as ‘imaginal’.60 For Harpur, a white Englishman living in 

Dorset, these innate connections are something simply forgotten and ‘apolitical’, this 

is not the case for Wright.  

The importance Wright attaches to imagination is evocative of Corbin’s 

imaginal realm or mundus imaginalis as ‘holding images, stories, dream figures, 

embodied imagery and movements that come to us from some dimension beyond our 

rational intellectual perspective.’61 Although reality is perceived differently in 

different cultures, new concepts of reality can be created through the imagination. 

Wright insists that in these ‘apocalyptic times’ the kind of literature that can encourage 

 
58 Wright, ‘A Question of Fear’, pp. 231–253 (p. 235). 
59 Wright, ‘A Question of Fear’, pp. 231–253 (p. 235). 
60 The imagination is central to the work of Carl Jung, French Orientalist, philosopher and theologian 

Henry Corbin whose work has influenced contemporary poetry, and psychologist James Hillman. 

Jung and Corbin were pillars of the Eranos Circle. Hillman spent time at the Jung Institute in Zurich 

and was also an influential reader of Corbin. Henry Corbin coined the term ‘imaginal realm’ to 

overcome the limitations of the word ‘imaginary’ – as something unreal or made up when – in the 

mysticism he discovered in Islamic texts. Hillman returns to an ancient concept of the soul and the 

importance of images, thus, his term ‘imaginal psychology’. He offers a succinct understanding of this 

as ‘the reality we live, is our psychic reality, which is nothing but [...] the poetic imagination going on 

day and night’ (James Hillman and Michael Ventura, We’ve Had a Hundred Years of Psychotherapy 

and the World Is Getting Worse (San Francisco: Harper, 1992), p. 62). 
61 Henry Corbin, Mundus Imaginalis: Or The Imaginary and The Imaginal (Dallas: Spring 

Publications, 1972) as cited in Shannon Simonelli ,’The Imaginal, the Body and the Butterfly’, posted 

Jung Society of Utah website 8 June 2019 <https://jungutah.com/blog/the-imaginal-the-body-the-

butterfly> [accessed 25 March 2022]. 
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the reader to think more deeply ‘will need to [be] far more innovative and imaginative’ 

and will become ‘increasingly important, because it will be literature that is capable of 

offering more thoughtful scope [...] that will have the capability of transmitting 

knowledge to expand our understanding of how to think through the realities of our 

future times’.62 As Kimberly Blaeser argues, ‘if we understand the oral tradition as 

allusive or referential, attempting to embody or translate the spiritual to engender 

access to the spiritual realm, then the imaginative response becomes the means of 

appropriation’.63 Literature, and stories, matter a great deal, and grounded in the 

Tjukurrpa ‘storytelling is the currency of Indigenous sovereignty.’64  Mead sees ‘the 

activist politics of Anthropocene fiction as a vehicle for SB’s ‘multi-faceted and self-

reflexive address to political and social aspects of sovereignty as they co-exist in the 

past and the present, and how they might be understood in an immanent future’.65  He 

associates Wright’s novel with an emerging discourse on sovereignty among 

Aboriginal writers and intellectuals.66  Indigenizing sovereignty at the level of the 

imaginary is, then, ‘ one of the most empowering expressions of self-determination.’67  

Furthermore, Mead draws attention to Wright’s use of content, form and structure and 

how it writes to a contest past history, the present ‘political economy of land rights , 

including resources and environmental policy’, […] but it carries the story forward 

into the future’ which is also writing about the present.’68 

Martin Renes also takes up Wright’s use of content, form and structure in SB in 

the service of ‘sovereignty of the mind’ and thereby challenging settler interpretations 

of reality and Western conceptions of progress since the Enlightenment, things that are 

‘at the heart of the traditional realist novel’.69 This challenges white readers, and 

although intended as an act of Aboriginal self-determination - SB’s Oblivia ‘begin[s] 

 
62 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’. 
63 Kimberly Blaeser, Gerald Vizenor: Writing in the Oral Tradition (Oklahoma UP, 1996), p. 27. 
64 Ann Brewster, Indigenous Sovereignty and the Crisis of Whiteness in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’ 

Australian Literary Studies’, 25:4 (2010), pp.85-100 (p.88). 
65 Phillip Mead, ‘Sovereignty of the Mind’ in Philip Mead and Gareth Griffiths (Eds),The Social Work 

of Narrative: Human Rights and the Cultural Imaginary, (Studies in World Literature; Vol. 4), 

(Germany: ibidem-Verlag, 2018), pp. 339-361. 

66 Mead cites Larissa Behrendt’s Achieving Social Justice: Indigenous Rights and Australia’s Future 

(2003), Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s edited volume Sovereign Subjects: Indigenous Sovereignty 

Matters (2007), The Intervention, an Anthology (2015) edited by Rosie Scott and Anita Heiss.  
67 Some of the critical vocabulary here draws on the arguments and readings in Carlson. 
68 Mead, ‘Sovereignty of the Mind’. 
69 Renes, ‘Alexis Wright’s Fiction’, pp. 1-15 (p.5) 
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the quest to regain sovereignty over [her] own brain’ (4) – offers any reader who will 

listen the opportunity to open themselves to the possibility of other realities. If they 

find the ongoing desire for self-government in the legal and political sense in rhetorical 

writings unpalatable, linking it to climate change in fiction may speak to wider 

audience though Mead notes this has also proved a challenge.70  

3.4 Ecocriticism and the Novel Form 

As an emerging field of academic study, and as the climate crisis has intensified, 

ecocriticism increasingly intersects with the environmental sciences, environmental 

politics and philosophy, literary and cultural studies, postcolonial theory, globalisation 

and queer theory. Ecofeminists are said to have been ‘backgrounded or separated from 

the mainstream of ecocritical theory and feminist theory alike’.71 However, in her 

Foreword to International Perspectives on Feminist Ecocriticism, Linda Hogan writes, 

‘female writers, thinkers and environmentalists used their writing as part of their 

strategy’ for change in cultural standards’ and suggests they they ‘offer new ways to 

imagine our world and to recreate models for those who have been trained in the 

Western system of cognition and perception.’72 Although Wright would not apply the 

label to herself,  this is exactly what she does with both her rhetorical and fictional 

writing. There is no doubt though that Wright shares a lot in common with feminists 

who pursue scholarship and activist work on the environment, opening up ‘new ethical 

pathways to contest the sexist, racist, speciesist, ecophobic, classist, nationalist and 

homophobic discourses of ‘nature’ which have served to perpetuate gendered dualities 

and bodily boundaries.’73 An affiliation has been drawn between the bioregionalism 

school of ecocriticism which emphasises ‘re-inhabiting, rereading, reimagining and 

renewal’ and Aboriginal literature, which, ‘in returning to Aboriginal tradition and 

narrating its dispossession and disruption by colonising processes, life story [...] forms 

 
70 Mead, ‘Sovereignty of the Mind’, pp. 339-361. 
71 Greta Gaard, Simon Estok, Serpil Oppermann (eds), International Perspectives on Feminist 

Ecocriticism (Athens: Georgia UP, 2013), Introduction, (p. 5). 
72 Hogan specifically mentions Rachel Carson‘ whose Silent Spring helped initiate the environmental 

movements’, and Barbara McClintock ‘the Novel Prize-winning scientist whose method […], made 

important changes in our world’ and Nobel winner Wangari Maathai who ‘began the return to forests 

and trees in Africa, changing an entire environment for people, bringing water, animals, and a 

revitalised world with her Green Belt Movement of planting trees. p.xvi. 
73 Gaard, Estok & Oppermann, Introduction, International Perspectives, p. 2. 



111 

a part of a complex regenerative process’.74 In her reading of C, Kate Rigby argues 

that postcolonial, ecological and feminists understandings must be brought together if 

an ethics and aesthetics of decolonisation is to be achieved in Australian literature.75 

 While these affiliations are of interest, a number tensions towards and within 

ecocriticism must be addressed, not least of which is that it remains an umbrella term 

for a number of critical approaches. Ecocritics have been accused of : being selective 

in the types of human/nonhuman engagements that are valued in literature and in the 

types of texts they present; guilty of applying ecocritical tropes poorly; and of 

privileging the content of narratives over form.76 Scholars call for greater attention to 

theory, and for the introduction of more established aspects of literary criticism into 

ecocritical analysis. For example, in 2010 English Studies published a special issue of 

the journal which focused on ecocriticism.[5] A follow-up, ‘Ecocriticism and Narrative 

Theory: An Introduction’, was issued in 2018 to share scholarship in ecocriticism’s 

growing interest in narrative form. Materialist ecocritic Erin James followed up with 

The Storyworld Accord (2015), in which she develops the notion of econarratology 

which allows her ‘to explore the ways in which literary structures might offer up 

environmental insight.’77 In Environmentality (2013), by complimenting ecocriticism 

with elements from postcolonial studies and a general focus on the aesthetic, discursive 

nature of texts’, Roman Bartosch develops ‘a theoretical basis upon which readings 

that negotiate environmental ethics, ecological conflicts and the role of culture and 

textuality, become possible.’78 Although employing narratological concepts, he argues 

that reception aesthetics must be a necessary adjunct to both a formalist reading and 
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Change, (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2015).  
77 Erin James, The Storyworld Accord: Econarratology and Post-Colonial Narratives (Lincoln: 
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112 

an ecocritical hermeneutics. For Bartosch the power of literature to help us cope with 

environmental and imaginative crisis derives from the interaction of the text and the 

reader. Material ecocritic Hubert Zapf also seeks to develop a theoretical approach to 

reading that demonstrates the role literature can play in creating a more sustainable 

way of life. His is a transdisciplinary approach that ‘focuses on the forms, modes and 

functions of representation and communication that have evolved in literary history as 

a generative potential of texts.’79Other scholars, including Anis Bawarshi, Astrid 

Bracke, Richard Kerridge, and Adeline Johns-Putra80 address the need for ecocriticism 

to give greater attention to genre/genre theory.81 Overall, ecocriticism remains an 

unsettled orthodoxy. 

3.5 Reading Wright: Literary Classification  

Although there is no agreed definition of what constitutes environmental fiction,82 a 

multi-genre corpus of work has emerged termed climate fiction or ‘cli-fi’. Prior to the 

emergence of these works the novel form was considered unable to accommodate 

climate change and possibly ‘unsuitable, or at least problematic for ecocritical 
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analysis’, or even an obstacle to the ecocritical project.83 As noted in the Literature 

Review, Wright’s works are considered to have overcome such criticism.84 Yet, 

despite some knowledgeable and favourable reviews Mead notes the resistance to 

among non-Aboriginal Australians to Wright’s type of  Indigenous storytelling, 

suggesting, as Wright herself does, it is due to: 

[I]ts unresolved settler history […] marked by the varieties of 

residual racism […]. It is also at work in a deeper reluctance 

to recognise or acknowledge the social work of literature and 

literary sociability that includes Aboriginal styles and modes, 

some of them radical adaptations of the Western traditions.85 

 

Lucy Rowland groups the best-known (English-speaking) criticisms of Wright’s work 

into three categories: those that situate it within white mainstream traditions, critics 

who discuss the novel in relation to Western critical theory and genre, and those that 

acknowledge that defining the novel in Western terms is problematic.86 By far the most 

popular generic classification is (postcolonial) magical realism.  

Indigenous scholars such as Anishinaabe poet, novelist, critic and activist Gerald 

Vizenor have come to see magical realism as a ‘rubric [that] has lost much of its 

aesthetic and political vitality’.87 He writes of it as a literary category that has been 

appropriated by ‘those who truly believe in “indians”’, that is, constructed negative 

stereotypes of Indigenous life experiences that come to be seen by publishers and 

readers as ‘authentic’ indigenous novels.88 Amitav Ghosh argues that since climate 

change is neither ‘surreal or magical’ to treat climate change as magical realism is, like 
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the realist novel, a form of concealment.89 Although Wright’s works are full of ‘magic’ 

and ‘spirits’ and ‘ghosts’ of all kinds (Indigenous and non-Indigenous, spiritual, 

scientific, with special powers, and of the natural world) she rejects this classification, 

stating that although traditional stories ‘could be called supernatural and fantastic. I do 

not think of them in this way [...] These stories are about having a belief system and 

principles of the right and wrong way to live.’90 

Magical realism is closely connected to postcolonialism and scholars such as 

Homi Bhabha connect both to environmental literature.  Ben Holgate does this in his 

evaluations of C and SB redefining magical realism as ‘literature that presents the 

supernatural as an ordinary, everyday occurrence, integrated with realism’.91 Holgate 

asserts that the ‘magical’ elements of Wright’s texts help the reader to ‘understand the 

‘real’ setting of climate change.’92 Although Wright’s novels are usually read as 

postcolonial, the postcolonial novel in Australia is fraught with difficulties. Per 

Henningsgaard provides an account of how postcolonial studies fits into the 

intellectual history of Australian literary studies, noting the replacement of ‘radical 

nationalism’ by ‘successive waves of post-structuralism, cultural studies, identity 

politics and postcolonialism’.93 Examining accounts of the rise of postcolonial 

approaches to Australian literary studies he concludes that ‘Australian literary 

scholars' applications of postcolonial studies did not really represent as stark a break 

from the radical nationalist tradition as might be expected’ and did not ‘embed it in a 

transnational and cross-cultural comparative context’ as literary postcolonial studies 

intended.94 Subsequently, Henningsgarrd argues, postcolonial approaches to 

Australian literary studies have been neglected in favour of book history approaches.95  
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90 Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, pp. 217–234 (p. 226). 
91 Ben Holgate, ‘Unsettling Narratives: Re-Evaluating Magic Realism as Postcolonial Discourse 

through Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria and The Swan Book’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 51:6 
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93  David Carter ‘After Postcolonialism’, cited in Per Henningsgaard, ‘Emerging From The Rubble Of 

Postcolonial Studies: Book History And Australian Literary Studies’, Ilha do Desterro,  69:2 (May 
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The period up to the bi-centennial was one of a rising Aboriginal anti-colonial 

nationalism and Indigenous activism during the period was centred on achieving a 

post-colonial future ‘in which they were seen as equal citizens of the nation, and no 

longer the colonised, displaced and dominated people.’96 A break with radical 

nationalism may have been achieved had Indigenous scholars been more included in 

the development of Australian postcolonial discourse. They argue they were not, and 

therefore, they reject it as providing ‘depoliticised accounts of marginalisation.’ 97 

Beyond the immediate purview of literary studies, it is argued that Australia ‘still 

maintains a powerful sense of colonisation’ and so ‘is undergoing the process of 

decolonisation, rather than having done so already’.98 In other words, from an 

Indigenous perspective, ‘decolonisation, once viewed as the formal process of handing 

over the instruments of government, is now recognised as a long-term process 

involving the bureaucratic, cultural, linguistic and psychological divesting of colonial 

power.’99  

 Despite the publication of highly influential The Empire Writes Back: Theory 

and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (1989), ironically written by Australian and 

Australian based authors, 100 postcolonial theory was not taken up by Australian 

scholars as a transnational and cross-cultural comparative approach in Australian 

literary studies.101 This may explain why Wright sought her own understanding of 

postcolonialism in the work of one of its founding fathers, Edward Said, whose 

Orientalism (1978) critiques the connection between the political conditions of 

colonialism and the text as cultural object. Martiniquais, psychiatrist and political 

philosopher Franz Fanon and writer, philosopher and literary critic Edouard Glissant 

also shape Wright’s thinking on postcolonialism. In Poetics of Relation (1990), 

Glissant proffers the idea that ‘indigenous religious thought is of an “epic” voice, of 
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being and belonging to one place, while sitting stationary in the “whorls of time”.’102 

These ‘whorls of time’ help Wright find a way to represent, in literary form, 

Indigenous understandings of time. Neither C nor SB display ‘straightforward 

chronology of beginning, development and conclusion, but employ[s] laterality, 

repetition and circularity of plot situations and characters, merging as it were detail 

and essential information’103 Interestingly, Glissant’s thinking, that ‘every identity is 

extended through a relationship with the Other’,104 can be traced to the work of French 

philosopher Gilles Deleuze and French psychoanalyst Félix Guattari. Deleuze and 

Guattari were influenced by Aboriginal concepts, thought, and narratives they 

discovered through the work of Polish-born anthropologist Barbara Glowczewski.105 

It is not known to what, if any, extent this might account for Wright’s affinity with 

Glissant. She says only that the thinking of French-Caribbean writers ‘resonates with 

our world’.106 Wright identifies with the lived experience of Martiniquais as 

represented in the work of novelist Patrick Chamoiseau. Hi novel Texaco (1992) is 

‘told in an oral French creole style and idiom about life in a doomed shantytown on 

the edge of Martinique’s capital Fort-de-France’.107 It resonates with Wright’s oral 

style, and life in the Pricklebush camps on the edge of Desperance and SB’s swamp 

where people live in ‘cardboard box and packing crate humpies’ (123). There is an 

irony in the recycling of Aboriginal thought through Glowczewski, Deleuze and 

Guattari, and Glissant, then back to Wright.  

Writing as ‘a form of activism’108 in support of Aboriginal sovereignty and the 

connections this now has with global climate change is further evidenced with the 

inclusion of Wright’s chapter ‘The Museumesque in Pristine Wilderness’ in 

Ecocritical Concerns and the Australian Continent (2019).109 This blurring of the 

boundary between critical and creative can be seen in the works of other Indigenous 

writers but in Indigenous Australian literature it is attributed to Oodgeroo Noonuccal’s 
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(also known as Kath Walker) poetry and essays of the 1960s and 1970s. Wright’s 2021 

essay ‘In Times Like These, What Would Oodgeroo Do?’ 110 signals her admiration 

for Oodgeroo. In Oodgeroo’s collection We Are Going: Poems (1964), her eponymous 

poem examines the destructive impact of colonialism on both Aboriginal culture and 

the natural world. Barbara Harlow coined Indigenous writing of the period ‘resistance 

literature’, defining it as ‘creative and aesthetic genres animated by the imperatives of 

radical critique, political action and social change’.111 As Michele Grossman argues 

blurring the critical and the creative, also seen in North American Indigenous and black 

writing: 

served collectively to affirm bell hooks’s observation that for the 

hitherto marginalised, writing is never solely an expression of 

creative power, it is an act of resistance, a political gesture that 

challenges the politics of domination that would render us nameless 

and voiceless.112  

Adam Shoemaker credits Mudrooroo with laying the groundwork for works, like 

Wright’s, with a strong Indigenous identity. Mudrooroo’s thesis of Maban Reality is a 

literary style or genre, a kind of magical realism that ‘truly attempts to invoke the 

written with the oral’.113 However, Wright rejects Mudrooroo’s distinction between 

‘protest literature’ and ‘literature of understanding’.114  Aileen Moreton-Robinson also 

rejects Mudrooroo’s work because she believes it relies on a white patriarchal 

definition of what it means to be political, ‘thus denying subjectivity as a site of 

resistance’115 It is not difficult to think of Wright as sharing a similar position.  

In fact, Wright avoids labels and classifications of all kinds. Wright insists that 

Aboriginal literature should not be ‘put into a small neat box’, nor considered ‘an off-

shoot of Australian literature’.116 She further notes there is ‘no straightforward way to 
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link it to other literatures’ and questions the ‘generalised overviews’ that often serve 

to ‘trivialise’ Aboriginal ‘storytelling traditions that inform but do not fully define 

us’.117 Podemska argues that Indigenous authors and their works are categorised in 

ways that separate them from Australian literature (at best a subcategory) and with 

theoretical tools ‘generally used in World Literature’s universalistic classification’, 

allowing ‘categorizations, but not the freedom of thought and meaning’.118 This is not 

to deny Wright’s desire to position her work as transnational for as Podemska 

recognises, ‘the literature’s sociopolitical and cultural developments and values form 

a base for its sovereignty within the sphere of world literatures, rather than the 

literature of one country or geographical area.’119 

Stephen Muecke challenges the idea of Aboriginal literature as a ‘place where the 

desire to speak is liberated’, arguing, it is ‘a site of multiple constraints’.120 The first 

constraint for Indigenous writers – as Vizenor too argues – comes from the desire of 

the hegemonic culture for the kind of Indigenous stories that reconfirm their ideas of 

‘otherness’. The second is from the Indigenous community’s desire for Aboriginality 

to be ‘authentically’ represented. Furthermore, Wright explains: ‘In being an 

Aboriginal person we feel constrained by cultural values on some issues’ and ‘[w]e 

also feel constrained by our own families or the communities in which we live. This is 

to do with safeguarding all kinds of interests, the individual, the family or Aboriginal 

people as a whole’.121 At the launch of C in the UK, Wright remarked, ‘as an 

Indigenous author, I have to work terribly hard to get my work done and understood. 

We meet white resistance all the way.’122 To which Australian journalist, editor and 

literary critic Rosemary Sorensen quipped in her newspaper column, ‘[n]ow you know 

why you didn’t get to the end of C.’123 Behind this comment, as Paul Sharrad observes, 

is ‘a hint that Aboriginal writers hide their aesthetic failings behind racial special 
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pleading’.124 Ongoing white resistance to the Indigenous arts is illustrated in an 

anecdote Wright shares regarding the reception of Torres Strait playwright, Nakkiah 

Lui’s Blackie Blackie Brown: The Traditional Owner of Death. The story of a 

revengeful Aboriginal Superhero was premiered at the Sydney Theatre Company in 

May–June 2018. Not only was Lui subject to trolling on social media but ‘many arts 

columns heavily questioned the play’s morality and challenged its funding’,125 and the 

NSW Arts Minister, without seeing the play, declared it not to his taste. Another of 

Nakkiah Lui’s works (How to Rule the World) provides a jumping off point for Alison 

Whittaker’s justifiably angry exposition of the Australian literary system’s uncertain 

attitude to the recent interest in ‘blak’ literature. Not only does she consider critics’ 

remarks about the ‘importance’ of Indigenous literature as ‘empty flattery’ or 

‘infantilization’, she also argues that across the literary system Indigenous writers are 

expected to ‘meekly show gratitude for the small white gestures that get us onto the 

page or stage where we belong’, and insists ‘there is a real lack of critical engagement 

with the literature, even in positive reviews but especially where the reviewers are 

white, middle class men.’126 Despite the celebration of Aboriginal writing in recent 

years, author Tony Birch shares Mead’s observation on resistance to Aboriginal 

literature, remarking that it ‘continues to be received and consumed defensively’ 

because of what he terms ‘the disloyalty effect’, namely, some critics, commentators 

and readers respond to what they feel is ‘a negative critique of the national story: an 

act of ingratitude’.127 Birch suggests this ‘is compounded when delivered by “mixed 

blood” Aboriginal writers’128 – writers such as Wright and Lui.  

Of course, it would be a mistake to brand all commentators (or general readers) as 

blind to ‘the potential for Aboriginal writing to productively shift the national story’.129 

Nevertheless, literary classification ‘gives rise to serious discursive conflict’130 that 
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centres on the issue of incommensurability of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

knowledge systems. Alison Ravenscroft challenges the classification of Wright’s work 

as magical realist and opts to read through ‘the paradigm of radical uncertainty, an 

impossible dialectic’.131 She is concerned that white readers’ ‘postcolonial blindness’, 

that is an inability to escape Western epistemology in ‘a universalizing Enlightenment 

conception of scientific rationality and verifiable reality’132 which ‘frames the 

Aboriginal Other through the white gaze and fixes the Aboriginal as an inferior, 

uncivilised receptacle for western improvement.’133 Phillip Mead and Martin Renes 

read incommensurability as strategies to assert Aboriginal sovereignty of the mind. 

Others, such as Kate Rigby reject Ravenscroft’s approach as a ‘purely negative 

hermeneutic’ on the grounds that this ‘would be to decline the invitation [Wright] 

extends to non-Indigenous readers to believe in the energy of the Gulf country’.134 In 

Jane Gleeson-White’s view, Ravenscroft’s position ‘is an inadequate response to a 

novel [C] of such power, energy and political purpose, one which demands its reader 

enter a vividly realised and very particular and localised Gulf world.’135 Instead, she 

urges readers to read the novel as a true representation of Aboriginal Law. European 

scholars such as Kathrin Bartha suggest that Ravenscroft is in danger of ‘falling into 

the binary of “white reader” versus “black text” all too easily’, and, furthermore, runs 

the risk of ‘white’ academics ascribing Indigenous identity – as they have done too 

often over the past two hundred years.136 Ann Heith sees these sensitivities as part of 

the anxiety she observes ‘around “white” readers’ inability to fathom Wright’s 

representation of Indigeneity’.137 Perhaps what matters most in these positioning is that 
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Wright’s deliberate ‘manifestation of cultural incommensurability puts the colonial 

project and its persistence as neo-colonialism under pressure and scrutiny.’138  

 Throwing down a challenge to see the world through Aboriginal eyes, C opens 

with a chapter titled ‘From Time Immemorial’ that tells the creation story: ‘The 

ancestral serpent, a creature larger than storm clouds, came down from the stars, laden 

with its own creative enormity.’(C 3) Non-Aboriginal readers are being asked to think 

again about what they know of Indigenous culture and history, and by extension their 

own.  Critics such as Ravenscroft ask the white reader to read differently, that is to 

say, to accept that not everything is knowable. It is interesting that in other settler 

colonial state countries, as in Australia, this has proved harder than in other 

postcolonial countries.139 The success of C showed Wright that ‘readers from all parts 

of the world want to know how we became the oldest surviving culture in the world, 

and they want to know our stories and how we tell these stories.’140 For example, 

French commentators frequently mention C’s ‘compelling characters and multifaceted 

storyline’ and its ability to render the ‘infinite nuances of human history and 

humanity’.141 Estelle Castro-Koshy and Philippe Guerre argue that ‘readers are also 

invited to better understand Aboriginal peoples’ “mindscape”, their “cultural”, 

“physical”, and “political landscapes” as well as the beauty, energy, and extraordinary 

possibilities that arise from their world.’142 A stronger tradition of experimentation in 

French literature may account for readers’ more open attitude to Wrights unfamiliar 

generic conventions. Translation, too, may play its part by allowing the novel to free 

itself from English cultural influences. Heith speculates its reception in France is due 

to French ‘sensitivity [...] in and about the Aboriginal themes, history and cosmology, 

which cannot be disentangled from the aesthetic appreciation of her style.’143 

Ultimately, not all the essential realities of Aboriginality are available for examination, 

dissection and usurpation by white critics and readers. French readers seem to accept 
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this, which suggests that where Renes treats all non-Indigenous readers the same, it 

would be better to see readerships as ‘segmented and diverse, and to have a contextual 

and intersectional approach to who the real readers are.’144 Indeed, Teresa Podemska 

argues that there is no such thing as ‘an Australian reader’145 because Australia is a 

complex multicultural society.   

 Estelle Castro-Koshy argues that through inventive language and humour 

Wright, ‘invites the reader to recognise and imagine relationships [between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal people, and within Aboriginal communities] anew’ and offers a 

reminder that for Glissant giving recognition to the Other is ‘an aesthetic constituent, 

the first edict of a real poetics of Relation’.146 Blending Aboriginal and other 

storytelling traditions offers non-Indigenous readers tales they can recognise. These 

points of cultural connection can be beneficial to both a postcolonising society and to 

the wider world as global warming intensifies: ‘the ambition I have for my work is to 

be published, to be read in Australia, to be read overseas. For the whole world to read 

it.’147 Wright has important reasons besides ambition for wanting to position her work 

beyond the nation. Some literary criticism has taken up reading her work within a 

world literature paradigm or as individual national literature. Mead sees this freeing of 

Indigenous literature from ‘geopolitical bounds and limits of space and history’ and 

recent ‘worlding or reterriotorialising’ as being driven by a desire to get beyond 

defensive, blind or essentialising territorialism, and the ugly, violent history of legal 

sovereignty.’148 Such critical efforts to decolonise (and denationalise) Wright’s text:  

 

seems to hold out the promise of local self-determination for the 

Indigenous text: its governance of itself, the recognition of its 

unpatrolled citizenship, not of a postcolonial nation, or a postcolony, 

or even of a ‘First-World’ World Literature, but of a trans-

Indigenous first-nation of letters. 

 

As much as she writes for any audience Wright explains: ‘[w]hen I write fictional 

books I am dealing with myself as the sole reader of my work. I do not think of other 
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people as readers of my work outside of my own community.’149 Certainly, to counter 

the realities of Indigenous life in Australia, Wright invites the Indigenous reader in 

formally by giving them the subject position in the Foucaultian sense of having 

agency:  

The truth is, we have simply become other people’s subject matter 

in the stories they tell, and pay the high price of their foolishly 

playing around with the Aboriginal sense of self, aimed at 

dismantling our knowledge and belief in our rights, to have us 

question our truths and our times.150 

Therefore, Wright’s literary activism is as much about addressing the Indigenous 

consciousness and the effects colonisation has had on it – in the way that Irish writers 

‘worked to build Irish consciousness through Irish literature’151 - as it is about 

awakening an ecological consciousness in all readers and encouraging them to ‘open 

up to O/other epistemological, spiritual and material presences’152 As Renes suggests 

‘Wright uses the power of imaginative fiction and genre to shed the shackles that trap 

the Indigenous mind.’153  To do so, she has to work with a literary tradition grounded 

in Western epistemologies, literary theories and schools of criticism while at the same 

time accommodating an oral tradition subject to cultural protocols and protective of 

her family and her community. The resulting reconfiguration of the Western novel 

form is disruptive in conventional literary terms. However, Heith sees ‘no necessity 

for “white” readers to construct the novel as enigmatic, inaccessible, and strange [...] 

simply because it has been authored by a person of Indigenous descent who has 

included subject matter from traditional Indigenous culture.’154 Arnaud Barras argues 

that a text’s interpretation is determined by ‘the context of reception and production’ 

and so ‘a work [can be] so aesthetically unique and powerful that it […] may […] alter 

the horizon of its readership’155. This aligns with Wright’s literary intention to ‘achieve 
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a high degree of art in literature’ with books that ‘come from ideas and images, not 

simply from the fact that I wish to write a book to suit particular interest groups’.156 

The ‘general’ or ‘ideal’ reader is a theoretical construct and how ‘the Indigenous’ is 

read depends on each reader’s own cultural codes. This goes as much for professional 

readers, who tend to read with interpretation in mind, as it does for ‘recreational 

readers’ who may well be more interested in an emotional and sensual response to the 

novel. Reception of Wright’s works in France and among national readerships seems 

to support this view. 

 John Frow argues that genres ‘actively generate and shape knowledge of the 

world, and [...] generically shaped knowledges are bound up with the exercise of power 

[...] in discourse, as well as elsewhere’.157 His central argument is that ‘genres create 

effects of reality and truth, authority and plausibility, which are central to the different 

ways the world is understood’.158 In cultural theorist Mieke Bal’s seminal work, 

Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (1985) she argues that there is 

‘no direct logical connection between classifying and understanding texts’.159 In line 

with other scholars who draw attention to the roots of literary criticism in Western 

epistemologies and ontologies, Erin James and Eric Morel caution that ‘it would be a 

mistake to simply superimpose narrative theory onto indigenous texts, as narrative 

theory has developed primarily in a Western framework closely tied to scientific 

projects at times at odds with indigenous interests.’160 Indigenous Australian 

intellectuals who argue that genre as a classificatory system for Indigenously encoded 

works fails to capture the complexity of Indigenous knowledge systems would 

agree.161 Martin Renes argues that if any categorisation must be applied to Wright’s 

work it should be Aboriginal Realism, a term said to have been casually applied by 

Wright to recent Indigenous Australian decolonising fiction. ‘Aboriginal realism 

posits Indigenous life experience as the basis for an Australian epistemology, in which 
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Dreaming narrative flows from a sovereign universe whose spiritual and material 

effects question the legacy of the Enlightenment.’162  New French-Polynesian 

literature that captures Tahiti’s Indigenous Ma’ohi belief that ‘the ancestors [...] co-

exist in the physical world to guide and protect’, has been termed ‘ancestral realism’.163 

Therefore, there is a sense that the narrative, style and structures of these ‘new’ 

Indigenous literatures stretch the limitations of academic criticism. 

Patricia Waugh’s Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious 

Fiction (1984) demonstrates that metafictional narratives emphasise an engagement 

between author, text and reader that is more in keeping with an Indigenous storytelling 

practice than genre theory. Likewise, Holgate suggests literary devices are more useful 

tools for evaluating Wright, and Adeline Johns-Putra argues that for ecofictional texts 

such as Wright’s, postmodern techniques and strategies are better evaluative tools than 

generic conventions.164 On the other hand, Chiara Xausa departs from Holgate and 

takes a position that acknowledges Wright’s rejection of her work as magical realism 

to read the novels as ‘entry points to address the climate-related crisis of culture […] 

and the danger of a singular Anthropocene narrative’.165 Certainly, Wright’s novels 

capture ecocriticism’s key preoccupations and lend themselves to ecocritical readings 

but it can still be argued that Indigenous understandings of progress and living in deep 

relationality with the nonhuman world are very different. Where Caren Irr identifies ‘a 

persistence of national, masculinist and anthropocentric tendencies’ and a ‘dependence 

on capitalist visions of social progress’ in the work of many cli-fi authors,166 Wright’s 

use of an abstract noun turns the sea into a neighbour – ‘living next to the sea was like 

having tragedy for a neighbour’ (C 65) unmooring it from its Western intellectual 

ideas.  
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3.6  Indigenous Literary Criticism 

A significant body of Australian scholarship identifies a ‘turn to the transnational’ in 

Australian literary studies from around the 1990s influenced by the discipline of book 

history.167  This suggests that Australian literature has emerged into something 

transnational and transdisciplinary’.168 Henningsgaard convincingly critiques such 

claims arguing that the transnational and cross-cultural potential of post-colonial and 

book history studies are smokescreens for a continued form of radical nationalism.  It 

is claimed that most scholars believe that ‘even arguments for postcolonial approaches 

by Australian scholars […] have the parochial edge of cultural nationalism’.169  

Although The Empire Writes Back brought Australian literature to the attention of 

literary scholars internationally it too came to be criticised for conflating settler and 

non-settler colonies. Therefore, Wright’s own turn to the transnational can be read as 

an attempt to break through these nationalistic barriers and fulfil the potential 

postcolonialism offers for cross-cultural and transnational analysis of postcolonial 

texts. Decolonial studies draw attention to the ways in which academic disciplines and 

theories are underpinned by ‘a range of beliefs and assumptions regarding Western 

authority over Indigenous lands, bodies, knowledges, cultural practices, and 

histories’.170  The publication of the Paperbark171 anthology was an important 

reminder of the lack of space for Indigenous written word in the Australian literary 

system.  

As recently as 2008 Podemska argued that despite a growing number of literary 

works across genres, and their higher profile at least in literary circles, Indigenous 

literature ‘has an unsteady position within literary history and institutions (i.e. 

universities)’ 172 and Grossman notes the ‘hegemony of institutionally sanctioned 

discourses of Aboriginality’.173  Indigenous Australians are presented as ‘long on 
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cultural and spiritual capital but markedly short on intellectual and critical capital’.174 

This allows non-Indigenous intellectuals to speak to Aboriginal issues, a topic that 

Wright and many Indigenous intellectuals have addressed, especially following the 

2007 Intervention (see Chapter 2.9 & 3.7) when ‘‘just about anyone became an expert 

on the Aboriginal problem in a vicious national debate – except, of course, the 

Aborigine.’175  Such experts are mocked and ridiculed throughout SB often with a 

finely controlled anger, beginning with the character Mr. Weisenheimer, an academic, 

as well as  ‘[a]nthropologists, lawyers, and other experts like archaeologists, 

sociologists and historians’ (287). Such experts get to speak on Indigenous matters 

‘without the obligation of engaging with the scholarship, arguments or analyses of 

Indigenous Australian intellectuals themselves.’176  Indigenous intellectuals have 

worked hard to challenge this situation and an increasing number of Indigenous 

scholars can now be found in Australian universities although it is recognised that 

historically universities legitimized the processes of imperialism and have embedded 

a hierarchy of knowledges.177  

Ex-editor and now Associate Professor, Sandra Phillips argues Australian 

literary criticism retains an ‘inherent resistance to the spectrum of complexity related 

to Indigenous subject matter through texts’.178 This is matched by a resistance to 

Indigenous critical perspectives as discussed already.  Overall, an Indigenous literary 

theory and criticism has been given little space to develop and evolve.  The publication 

of the Paperbark anthology was an important reminder of the lack of such space but it 

was over a decade before the next such publication Blacklines: Contemporary Critical 

Writing by Indigenous Australians (2003) appeared.’179 In comparison, the first 

anthology of criticism by a Canadian First Nations scholar was published in 1993,180  

Notably, the improvement in the position of First Nations scholars in the academy and 
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the emergence of a First Nations literary criticism in Canada followed a growth in the 

number of publications by Indigenous writers and the removal of barriers to entry in 

the literary system. Chapter 2 suggests Australia may be following a similar trend. 

Literary theory is concerned with the nature of literature and the methods for its 

study but is not limited to these making it ‘a body of thinking and writing whose limits 

are exceedingly hard to define’ that might be better called ‘the genre of theory’.181 

From the 1960s writings from outside the field have been taken up in literary studies 

‘because their analysis of language, or mind, or history, or culture, offer new and 

persuasive accounts of textual and cultural matters.’182  Theory then is 

interdisciplinary. Works regarded as (literary) theory are those that have practical 

effects, the main one being to make us think reflexively and to ‘show that what we 

take for granted as ‘common sense’ is in fact an historical construction.’183 In effect 

(literary) theory is endless but as already emphasised it is ‘not a disembodied set of 

ideas but a force of institutions’184 The different movements or schools of thought in 

literary studies are often historically constituted, or like ecocriticism, sometimes 

considered ‘more an orientation […] than a critical method’,185  and employed as such 

in this thesis. In evaluating Wright’s fiction I also draw on aspects of formalism, that 

is the literariness of literature, and in applying close reading my analysis is drawing on 

the legacy of New Criticism. Where my analysis in Chapter 4 is reader-oriented, 

structuralism is to be thanked, and so on.186  I refer to all of these as conventional or 

traditional literary criticism and acknowledge that they are located in the emergence 

of ‘English’ as an academic discipline in the universities of the nineteenth century. The 

development of ‘English’ as an academic discipline is intrinsically bound up with the 

development of Imperialism has been well established throughout this thesis.  

 Evelyn Araluen Corr argues that literary critical theory is ‘either [...] 

unconcerned with our material realities and processes of cultural production, or it has 

seized upon our creations for its tropes and metaphors. At worst, literary and poetic 
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theory is elitist, ahistorical, esoteric and universalizing.’187  Wright declares, ‘We 

[Indigenous Australians] don’t need to be parrots of Western thought and theory’.188  

Corr agrees and argues that in literary studies this does not mean replacing 

conventional theory and criticism. She calls for  the development of an Indigenous 

methodology that takes into account the cultural and political differences between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous fiction and is situated alongside traditional literary 

theory as an equal partner. Corr takes her cue from developments in North American 

and New Zealand Indigenous critical theory. So, while Chadwick Allen (Chickasaw) 

favours theories that prioritise the Indigenous global, Craig Womack (Creek-

Cherokee), like Mudrooroo, promotes Native literary separatism in search of literary 

criticism that ‘attempts to find Native literature’s place in Indian country, rather than 

Native literature’s place in the canon.’189 Allen’s rejection of postcolonial and 

poststructural approaches in favour of models of criticism suited to the different 

ontologies among First Nations peoples has been influential in changing 

methodological approaches to Native American literature, and his ideas have carried 

weight in global Indigenous discourses that seek to politicise Indigenous texts but 

avoid making comparisons to colonial representations. While Wright does not take the 

same approach as Womack, she once explained in an interview that she did not want 

to ‘write a tale of Aboriginal people suffering the effects of colonisation’ because that 

‘would assume that only the past two hundred years mattered. [...] colonisation is not 

the whole story.’190 Furthermore, Womack challenges ‘assimilationist tinkering with 

the canon’ and deftly shifts the perspective, ‘tip[ping] the relationship between 

American and Native literature upside down: instead of Native lit being a branch or 

offshoot of the American tree, [...] it could be the trunk.’191 This is echoed in Wright’s 

exasperated call for ‘No more talking about Aboriginal literature as an off-shoot of 

Australian literature.’192  
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As Somerville states, ‘conversations about canons are always about space [...] and 

space, in any settler nation, is also about place.’193In the Preface to Why Indigenous 

Literature Matters (2018), Daniel Chief Justice states that Indigenous stories 

‘fundamentally, [...] affirm Indigenous presence – and our present. [...] without our 

stories, we’re reduced as peoples and as individuals’.194 Similarly, Wright understands 

that to lose the stories/Indigenous literature is to lose ‘one’s identity and relationship’ 

to country.195 Instead of the questions that conventional literary theory might ask, 

Justice organises his book around four questions ‘about the role that literature plays in 

Indigenous responsibilities to land, community and culture’, thus he is ‘simultaneously 

able to relate aesthetic and instructive values and to expand what is readable in 

Indigenous texts.’196 Wright’s oeuvre is concerned with the same types of questions. 

In SB, when the European gypsy Bella Donna dies, leaving Oblivia alone and her own 

people do not take care of her, the narrator asks ‘Who speaks for the ancestors? Who 

speaks for a child wandering around alone? What was the problem?’ (78). The problem 

lies in the colonial legacy and the broken relationship with country.  

C opens with the ancestor creator, the Rainbow Serpent, but the ancestors 

permeate the novel and are associated with all three male protagonists. When Norm 

Phantom tells stories, it makes his audience ‘feel it was better to have been alive in 

times of the real people, his ancestors’ (99). Norm’s son, Will, is described by his 

father-in-law as being like the brolga bird: ‘he moves lightly through the bush to the 

beat of the muddied and cracked dancing feet of a million ancestors’ (154), and in ‘The 

Mine’, Will and his fellow votives ‘agreed that only the greatness of the mighty 

ancestor had saved them’ (399). In Chapter 12, ‘About Sending Letters’, key 

protagonist Mozzie Fishman, Will and the votaries give three young boys killed in 

custody a ritual burial so ‘they would live in a state of harmonious coalescence with 

their ancestors’ (418). By narrating the relationship to ancestors, Wright is 

emphasising the very different epistemological perspective she brings to the novel 

form: the experiences of the ancestors are present and influential in the here and now 
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with all the knowledge of the past, including the traumas of colonisation and its legacy. 

The wisdom of the ancestors is contained in the stories passed down through millennia, 

and this is why Wright sees a need for writers of all cultures to call on their ancestors 

to help address our current climate crisis.197  She believes that literature can cross 

boundaries and dismantle borders and this can be beneficial in addressing 

environmental catastrophe if readers are open to different realities. However, we have 

not yet ‘relinquish[ed] established reading practices and fictional interpretation’198to 

allow us to fully appreciate Wright’s ‘horizon changer’ fiction.199 This does not mean 

we cannot learn to do so. 

Critic George Steiner argues ‘[a]ll serious art, music and literature is a critical act. 

[...] firstly, in the sense of Mathew Arnold’s phrase: “A criticism of life” [...] the 

construct of the artist is a counter statement to the world’ and then also ‘in a more 

particular and practice sense, they embody an expository reflection on, a value 

judgement of, the inheritance and context to which they pertain.’200 Michi Saagiig 

Nishnaabeg scholar, writer and artist Leanne Betasamosake Simpson is saying 

something similar when she states that Indigenous people ‘have always had theory, 

meaning, philosophy and ethics and it is communicated through the practice of 

storytelling’.201 Insofar as Indigenous storytelling communicates theory, Wright can 

also be said to contribute to an Indigenous literary criticism. Like Justice, her writing 

expands what is readable in Indigenous texts and establishes a decolonising discourse 

in the Australian literary system and beyond. Reading literature as a source of ethical 

instruction has also been an important part of Western tradition going back to the 

Greeks. In recent debates related to literary theory and ethics a distinction is made 

between ethics and morality. Unlike moral principles which ‘lay claim to universality 

but can often be shown to be a result of class interest, historical circumstances, cultural 

tradition, even self-interest. Ethics requires an openness to other possibilities’.202 

Reading itself becomes a model for ethics because at the very least reading literature 
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allows the possibility of multiple meanings and at best an openness to ‘the otherness 

of the literary work’.203 This is why Corr does not reject conventional literary theory 

but seeks a move away from its imperialistic roots.    

 For Corr, Indigenous Studies scholar Jo-ann Archibald’s storywork 

methodology offers ‘a structure that holds extensive potential for projects of 

Aboriginal literary interpretation in Australia’.204 Storywork is a research methodology 

and educational pedagogy developed for working with meaning in traditional oral 

stories. However, Archibald herself states, ‘Indigenous storywork is not an easy 

process’205 and Corr acknowledges that to date ‘there have been very few projects 

enacted by the very few Aboriginal literary scholars to fully explore’ storywork’s 

potential.206 Neither are there ‘clear terms outlining how an Aboriginal storywork 

could improve upon interpretive and pedagogical approaches structured through 

conventional literary theory.’207 However, Corr identifies an essay by Arrente artist 

and writer Jennifer Kemarre Martiniello that offers ‘a way of reconceptualizing the 

boundaries of Aboriginal literature away from Western formal parameters.’208 She 

considers that Wright’s 2002 essay ‘Politics of Writing’ which articulates how story 

and temporality inform her thinking ‘corroborates Martiniello’s world-expanding 

storywork.’209 It is important to give agency to Aboriginal presence and/or disrupt 

Western frameworks and narratives or otherwise engage with the language of 

storywork. These two essays ‘highlight the unnecessary difficulty in distinguishing 

between Aboriginal texts that instruct and offer interpretive textual methodologies and 

the texts to which those methodologies are to be applied.’210 These are the seeds of an 

Indigenous Australian literary criticism which Corr suggests can ‘be combined with 

more direct forms of contextualising and politicising the conditions and distributions 

of Aboriginal representations.’211  
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To understand the epistemology contained in Aboriginal stories we must be ‘able 

to see beyond the object of study, to seek a viewpoint incorporating complex 

contextual information and group consensus about what is real.’212 Chapters 1 and 2 

of this thesis have provided such contextualisation. Aboriginal storytelling takes place 

in yarning practice, which is ‘more than just a story or conversation – it is a structured 

cultural activity [...] a valid and rigorous methodology for knowledge production, 

inquiry and transmission.’213 In so far as Wright’s written form is shaped by a powerful 

oral tradition, her literature is also shaped by the principles of Aboriginal yarning and, 

therefore, the following section explores the ways in which it already contains a 

storywork framework. Although at the border of academic practice in Australia, 

yarning circles are gaining recognition as an important teaching and learning 

method.214 The chapter concludes by examining Wright’s attention to education, both 

in the content of her creative work and in her commentary.  

3.7 Yarning, Storywork and Aboriginal Literary Interpretive 

Methodology 

As set out by Archibald in Indigenous Storywork: Educating the Heart, Mind, Body, 

and Spirit (2008), storywork aims to bring traditional storytelling into education 

contexts using a framework built on the principles of First Nations storytelling.215 

Archibald’s methodology owes much to the influence of Vizenor who is widely 

recognised as a founding father of progressive thinking and action in Native cultures 

and communities. Although he had no influence on Wright’s work, there are many 

points of connection in their personal and professional paths and interests, including 

the inspiration both find in the traditional tales, ceremonies and dream songs of their 

own nations and in the pan-indigenous milieu of oral and mythic tradition. Both make 

use of traditional orature and postmodern strategies in their fiction to avoid the ‘static, 
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monolithic quality’216 that can characterise the written mode. Importantly, both see 

literature as a means of survival for Indigenous identity and community, 

deconstructing the (Western) construction of ‘Aboriginality’ in Wright’s case and 

‘Indianness’ in Vizenor’s, and resisting categorisation by conventional literary 

criticism. If, as Wright argues, all stories are ‘what we can say about ourselves,’217 

interpreting and evaluating Indigenous stories must be informed by Indigenous 

knowledge and principles. If it is not, such criticism only serves to contain rather than 

liberate meaning and interpretation. Wright asks rhetorically, ‘What do we make of 

the foundation stories millennia in age, that have survived since ancient times through 

the care and responsibilities of the custodians of these stories?’, and she continues, ‘Do 

we know what these stories can mean for Australian literature, or to the literatures of 

the world?’218 Perhaps it is because ‘[i]f we can understand, learn from and imagine 

our place through the laws and stories of our ancestors,’ [...] ‘then we will have true 

knowledge on how to live, adapt and survive in Australia, just as our ancestors did.’219  

As previously emphasised, this is not a return to living as in the distant past but an 

appeal to make use of Indigenous knowledge.  

Cultural stories are powerful tools and although Indigenous cultures share similar 

storytelling practices – for example, the Sami have the ‘same pattern of being, of 

interconnectedness’ as Aboriginal cultures,220 – it is important to emphasise, as Wright 

does, that they are also different to each other. To help explain Australian Aboriginal 

knowledge systems, Yunkaporta identifies five ‘ways of thinking’221 and explains that 

storytelling practice rests on the principles of diversity, connectivity and 

communication. In Native American storytelling practice, ‘more important than the 
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telling is the culture of listening’.222 Aboriginal storytelling practice also has protocols 

of active listening, mutual respect and building on what others say. Wright reminds us 

that one of the things her grandmother encouraged her to do ‘was to listen’.223 And 

both of Wright’s novels are replete with people being told, advised or instructed to 

listen. Furthermore, yarning is a ritual with elements besides story – ‘humour, gesture 

and mimicry for consensus-building, meaning-making and innovation’ – and it 

‘references places and relationships’ while also being ‘highly contextualised in the 

local worldview of those yarning’.224 In C, for example, shaman Mozzie Fishman has 

frightening visions that are very real to him: 

Sometimes he saw thousands of these hands at work. He could see 

them killing Aboriginal people. He believed the hands belonged to 

all kinds of white people, some dead, some still alive, and he knew 

because he was able to recognise hands, that some of those hands 

belonged to people who were still living and still sitting themselves 

on top of traditional Law. (122) 

In ‘Politics of Writing’, Wright explains, ‘our history spurs me to write, just as 

much as our present day realities’,225 and she expands this explanation further, citing 

Günter Grass’s view that ‘a writer is someone who writes against the currents of time’, 

and since Aboriginal peoples ‘have a total colonial history of genocidal acts [this] spurs 

on our desperate need to write to give this country a memory’.226 There are two reasons 

for being a writer, according to Albert Camus, ‘one, refusing to lie about what one 

knows, and two, refusing to lie about oppression’, and this, Wright concludes, ‘just 

about sums up the reasons why I write.’227 With the Intervention, Wright’s reasons for 

writing of present-day realities and the need to write against the times become more 

urgent. In SB:  

The internment excluded the swamp people from the United 

Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the control 

proliferated until there was full traction over what these people 

believed and permeance over their ability to win back their souls and 
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even to define what it meant to be human, without somebody else 

making that decision for them. (48) 

In Aboriginal culture, ‘we flourish by making new stories’228 created and 

maintained through ‘deep connections between generations of people in custodial 

relation to a sentient landscape’.229 History, culture and identity are written into this 

sentient landscape so that telling a story means telling the land. As Wright states, ‘our 

traditional lands are full of stories: everything has a story, people are tied to stories of 

all times, and there are traditional law stories of ancestral beings, such as Rainbow 

Serpents.’230 Storykeepers such as C’s Norm Phantom and Mozzie Fishman keep safe 

the stories that hold sacred knowledge and power. Mozzie and his men maintain their 

kinship with the ancestors by performing ceremonies along the songlines, the 

geophysical markers mapping ancient, often sacred, knowledge. Mozzie cannot take 

the Midnight boys into his convoy because they have made false claims to traditional 

lands and allowed it to be mined. Therefore, they have not been good custodians nor 

kept kinship with the ancestors.  

Furthermore, in Aboriginal epistemology ‘body, country, and story are entangled; 

they co-emerge, and cannot be envisaged in isolation.’231 Wright brings this, and 

therefore the reader, into the materiality of the written form through a continuous 

switching between zoomorphism, anthropomorphism, personification, pathetic 

fallacy, and metaphors and similes that are almost always related to the natural world. 

For example, when Will Phantom ‘sat on the rocks and became just another dark 

shadow in the premature darkness of the rain’ (167) he is country. The ‘dark shadow’, 

a euphemism for Aboriginal culture, and a reflection of mainstream attitudes to it, is 

given protection by the natural world. Will’s body is also the site of Aboriginal history. 

His body:  

carried no scars, only the dark brown birthmark [...] The old people 

recorded the reappearance of familiar old family scars [...] so that 

four hundred years worth of events could be remembered in the 
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stories of ground battle, sea battles, and not forgetting the air battles 

either [...] They said Will’s scar came from such a battle that took 

place in the skies with sea eagle spirits over the Gulf sea, long before 

he was born. (195) 

Norm Phantom tells a story, told to him exactly as his father told him, an ‘ode to 

his parents’ memory’ (99), of being hunted down by white men and how his 

interconnectedness with the natural world saved him when eventually: 

Like a lizard he slid with the gravel into the dirt and rolled into a 

tight ball that rolled sideways like nothing alive on earth through a 

small opening under a rock ledge. He rolls on until he becomes 

lodged against the rock face at the back of a dingo’s lair. His mind 

fights his trembling body until he becomes still like rock, and dirt, 

and ancient times, and darkness, until his breathing stops and he is 

invisible. (C 98–9) 

Often Wright references skin, the largest organ in the body, as though the Earth, 

too, is wrapped in skin and the planet is a living organism: 

Claypans breathed like skin, and you could feel it right inside the 

marrow of your bones. The old people said it was the world stirring 

itself, right down to the sea. [...] You could hear the ground 

groaning, splitting its epidermis into channels of deep cuts all across 

the ground. [...] It made you think that whatever it was living down 

underneath your feet, was much bigger than you, and that gave the 

old clan folk real power. (C 357) 

Power lies not in material things but in a connection – physical and spiritual – with 

the dirt beneath their feet. Like the plots and subplots of C that intertwine and flow in 

and around and into each other, so too do the river systems, wetlands, and marine 

environments of the Gulf of Carpentaria. Wright instructs the reader to ‘[i]magine the 

serpent’s breathing rhythms as the tide flows inland, edging towards the spring waters 

nestled deeply in the gorges of an ancient limestone plateau covered with the rattling 

grasses dried yellow from the prevailing winds’(2). The language of Aboriginal 

cosmology and spirituality is interwoven with the scientific language of geology and 

meteorology. Wright is always keen to emphasise that despite narratives about oral 

tradition being considered as primitive they do incorporate an understanding and 

knowledge of the scientific, that marker of modernity and progress. 

In SB, the Earth is personified as ‘Mother Nature’ (6) but this is a vengeful mother: 

‘Who knows how many hearts she could rip out? She never got tired of it. [...] People 

on the road called her the Mother Catastrophe of flood, fire, drought and blizzard’ (6). 
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The people on the road are Northern European climate refugees re-invading traditional 

lands. Stories tell us the proper ways of relating to the ecologies around us: ‘To tell, 

share and know story is to know the environment and to sustain the environment’,232 

but Wright suggests that we are not telling the right kind of stories: ‘In every neck of 

the woods people walked in the imagination of doomsayers and talked the language of 

extinction’ (6). The narrative voice continues, ‘They talked about surviving a 

continuous storm under the old rain shadow, or they talked about living out the best 

part of their lives with floods lapping around their bellies; or they talked about 

tsunamis and dealing with nuclear fallout on their shores and fields forever’ (6). We 

can read this as countries and people, primarily of the Global South233 but also those 

Indigenous communities on the margins of economically developed countries whose 

lifestyles have contributed least to climate change. Since climate change is experienced 

firstly as weather, and weather is planetary, everyone is affected, even if unequally. 

While ‘[e]lsewhere on the planet, people didn’t talk much at all while crawling through 

blizzards to save themselves from being buried alive in snow’ (6). This is a euphemism 

for those countries of the Global North historically responsible for contributing most 

to global warming. The narrative voice goes on, ‘You could bet your life on it – they 

hardly talked while all around the world governments fell as quickly as they rose in 

one extinction event after another. You be the judge. Believe it or not’ (7). The 

narrative voice’s final two short ambiguous sentences, while euphemistic of the 

climate-change denial that was still around when Wright was penning SB, and the lack 

of serious action among rich country governments to address the causes of global 

warming and ecological crisis, leaves it up to readers to decide whether they believe 

climate change is happening or not, that is, to consider themselves as ‘looking back at 

our present, rather in the manner of “future ancestors” who are amazed that the living 

of our times could have been so oblivious of their role and responsibility within 

situated and global ecosystems.’234  
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Wright’s narrative contrasts with typical climate fiction novels that tend to believe 

in apocalyptic endings. It is ironic that those ecocritics who argue the climate crisis is 

a crisis of (Western) culture are the same people who identify apocalypse as ‘the single 

most powerful master metaphor that the contemporary environmental imagination has 

at its disposal’.235 As Meeker observes, ‘within Western tradition the sense of 

apocalypse is so old that it seems a permanent and universal feature of the human 

condition’.236 On the other hand, British ecocritic Greg Garrard, although agreeing that 

apocalyptic rhetoric is a necessary component of environmental discourse, urges 

caution since, ‘[o]nly if we imagine that the planet has a future, after all, are we likely 

to take responsibility for it.’237 The problem is that post-Enlightenment representations 

of the natural world tend to be ‘unified, domesticated and comfortingly 

infantilizing’.238 Wright’s representations, on the other hand, are shaped by a world in 

which the human and nonhuman worlds interact and communicate. Norm sees: 

murky grey waters, rolling with dead fish and their relatives, the 

sand, and slime-coated shells staring at him through the undertow. 

Where even over the din of the waves crashing [...] he heard windy 

voices seducing him [...] Out yonder, in the deeper waters, the sea 

woman was lurking around, waiting for him in the seagrass 

meadows swaying backwards and forwards under the water. (262).  

Wright figuratively brings the sea to life: ‘sulky waves barged forward’ (C 171), 

the mighty sea heaved and sighed’ (C 260), and so forth throughout the novel. In SB, 

intimate connections between species is possible when Oblivia ‘felt the swans 

becoming disconnected from her. They were marooned in flight, unable to break apart 

from their fear. She saw in their erratic and chaotic struggle their desperation to flee, 

and understood the very same nervousness running through her own body’ (159). And 

in the climate-changed world of SB, the narrative voice tells us ‘this is the world itself, 

disassembling its thoughts’ (54), suggesting the planet is not only sentient but capable 

of agency, not only figuratively but actually. In a post-Enlightenment age we have 

become like Coleridge’s Mariner (who sees the sea inhabited by ‘slimy things’ that 
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‘crawl upon the slimy sea’) apprehending the natural world with fear and 

detachment.239 Not until we undergo some trauma or initiation – perhaps some extreme 

weather-related event – will we comprehend it, as Norm does the groper, ‘one of his 

friends’ (239). It seems only poets are capable of comprehending the natural world as 

a thing of splendour.  

An astute Norm Phantom, shipwrecked by a cyclone finds that ‘[p]lying the sea 

with words was a strange game but wiser men have done the same. Men tend to judge 

nature’s efforts to save them (261). We see this in the way extreme weather events are 

blamed on ‘nature’ or considered ‘acts of God’ rather than the Earth hitting back at our 

over-consumption and over-exploitation of its natural resources. In the face of 

assimilation and climate change, Wright’s contention is that we cannot sit, like Angel 

Day when abandoned at the edge of a racist town, ‘with nothing left to do but to wait 

with all her memories until the future collected her’ (435). To address the current 

environmental and ecological crisis as a crisis of culture, Wright insists writers will 

have to ‘find ways to powerfully articulate the new stories, the new sagas, the new 

imagination. [...] The literary mind of the type of storyteller I am talking about will be 

borderless and bountiful in the way it creates the world anew each and every time it 

tells a story.’240 Yarns, it seems, can be tools of ‘disruptive innovation that is 

empowering and liberating when transferred to contemporary media’.241 Wright’s 

incorporation of ‘all times’ encourages the reader to acknowledge past actions have 

effects in the present, and to cast themselves into the future, which as Mead notes is 

also about the present.242 Thus, the novel ‘remediates the habitual Western mentality 

of past, present and future.’243 To do so, the reader, the storyteller and the story must 

work together to make meaning. The Aboriginal storytelling principles of interaction 

and connectedness, and protocols of active listening, mutual respect and building on 

what others say almost demand the reader to be an active participant, not ‘a passive 

observer’.244 For Wright this is just as true when the story is in written form: 
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Then to be the reader of literature, to listen to the story told, is to 

give the story company, to allow the story to go inside your spirit, to 

share the experience of the story, to be affected by it, and to be able 

to take the story inside the world of your mind, to connect with the 

world of others.245  

To convey the Indigenous experience, Wright blurs oral principles and techniques 

that create layers of meaning with more conventional literary techniques of 

metafiction. She employs literary conventions unconventionally in what 

postmodernists might call ‘antiform’.246 Her aim is to force the reader into deep 

thinking and it comes from a belief in the capacity for deep feeling, and something 

akin to the poets and writers, such as Coleridge, Yeats, Heaney and Steiner, among 

others, who believe there is something – some truth – beyond materialism, beyond 

science: ‘any system built on the passiveness of the mind must be false, as a system’.247 

Fiction, Wright believes, ‘penetrates more than the surface layers, and probes deep 

into the inner workings of reality. I also believe all life is sacred and this belief is the 

ethical responsibility I wanted to uphold foremost as a writer’.248 Where Coleridge 

expressed ‘the revolt of the human spirit against the mechanising philosophy of the 

eighteenth century’,249 Wright expresses it against the colonialism and neocolonialism 

of the centuries since. Kimberly Blaeser suggests that for Vizenor, ‘thought realised in 

words becomes creator of our reality’.250 The same is true for Wright; to remake the 

world anew and remake our relationship with it is essential if we are to adapt and 

survive human-induced climate change and all that comes with it.  

Hope for action to address global warming appears to have been left to the young 

such as Greta Thunberg who has mobilised millions of young people around the world 

to strike for climate action. Interestingly, most recent Australian novels about global 

warming are found in Young Adult fiction.251 This must be good news for Wright who 
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believes that reading deeply can be taught.252 A country’s education system has a 

responsibility to teach reading skills but what it teaches about the environment matters 

too. Said to be largely untapped in Australian tertiary education, environment-related 

courses provide insights about a culture’s understanding of its relationship with the 

natural world, and through such courses, ‘mediation of an environmental awareness 

[...] becomes the democratic foundation for political and ethical decisions on the broad 

range of issues [about] how the environment should be managed’.253 Literary 

representations shape national discourse, and as Deborah Bird Rose notes, ‘we settlers, 

or settler-descendants, are the inheritors of the spoils of a dual war: one war was fought 

against the natives, and one against nature’,254 but victors write history, and the 

representations made are not benign.  

When newly independent Ireland continued to follow a British education system, 

James Joyce objected on the grounds that ‘to interpret [native] realities through literary 

forms which were alien to them would serve only to make the people seem even more 

unknown and unknowable’.255 The 2008 Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals 

for Young Australians, signed by all state Education Ministers, establishes the 

curriculum for Australian schools. It has two goals for Australian education: the 

promotion of excellence, and that all young Australians become successful learners, 

confident creative individuals, and active and informed citizens.256 However, the 

Declaration been criticised by a number of education experts who point out that it is 

based on the kind of education promoted by the Organisation for Economic 

Development (OECD) and driven by a neo-liberal economic ideology.257 The 

curriculum then promotes the economic aims of education and the economic prosperity 

of the nation, and increasingly works in the service of global markets. Student well-
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being, environmental sustainability and democratic participation are secondary matters 

as are the development of students as ‘communicative, respectful and thoughtful 

individuals.’258 This leads educator Yunkaporta to claim that the goals of Australian 

public education today are ‘cultural uniformity, economic compliance and 

homogenised identities.’259  We might wonder to what extent the curriculum arises 

from an examination of the limitations and biases that arise from the legacies of 

colonialism and how this has influenced education. In any case, the authorities cannot 

measure the educational progress of Indigenous children – one of the aims of the 

Melbourne Declaration – because there is insufficient data relating to priority groups 

including children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, incarcerated 

children and young people, or those living in out-of-home care. The latter two are 

dominated by Indigenous children.260  

Yunkaporta’s interpretation of Australian education reflects the reality that the 

Australian curriculum makes little allowance for Indigenous education, which is 

traditionally more diverse, the teachers many, and the method experiential.261  ‘It is the 

opposite to Western thinking in mainstream Australia about how the world operates 

by keeping things separate from each other: ecology, cosmology, theology, social 

morality, art, time and so on.’262 The calls for interdisciplinary approaches, especially 

in the emerging discipline of environmental humanities, highlights how wrong-footed 

the separation of disciplines was. In fact, even in the eighteenth century it was seen as 

a mistake; Coleridge writes of those ‘rationally educated’ as being ‘marked by a 

microscopic acuteness; but when they looked at great things, all became a blank and 

they saw nothing [...] and called the want of imagination, Judgment’.263 Aboriginal 

children in Australia have, since the colonial era, been forced into education systems 

that break their link to traditional stories teaching ‘how closely related and 

interconnected we are, not only to each other but to everything else in the continuous 
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cycles of life.’264 As Joseph Meeker argues, ‘[w]hatever an artist’s intentions may have 

been, his works are likely to become models, doctrines, or ideologies once they are 

incorporated into the educational curriculum of a cultural tradition.’265 Therefore, an 

absence of Indigenous literature has an impact on all pupils but especially Indigenous 

pupils. Educational outcomes for Indigenous children, especially those in remote 

communities are poor, and recent moves to force them not only to use English as a first 

language but to think in English too are not going to change this.266  

Some educationalists argue that social justice campaigns against structural racism 

in education have only led to racial inferiority being rebranded ‘cultural difference’.267 

Where in C, Wright gently pokes fun at novelist Tim Winton whose work Kevin 

Phantom is forced to read in school, in SB she savagely parodies it. According to 

Nicholas Birns, Kevin is Wright’s way of rebuking settler appropriation of Aboriginal 

landed identity, and the desire of white teachers that he amount to something is just an 

attempt ‘to ease their conscience by embracing the promise of the individual 

Indigenous person likely to fit into Western definitions of merit while continuing to 

marginalize the aggregate Indigenous community’,268 In SB, Warren Finch is educated 

for many years in the bush where ‘it was clear that his schoolroom and teacher were 

the land itself. He was watched over every night in his dream travels by the elders who 

brought him lessons’ (102). However, ‘his education was typically called “special 

treatment”, or perhaps even wasteful, by somebody following them around like a big 

shadow in the many guises of omnipresent Australia’ (102). As the narrator comments: 

This trial with the boy’s education [...] was just a little periwinkle of 

an experiment, with a let’s see how it goes attitude for a right to 

educate, begrudgingly gifted by Australia while maintaining the 

perception that Aboriginal Self Determination was unworkable. 

(103) 
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Wright makes the point that Aboriginal education can be ‘modernised’ and 

valuable in the twenty-first century: ‘The education Warren received at his Aboriginal 

Government’s authorised school was a mixed marriage of traditional and scientific 

knowledge’ (107). However, she cannot hide her sarcasm for current educational 

policies, the elders declaring ‘We are swapping band-aid education for brand new 

education, sealing the cracks – all the holes in the broken-down fences of Australian 

education policy for Indigenous peoples’ (107). Where Charles Dickens’s Mr 

Gradgrind beats his pupils over their heads with The Facts, Indigenous pupils in 

today’s Australia can be seen as ‘beaten’ with ‘the persistent use of settler literature as 

a tool of cognitive imperialism [which] allows for the cultural transmission of settler 

narratives and values, and in doing so overwrites Aboriginal history and 

experience.’269 This is precisely the point both Joyce and Meeker are making.  

Actually, the most taught text in Australian secondary schools since 2009 is Kate 

Grenville’s historical novel, The Secret River (2005), based on a settler ancestor and 

her own realisation in 2000, at the age of fifty, that she knew very little about early 

settler interaction with Aboriginal people.270 Jeanine Leane considers Grenville’s 

novel a ‘rewriting of colonial history by a settler author’,271 but does not want to see 

such texts taken off the curricula – they ‘reveal synchronic slices of settler 

consciousness of and about Aboriginal people at any given time’.272 However, she does 

not accept they are Aboriginal stories and insists that emerging Aboriginal scholarship 

in the politics of representation must inform critical interpretations within and outside 

school contexts. While Leane is clear that the primary function of Aboriginal literature 

is not to teach the non-Indigenous readership about Aboriginal culture, history and 

identity for their benefit, she is convinced that ‘cultural ignorance restrains the 

possibility of ethical and generative engagement with Aboriginal literatures and self-

representations and that the consequences of this ignorance are primarily felt by 
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Aboriginal people’.273 Wright clearly has similar views and has lobbied hard, with 

considerable success, to have her novels placed on Australian school curricula.274 

Although the Teaching Australian Literature Resource website lists C as the most 

frequently taught work by an Aboriginal creator and Plains as the eighth most 

frequently taught, Wright remarks that English teachers are likely to say that C is too 

difficult to teach or feel that they are inadequately prepared to teach Aboriginal 

texts.275 When Ellen van Neervan’s poem ‘Mango’ was set as an exam question on the 

NSW School Certificate in 2017, she was attacked on social media simply because 

students ‘were forced to pay attention to her work’.276 As Wright remarks, this ‘is far 

more common than one would think in this country.’277 It is interesting to ponder 

whether French students have the same reaction to C as a set text on the Agrégation, 

the competitive examination for the civil service in the French public education 

system.278 

In contrast to Wright and Leane, Wiradjuri writer Anita Heiss positions her 

academic and popular literature in this way: ‘I’m trying to create something that has a 

lasting life and will be used in classrooms to generate conversations and help people 

understand their role in society’.279 As well as being known as a promoter of literacy 

and a prolific author of books for all ages and across many genres, Heiss is known for 

her representation of Aboriginality as ‘successful, urban, career-driven and middle-

class’ through her series of chick lit novels.280 Chick lit281 was a strategic choice of 

counternarrative for Heiss, and although her approach tends towards an emphasis on 

reconciliation, understanding and discussion, it still carries overtly political messages. 
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Even so, Fiannuala Morgan argues Heiss’s chick lit ‘does not seamlessly map onto 

transnational readings of that genre and ‘straight ideological or textual analysis [...] 

would be insufficient to adequately capture and underscore the significance of these 

works’.282 Furthermore, Morgan suggests that the application of terms such as ‘ethnic 

chick-lit (and other subgenre classifications [...]) only reify these narratives as 

deviations or subversions of their white – and implicitly normative – counterparts.’283 

This strengthens the case for a more appropriate critical framework adapted to 

Indigenous Australian literature. 

However, Wright is not only concerned with Indigenous pupils, observing that in 

public education today ‘books that say nothing are taught in schools in a dulling down 

exercise, teaching children what to think, not how to think’.284 In a lecture about falling 

standards in American education, James Hillman makes the case for the need to 

connect education and (the teaching of) imagination and draws on the writing of 

twentieth-century British poet Ted Hughes to support his argument.285 In Plato’s 

Greece, Hughes argues, formal education was not for children but to prepare the future 

ideal citizen, and the proper education can be found in the traditional myths and tales. 

No matter how old stories are, Hughes maintains they are held in the body – in what 

Jungians recognise as the collective unconscious – and they contain patterns. 

Enlightenment thought may have broken the European tradition of deriving knowledge 

from mystical experience, but remnants remain and, as Steiner and indeed Wright 

imply, this is to be found in language still. For Steiner it is found in the continued use 

of ‘sun set’ and ‘sun rise’ and ‘vacant metaphors, eroded figures of speech’,286 and for 

Wright, the use of ‘Mother Nature,’ as quoted above (Chapter 3.3) might suggest ‘there 

still exist[s] in their [Australian’s] hearts the little engrained remnants of some deeply 

held and felt ancient belief?’287 When Wright speaks of a ‘storehouse composed from 

your own thinking and creativity’,288 she is on the same page as Hughes who explains 

that imagination, the faculty of creating and holding a picture in our head while we 
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think about it, is the basis of nearly everything we do. Therefore, it is better to have 

imaginations that are strong rather than weak: ‘a country’s literature will only be as 

strong as its authors and its readers’.289 However, Wright is unsure Australian writers, 

readers or publishers have the imagination necessary for the catastrophic times we live 

in.  

Wright doubts that ‘Australian writers muddied by unresolved issues with 

Indigenous people will have the authenticity required to allow us to look into the 

depths of despair in the world’, or that Australian publishers will risk publishing 

‘literature about fear in the world [...], because fearful ideas will not find a readership 

in our small reading population’.290 The danger of not having, or not training, the 

imagination is grave. According to Hughes, those without imagination have to work 

on principles, or orders, or precedent. They are marked by rigidity and end up 

destroying their environment. Such people, rather like those who conducted the 2014 

federal curriculum review and suggested that the English curriculum gives too much 

weight to Indigenous writers and history,291 are ‘the planners and ruthless slaves to the 

plan [...] where others see alternatives, they see only a gulf’.292 Aboriginal knowledge 

systems and yarning practice discourage slavery to the plan because they are built on 

the principles of diversity, connectedness and interaction. Diversity encourages 

interaction with ‘a wide variety of agents who are completely dissimilar to you’; this 

interconnectedness does not mean losing one’s individual difference but it allows for 

a transformation because knowledge is shared.293 This openness to the Other is seen in 

Wright’s recent involvement in a project to ‘explore the ways in which practising 

writers engage with writers from other literary communities’ as well as ‘the ways in 

which these transnational and intranational relationships shape their own world-

making practices.’294 Aboriginal cosmopolitanism is an act of connection, and in oral 
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traditions ‘storytellers (and by extension, writers) are vehicles or voices for the words 

that have always existed’.295 Wright states that ‘in the end [...] I have to remember the 

power of words. Our words are weapons too’.296 Those spoken words, the stories in 

and of the oral tradition, must be preserved, but Wright sets herself the task of also 

transmuting them into words on the page in an idiom that retains and renews the power 

of their Aboriginal origins and that are digestible by non-Indigenous readers. The use 

of metafictional intertextuality illustrates how Wright transforms yarning principles 

into novelistic form. 

3.8 Intertextuality and Yarning  

Wright remarks on how ‘we were encouraged as young people working for our elders 

to understand global thinking in Indigenous rights, in order to expand the depth of our 

own sovereign thinking in which to find our own solutions’.297 Lynda Ng reminds us 

that ‘Wright identifies herself as a “planetary” writer’.298 At one level this allows 

Wright to situate herself outside the confines of categorisation as Australian 

Indigenous literature, something she views as a form of ongoing colonisation (see 

Chapter 3.7). Emphasising themes that resonate across cultures and continents 

illustrates how a transnational or transglobal approach can offer resistance to, and/or 

subversion of, national prejudices. Moreover, contrary to the picture painted by 

Europeans, Aboriginal people in Australia had contact with Papua New Guinea and 

China long before Europeans arrived,299 and this allows for ‘shared connections 

through cultural understandings of ancient spiritual relationships and knowledge of the 

land and sea.’300 These voyages and exchanges can be traced through Aboriginal 

songlines and, as Wright also acknowledges, many Aboriginal families, including her 

own, are ‘ancestrally related to countries throughout Asia, and have close family ties 

in the Pacific region.’301 But Wright is also interested in other people across the world, 

especially as already noted (Chapter 3.2) ‘peoples still in their own country, with a 
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connection to place’. In fact, Wright is open to learning from all cultures – SB draws 

on swan myths and legends from across the globe: ‘I want no restraints in my mind 

while roaming freely and exploring endless realities, where the pursuit of knowledge 

is necessary to be in the world’.302 She acknowledges this cosmopolitanism comes 

from the ‘thinking of our elders to seek widely in forming a consensus’,303 and from 

her grandmother whose ‘perspective and worldview were broad and cosmopolitan in 

an outlook that teaches the benefits of having an openness to the world, and of being 

attuned to a spiritual understanding of the environment and having self-knowledge.’304  

Metafictional intertextuality is a conventional technique that allows Wright to 

exercise cosmopolitan thinking and yarning protocols and to show her artistry with the 

written word while simultaneously calling into question its reliability and supposed 

superiority. Where modernism makes the process of the construction of the world 

through consciousness its object of attention, postmodernists are concerned with 

drawing attention to ‘the process of the construction of the fictive world through 

writing’.305 Wright seeks to draw readers’ attention to the existence of different 

‘worlds’ and the importance of story itself, not its veracity. It tends to be forgotten that 

up until the eighteenth century, intertextuality was associated with imitation and 

allusion, the former as ‘the conscious use of prior texts or textuality, a learning from 

prior masters that was advanced by classical thinkers’, and the latter as a ‘form of 

implicit reference’.306 Earlier still, Ong reminds us that: 

manuscript culture had taken intertextuality for granted. Still tied to 

the commonplace tradition of the old oral world, it deliberately 

created texts out of other texts, borrowing, adapting, sharing the 

common, originally oral, formulas and themes, even though it 

worked them up into fresh literary forms impossible without 

writing.307 

As Ong argues, the development of print culture brought with it a mindset of 

individual creativity and originality, of the writer’s work as free from the influence of 
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other works. In so doing, it created a sense of ‘closure’ in both literary works and in 

‘analytical philosophical and scientific works [...] presented as “facts” or their 

equivalents: memorizable, flat statements that told straightforwardly and inclusively 

how matters stood in a given field.’ In oral and oral manuscript cultures, on the other 

hand, ‘memorable statements [...] tended to be of a proverbial sort, presenting not 

“facts” but rather reflections, often of a gnomic kind, inviting further reflection by the 

paradoxes they involved.’308 It is clear that Wright loves to play with language: 

‘sometimes light breezes turned sour as lemons’ (C 17), ‘in a town where change never 

came easy, it came to be’ (C 8), ‘he could elicit spiteful scorn as easy as you could 

click your fingers’ (C 63–64); and drawing on proverbs: ‘Could every cloud have a 

silver lining?’ (C 88), ‘searching for a needle in a haystack’ (SB 85), ‘Life was short’ 

(SB 73), and ‘Rome was not built in a day’ (SB 84). Also, striking similes such as ‘[t]he 

swan looked like a paragon of anxious premonitions, rather than the arrival of a miracle 

for saving the world’ (14) and pathetic fallacy that shows a different aspect of the 

natural world: ‘A mother of all storms could grieve too’ (279).  

More recently, Christine Waugh illustrates that in their more contemporary use, 

metafictional devices are intended to defamiliarise the world the reader knows, and the 

expectations they have (of both content and form) in order to encourage them to think 

more deeply, and by drawing attention to language, to question the distinction between 

fictional form and social reality. Wright employs metafiction in all of these ways 

through a range of devices, including parody, satire, the suggestive, satirical, ironical 

and/or comedic naming of persons and places, the author speaking directly to the 

audience, and malapropisms. Shakespeare’s character Dogberry in Much Ado about 

Nothing (1599) confuses ‘apprehend’ and ‘comprehend’ in ‘Our watch, sir, have 

indeed comprehended two auspicious persons’, or Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s Mrs 

Malaprop says things such as, ‘Illiterate him quite from your memory’ and ‘She’s as 

headstrong as an allegory on the banks of the Nile’ in The Rivals (1775). And Charles 

Dickens is famous for his humorous malapropisms; for example, in Oliver Twist 

(1838), the orphanage overseer Mr Bumble’s ‘We name our fondlings in alphabetical 

order’ is funny, but it also functions to undermine Bumble’s credibility. Wright’s 

malapropisms are rarely given to stupid people, and they most often function to induce 
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laughter and/or to draw attention to language: ‘his mind was light ages away’ (187) 

and ‘Will Phantom’s own heart slipped a beat’ (209).  

Humour allows a writer to say things that cannot be said in ‘polite society’. 

Equally, ‘the way names and situations reveal a certain reflexivity or self-conscious 

fun – subvert the Western expectation of high seriousness’ in Indigenous literature. 

Humour is discussed in more detail in Chapter Four. More than humorous 

malapropisms, Wright’s naming of characters and places opens language to deeper 

meaning. Waugh argues that in metafiction, names are used to: 

display the arbitrary control of the writer, and the arbitrary 
relationship of language. [...] The technique is deployed explicitly to 

open the conventional ties between the real and fictive worlds rather 

than to reinforce them by mapping out a moral framework [as in 

eighteenth century fiction].309 

For example, the township of Desperance ‘satirically inverts the name of an actual 

township [...] ‘Esperance’ while alluding to the many colonial place names across the 

continent [...] that evince the disaffection that attended the advancing [colonial] 

frontier.’310 Similarly, the Gurfurrit Mine can be read as ‘an appellation that [...] 

conjoins an allusion to the colonial practice of appropriating or inventing Aboriginal-

sounding names with a phonetic echo of the phrase, “Go for it!”’, and this in turn is an 

allusion ‘to the assumption that Australia’s mineral wealth, like the bodies of 

Aboriginal women for older-style colonialists, are there for the taking by transnational 

businesses with scant regard for the local impacts’.311 Then the violence of the old-

style colonialist, the white and brutal Mayor, is intensified by naming him Bruiser who 

‘it would be easy to dismiss as a caricature, except that in the context of the novel as a 

whole he figures as but the most brutal face of a more generalised pattern of systemic 

violence’.312 There is Will Phantom ‘who, as his name implies, is fired by a 

conventionally “manly” determination’.313 Nicholas Birns argues that surnames such 

as Phantom and Midnight, which have an ‘artificial quality [...] are [...] an indicator of 

the gap between form and material, one that the extent of disempowerment practiced 
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upon the Indigenous has necessitated.’314 In fact, all characters, in both novels, have 

names that suggest, sometimes ambiguously, characterisations, and this allows for the 

reader to find different levels of meaning. By employing metafictional devices Wright 

disturbs the ‘closed’ print culture mindset and, through language, reveals realities and 

meanings they may not otherwise have experienced. In this sense her writing might be 

called ‘apocalyptic’ in a perpetual rather than an ‘end of world’ sense. That is to say, 

apocalypse is not the end of the world but the beginning of a new world: survival rather 

than extinction.  

Ong explains intertextuality as ‘a literary and psychological commonplace; a text 

cannot be created simply out of lived experience’. In modern literary criticism the term 

was coined by Julia Kristeva’s bringing together of Ferdinand de Saussure’s semiotics 

and Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism in a concept that suggests the radical 

interconnectedness of all texts. Gerald Gaylard argues that whereas modernism sees a 

hierarchy of intertexts, ‘postmodernism sees intertextuality as a form of equality or 

democracy within a field of intertextuality’.315 This would imply a recognition and 

respect for Aboriginal culture, not a denigration or fear of the Other as is found in the 

writings of Thomas De Quincey or H.P. Lovecraft, for example, but an embrace, as 

found in, say, Heaney. In any case, Wright’s metafictional writing employs intertextual 

references and allusions to question consciousness and reality, suggesting that both 

reality and history are provisional, constructed artefacts. This ‘baring [of] fictional and 

linguistic systems [...] transforms the authorial process of shaping, of making, into part 

of the pleasure and challenge of reading as a co-operative, interpretive experience’.316 

By bringing the writer and reader into a dialogic engagement, we can see how this 

contributes to the concept of storywork. In so far as types of intertextuality have been 

identified, Wright uses all three – obligatory, optional and accidental – allowing 

readers with different levels of knowledge and cultural competence to find meaning 

and connections at multiple levels.  

Although Wright employs a range of compositional strategies, including 

quotation, allusion and parody, in creating intertextuality, Australian critics have been 
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eager to draw interconnections where Wright insists there are none,317 namely, 

between C and one time Chief Protector of Aborigines, Xavier Herbert’s Capricornia 

(1938).318 Wright insists that she chose the title to celebrate her traditional lands and 

has never made clear whether or not she has read Capricornia.319 Ted Hughes made 

the point that all great artists read backwards, that is, intertextually – Joyce read back 

to Ulysses, Wright reads back too, through Western literature to the Greeks and her 

own Aboriginal literature that is read in country – the land, the seas, the sky, the rock 

art, the ancestors that are alive in the landscape. She likes to begin novels with 

epigraphs from poets. Seamus Heaney’s ‘The First Words’ grace C, itself a version of 

a poem by Romanian poet Marin Sorescu (1936–96). The poem suggests that in a 

world polluted or corrupted by the actions of people, only one’s own thoughts, and 

nature’s life force, are to be trusted. Two chapters in SB contain epigraphs. In the first 

chapter, ‘Dust Cycle’, in which the climate-ravished, parched environment leads to 

human, animal and vegetal suffering and death, the epigraph is from a Banjo Patterson 

poem (see Chapter 4.5). As the chapter title suggests, droughts too, like the wet season 

that eventually comes at the end of the next chapter, ‘The Dust Ends’, are cyclical. In 

fact, extreme and unpredictable weather events such as cyclones and bushfires are part 

of the continent’s environmental conditions and Aboriginal people have not only 

recorded them in stories but have also survived them over many millennia. 

Intertextuality here is, therefore, a form of resistance and survival. The second chapter 

epigraph is from a reference text suggesting that if we lose the knowledge of the natural 

world recorded in Aboriginal stories, factual records may provide the only reference 

point we have in the future. Both oral and written culture are valued by Wright, as are 

all forms of cultural expression. 

The fluidity between the realms of Aboriginal reality is re-enacted not only in 

ceremony and story but also in song. Yarning is accompanied by gestures and mimicry 

to create meaning, so it is not surprising that Wright’s intertextuality also references 
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art and music. At one level the intertextual musical references simply reflect Wright’s 

own acknowledged wide-ranging taste in music: ‘I have an eclectic taste that roams 

around the world collecting a mixture of traditional, classical, new world, blues and 

country.’320 Wright has now written a libretto and performed with the musical-theatre 

ensemble The Black Arm Band. It is well known that country and western music is 

very popular among Aboriginal communities – likely because it is a more direct form 

of storytelling than some other types of music – and there are references to ‘country 

and western music’ throughout C (101, 109, 116, 258, 326, 467); Mozzie models 

himself on Elvis Presley (44) and loves the music of Roy Orbison (118, 138) and Hank 

Williams (118). Other popular American music and screen stars mentioned include 

Clint Eastwood (130, 133, 145) and Dean Martin (414). Similarly, in SB country and 

western music is mentioned frequently (48, 279, 286, 298) and Warren’s funeral 

roadshow features ‘mostly legend music by the country’s great singers like Slim 

Dusty, Rick and Thel, a bit of Chad Morgan’ (298) – all these Australian artists (with 

the exception of Chad Morgan) are dead and so point to times past, suggesting nothing 

much has changed for Aboriginal people, but these times will be remembered. When 

Warren Finch tries to befriend a bird, it ‘demonstrates its ability to communicate its 

feelings to human beings’ by ‘mimic[king] lines from the old ABBA song – Money, 

money, money, it’s a rich man’s world’ (177). Having lost his traditional values, 

Warren and the corrupting influence of money are being mocked and contrasted with 

Oblivia’s greater connection to the nonhuman world. It is not this little dig at Warren’s 

values that bothers him but Oblivia’s desire to ‘keep the lonely bird’ (177), suggesting 

he recognises her closeness to the natural world and Aboriginal cultural values. 

There is a certain universality to music – it can be enjoyed and moving even when 

sung in a language the listener does not understand – and both novels also reference 

what Europeans often consider ‘high brow’ music, in particular opera. In C there is 

Handel’s oratorio (39), Handel’s Messiah (65, 97) and Mozart and Beethoven (56). 

There is also an operatic mine worker who sings ‘Ma per fortuna è una notte di luna, 

e qui la luna l’abbiamo vicina’. This aria from Puccini’s La Boheme tells of Rodolfo’s 

life as a poet and ends when he asks Mimi to tell him more about her life. It might be 

a metaphor for how we are to treat each other or approach other cultures and reflects 

the more optimistic tone of C compared to SB. The mingling of (European) myths, 

 
320 Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, pp. 217–234 (p. 225). 
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music and poetry from across the ages is extensive throughout SB: ‘Music, so sweet as 

though nature was singing, it was just like hearing Spiegel im Spiegel played lightly 

on a cello. A single white swan flew by: its wings beating with music. [...] the old lady 

whispered, a line that an Irish bard had once crafted with ink on paper to sweeten the 

world’ (28). Composed by Estonian Arvo Pärt in 1978, Spiegel im Spiegel is a piece 

for voices and the bard in question is W.B. Yeats, the line quoted being from ‘The 

Wild Swans at Coole’. These musical references also function to suggest sound and 

are often used in scenes involving turmoil or disruption. In SB, the Harbour Master’s 

pet monkey Rigolleto sings ‘questa o quella’, an aria from Verdi’s eponymous opera 

(262) which is itself based on a Victor Hugo play. Sung by the Duke of Mantua, the 

aria highlights his attitude towards women – they are merely objects to satisfy his 

sexual desires. Rigoletto symbolises patriarchal biases, particularly those of men in 

power – white men such as Mayor Bruiser in C and Indigenous men such as Warren 

Finch. There are further references to opera: ‘Someone yelled to the swan flying above 

– Lohengrin. A chorus, remembering Wagner’s opera, replied – The knight Lohengrin 

arrived in a boat drawn by a swan. History! Swan history!’ (28–29). Wright provides 

the reader with sufficient information to understand the reference is to operatic music. 

However, the curious reader might connect deeper levels of meaning. For example, 

Lohengrin is part of the King of the Swan legend, and the Lorraine cycle of epics is 

connected to traditional history as far back as the Battle of Chalons (circa 451), 

illustrating that oral tradition does not disappear with the arrival of print. However, the 

planetary nature of SB is also reflected in the intertextual references. For example, 

there is a ‘bamboo dragon that [...] played a bamboo flute sweetly [...] Well! Its festival 

was over. So were the drums, and the clanging cymbals, the big brass band, the Scots 

Highland bagpipes, and all the jazz gospel choirs, as well as the spinifex dancers with 

clapping sticks’ (279). Combined in the one sentence here and repeated throughout the 

novel, Aboriginal music is entwined with music and poetry from across the world 

inspired by, or dedicated to, swans, which are the novel’s motif and represent Wright’s 

exploration of what happens to Aboriginal culture and the connection to the land when 

human-induced global warming forces human and animal species to migrate into 

places where other beings, including spiritual beings, and other Dreamings already 

exist.  
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When Warren Finch’s genie bodyguard Edgar Mail uses his violin – this European 

instrument – to play ‘the melancholy tune of owls [...] The music created ripples in the 

rhythm of the owl calls as he replied to their sound with his own composition. Near 

and far, the owls replied. The music was theirs’ (187). And Edgar’s playing becomes 

‘like the old powerful chants of bringing up the country. Law music’ (187). Wright 

does not allow European culture to annihilate Aboriginal culture; instead, like 

Christianity, it is accommodated within it. This is one possible new Dreaming. The 

genie is a ‘specialist’ in collecting and selling sheet music from ‘ancient cities’ and 

recording and publishing it. His ‘customers are people seeking knowledge about the 

world. Mostly from the Middle East, Europe and Asia. Australians? Not too many’ 

(194) Wright parodies mainstream Australia’s insularity and failure to reflect on the 

narrative they have created about ‘Australian’ culture – one that, if it now gives 

recognition to Australia’s Indigenous people, it certainly glosses over the theft of land, 

destruction of culture and other legacies of colonialism. Australians are a lot like Aunty 

Bella Donna who ‘claimed that she was the descendent of a listener of Hoffmeister’s 

Quartet in F’ but who, no matter what music she hears, or what music she plays on her 

swan-bone, or where it comes from, ‘was still attached to the libraries and archives left 

behind in the western part of the world. It was as though she never left’ (62). This is 

the difference between Aboriginal knowledge systems and Western-oriented systems: 

one is based on sharing knowledge so that it might learn from others, the other on 

assimilating and assuming a position of superiority. 

Throughout the novels Wright references aspects of culture, ancient (the Bible – 

itself a product of ancient Jewish culture) and modern – C makes reference to more 

contemporary films and games, such as The Godfather I and II (321), the Star Wars 

theme tune (415) and Nintendo (398). One function of these contemporary, popular 

cultural references is to show that Aboriginal culture, while ancient, is also modern 

and not stuck in the past but brings the past into the present and will carry it into the 

future. Besides the lines of poems that form epitaphs, SB intertextually references poets 

and poetry from many cultures. Sometimes these are named, but the idea that cultures 

compete is mocked:  

Enough time had been wasted, especially the over-performing 

brolgas homage that they agreed had taken longer than Swan Lake 
performed back-to-back by every ballet company of the world, and 
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quoted Auden, Lion, fish and swan/Act, and are gone/ Upon Time’s 

toppling wave. (135–36) 

Wright draws attention to the way in which Aboriginal visual arts are also a form 

of writing and therefore literature, and how it too has been appropriated by mainstream 

culture, with the most significant financial rewards – like those from mining – not 

going to its Indigenous creators. When (white) people try to haggle down the cost of 

the ‘exquisite creations’ Norm Phantom makes by preserving fish, he sarcastically 

compares himself to ‘Leonardo da Vinci’ (187). There are many layers of meaning in 

this intertextual reference. At the most simple, most Western readers, and perhaps 

others, irrespective of their cultural competence, will instantly recognise the name, or 

at least that of his most famous painting, the Mona Lisa, which is actually mentioned 

twice in the novel. Others will recognise Leonardo’s place in the canon of European 

‘high’ culture, and yet others will be aware of his skills not only as a painter and 

sculptor, but also as a draughtsman, engineer, architect, scientist and inventor, ahead 

of his time. Like Leonardo, Norm is a poor but gifted man and both are inspired by 

nature. Living at a time when European knowledge and belief systems were imaginal 

and integrated, Wright seems to be suggesting that human creativity is inspired by 

something beyond the mind:  

When nobody believed the story spread by Norm Phantom about not 

being the maker of his work, he kept his beliefs to himself. [...] 

Secretly, Norm remained convinced that others helped in such 

exquisite creations, something much more powerful than himself. A 

supernatural master artist who created miracles, a dalliance of God 

consuming the room as an experimental studio, a type of exposé for 

life in the decaying world, where the air smelt like a beach. (196) 

The reader must question not only what inspires art, but also what is art. Without 

a system of written language visual art, done on rocks, bark, the body, in the sand  

contains the creation stories and other information/knowledge needed for survival. It 

forms part of the ‘ancient library’ of Aboriginal culture and encourages the reader to 

see ‘that we [Aboriginal people] were a people of high culture’.321 Traditionally, 

painting is done alongside ceremony and storytelling as part of the yarning process. 

Indigenous art on paper and canvas only started in the 1930s, and the well-known ‘dot’ 

painting technique emerged in the 1970s. Produced by the desert people of Central 
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Australia, it is credited as marking Aboriginal art as a modern cultural force. In terms 

of turn over and price, Australian Aboriginal art is one of the fastest growing sectors. 

Prices exploded post 2007 when Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri’s Warlugulong sold at 

auction for $A2.0 million.322 For wealthy collectors and investors Aboriginal artwork 

can earn an average annual return similar to that of Australian equities and real estate, 

but it is tourists and online sales that drive the industry. However, much controversy 

exists around the marketing, sales and appropriation of Aboriginal art work. Sally 

Scales and Skye Omeara offer a reminder that when buying Indigenous artwork it is 

better to buy from Indigenous governed art centres than private dealers/galleries. The 

former are not-for-profits, ‘the only economic driver for communities and the only 

place of non-government income and meaningful employment. […] they are a vehicle 

Aboriginal elders use to impact the disadvantage they face in their communities.’ 323  

The latter generate a profit for the business-owner and are not required to remunerate 

artists fairly. Ultimately, though, reference to the creative arts in Wright’s work is a 

recognition of ‘the whole human endeavour’,324 irrespective of its cultural provenance. 

In light of both the wide range of intertextual references and the many layers of 

meaning they open up for readers, whatever their cultural competence, Wright gives 

readers the opportunity for a unique reading experience, but it is one that requires them 

to engage with the story and the storyteller in order to liberate meaning.  

Furthermore, in Aboriginal knowledge systems and storytelling practice ‘[w]e 

have to compare our stories with the stories of others who seek greater understanding 

about our reality’.325 Intertextuality allows this and although this may be most obvious 

in SB, it is also possible to identify in C the influences of a number of writers from the 

English literary canon – Shakespeare, Dickens, Joyce, Dylan Thomas, and poets 

including William Blake, John Keats and the Irish poets already mentioned. 

Nevertheless, Wright is adamant that she has ‘learnt from practice that the more you 
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imagine, the more you can imagine being in other places, in other worlds, in the mind 

of your characters, or to put yourself in the natural world.’326 In the first chapter of SB, 

the narrative voice states: 

As all stories begin with once upon a time, so the old woman always 

began her story, while looking into the levitation crystal balls she 

juggled, as though all stories that ever existed originated from these 

objects. (24)  

The phrase ‘once upon a time’ is used twice more in the novel. Chapter 3, ‘Elias 

Smith comes…and goes’, also begins ‘once upon a time’, and later in the chapter we 

learn that ‘This was the story about Elias Smith which was later put alongside the 

Dreamtime by the keepers of the Law to explain what happened once upon a time’ 

(53). Although associated in European cultural consciousness with European folktales 

of the past few centuries, its roots are much deeper and can be traced to the Carolingian 

cycle, a body of French literature and historical material. It is thought that the term has 

been used in both written and oral narratives since around 1600, and was used in the 

original English translations of French fairy tales such as Cinderella, Little Red Riding 

Hood and Sleeping Beauty. Readers of the English classics will also recognise it as the 

opening to Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (1843). As a stock phrase for opening 

stories, ‘once upon a time’ (or some version of it) can be found in eighty-eight 

languages, giving it global cultural currency. We do not know enough about form or 

the style of Aboriginal folklore to know if stock openings are used, but clearly Wright 

values the power that lies in the phrase.327  

It seems that what gives ‘once upon a time’ its enduring legacy across cultures is 

that it signals to the listener/reader that the storytelling is beginning; it does not insist 

that the story actually happened, nor that it did so at any particular time or in a 

particular location. There is both distance and vagueness in the phrase and it is this 

that ‘allows readers to open their imagination and connect to the story’,328 to suspend 

disbelief. Psychologically, putting distance between ourselves and stressful or 

upsetting situations allows us to gain perspective, while the ambiguity of the time 

 
326 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library’.  
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frame means that readers ‘do not need to know current historical events or context as 

they start the story and can focus solely on the characters, plot elements, and their 

imagination.’329 As Maria Konnikova explains, the phrase ‘once upon a time’ is 

powerful because by triggering us to take a step back ‘in time, in space, in the 

hypothetical mind [...] – we can discern elements that are invisible from up close. [...] 

we change our construal, our representation of the world’.330 And with distance: 

The world is less threatening. [...] You can say and think things from 

far away that you can’t say and think up close. [...] it means the 

possibility of comprehending far more about reality than can come 

from reality itself [...] it means [...] a freedom of fantasy and 

reflection that we rarely give ourselves as we grow older.331  

In her work on metafictional theory and practice, Patricia Waugh explains that 

metafictional writers ‘experiment more commonly with the formulaic motifs of 

popular literary traditions’.332 The swan is such a motif across many of the world’s 

cultures. Kevin Paul Smith argues that since at least the mid 1970s ‘the fairytale has 

become central to the work’ of novelists and filmmakers; he contends that although it 

has always suffused fiction, it is now ‘being intertextually used for ends which can be 

called ‘postmodern’.333 Wright uses fairy tales intertextually, usually explicitly 

referencing them but also alluding to them, although it may require a very inquisitive 

and/or widely read reader indeed to find those allusions. Although Wright’s use of the 

once upon a time phrase can be read as functioning in the ways Konnikova describes, 

it also serves a subversive, political function, namely, to raise concerns about reality 

and representation, particularly the representation of history and the facts of Aboriginal 

experience. It is intended to recall the ‘fantasy’ account of Australian history that 

ignores or forgets the facts of colonial conquest, subjugation and dispossession. Wright 

considers the treatment of Aboriginal people as a genocide that has been (and is being) 

ignored, and she links her reason for writing to Günter Grass: 
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He said, our work will become memory, preventing the past from 

coming to an end. For only then can the wound be kept open and the 

much desired and prescribed forgetting be reversed with a steadfast 

telling of the truth which begins with the words “Once upon a 

time”.334 

In Chapter 2 of C, ‘Angel Day’, Angel, the only significant female character in 

the novel, who has more in common with the Aboriginal men, even when they treat 

her badly, than she does with any of the white women of Desperance.  While foraging 

on the local rubbish dump Angel comes across a ‘collection of well-used children’s 

storybooks’ [...] pages flung open halfway through the adventures of Mickey Mouse, 

Donald Duck, Peter Pan, Cinderella, Alice in Wonderland’ (18). Given sentience, the 

‘blue-eyed gulls’ that accompany her also take an interest in the books: they ‘watched 

over her shoulder’ and ‘were as engrossed as she was with the fantasy lands created in 

faraway places, of icy winters, cool forests, and the paradise land of the rich people’ 

(19). The type of book and the effect they have on Angel could not be more different 

from another fictional character who finds a stash of books, namely, the Creature in 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). The Creature finds copies of John Milton’s 

Paradise Lost (1667), Plutarch’s Lives, probably written in the second century, and 

Goethe’s Sorrows of Werter, published first in German in 1774. They both delight and 

educate him. At one level, we might read the difference in the books they find 

contextually appropriate – Angel’s reality is, after all, that she is a poorly educated 

Indigenous woman living in socio-economic deprivation in far north Queensland in 

the twentieth century, and her author is an Indigenous land rights activist. While the 

Creature’s books are stored in a library, Angel’s trove has been discarded, half-read, 

by people who in another context would be considered ‘white trash’ and are barely 

educated – without culture according to the old Pricklebush people – whereas the 

stories in the ancient library, albeit damaged by colonialism, are written in the land 

and available for recovery. Shelley and Wright share a love of reading and this filters 

into the literature of both writers; however, space does not allow further illustration. 

The point is made to emphasise the intratextual complexity of Wright’s work, one 

function of which is to demonstrate that all cultures are literate – just in different ways.  

However, where Aboriginal storytelling requires that stories are shared so that we 

learn from each other, the same principle is not always at work in Western cultures. 

 
334 Wright, ‘Politics of Writing’, pp. 10–20 (p. 19).  
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What is at work, though, is education, and Shelley makes the monster a parodic version 

of influential philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau’s ‘child of nature’, for whom, 

famously, happiness cannot be achieved by reason and whose theory of education 

proposes that society ought not to constrain children but allow free expression if they 

are to develop to their potential. Equally, though, Rousseau believed that only in the 

‘state of nature’ is man free and independent; society oppresses and that is why a social 

contract is needed. Aboriginal people are still waiting for recognition of their 

sovereignty and the signing of treaties with Australian governments. SB’s Brolga 

Nation has a treaty but not a freely given one, and without all Aboriginal communities 

achieving this the suggestion is that it comes at a cost – morally and ethically. 

Frankenstein’s monster is in part ‘natural man’, but for all his reasoning he can never 

be part of the society in which he wishes to belong; a little like Warren Finch he is ‘an 

educable child of nature denied perfectibility within a social context and thus doomed 

to perversity: a literate Caliban’.335 Shelley denies the Creature Rousseau as a text to 

read, and so he comes to believe that ‘man is weak without society’ and that his ‘self-

sufficiency must be a sign of inferiority’.336 Similar influences are at play in the 

relationship between Aboriginal and white Australians. Despite Angel’s self-

confidence and her educability, or Kevin’s intelligence, or Norm’s seamanship and 

artistic genius, they are made to feel inferior. It is harder to sense in Wright the hope 

that Shelley transmits. 

Although Angel is engrossed by the books, she realises they are far-off fantasy 

lands. Her reality is somewhat different; it is shaped not by fiction but by official 

documents. Shortly after finding the books, Angel comes across documents from the 

council, but she cannot even be bothered to waste her time reading these. She knows 

that the council and, for that matter, any official policy-making and service delivery 

body, does not have her best interests at heart: ‘What was life for except for coping, 

[...], so why be bothered what white paper says only to make it worse? She knew what 

white persons had to say just by looking at them, particularly the ones who wrote 

official papers’ (20). After all, Angel survives by scavenging from the dump, which is 

parodied as a place where she ‘could get anything her heart desired – “for free”. She 
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thought the dump was magnificent, as anyone dirt poor would’ (14). The author 

intrudes, addressing the reader: ‘Look! Can’t you see the pile of riches she had 

accumulated? Was all this for nothing?’ (15). More carnivalesque than ironic, the 

rhetorical questions force the reader to think about their response and, temporarily at 

least, the questions destabilise the power systems for which rubbish is a marker.  

There is no indication as to what Angel intends to do with the books, but she puts 

them carefully into her swag bag for safekeeping, perhaps for those days when they 

are needed for the purposes Konnikova identifies. In any case, different readers may 

infer different possibilities from the stories themselves and from Angel’s reaction and 

this allows for a dialogic reading that forces the reader into a deeper relationship with 

the story and the storyteller who, in C, is often the author herself. For example, Angel 

does not spend much time on the adventures of the iconic mouse and duck given 

sentience only by being anthropomorphised. In Aboriginal culture animals are sentient, 

Angel’s seagulls read, so on the one hand the sentient Mickey and Donald are nothing 

new for Angel. On the other hand, however, they function to remind Westerners who 

think that only ‘Others’ have strange ideas that this is not necessarily so. In Peter 

Pan,337 Peter kills the pirates, adult men who want Wendy to be their mum, and 

Captain Hook then kills himself by jumping overboard and is eaten by a crocodile. The 

moral of the tale is that children have to grow up eventually. As an allegory of the 

treatment and trauma of the Stolen Generations and the entanglement of all those 

involved in devising and implementing such a policy, it is appropriate that a crocodile, 

native to the waters of the Gulf, eats the wicked Hook. As Bridget Haylock argues, 

rather than the self-destructive rage that Germaine Greer sees in the colonial 

destruction of Aboriginal culture, ‘Wright’s Aboriginal man enacts agency and enlists 

rage to regain his land and his dignity. Wright suggests that from enraged abjective 

experience, empowerment and transformation is not only possible, but also 

essential.’338 First you have to fantasise about being Peter Pan. 

The human imagination seems to reserve a special place for the prehistoric 

crocodile, though its place in the Western and Indigenous psyche differs. It can be 
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found on the coins of the Roman Empire where it is associated with conquest and/or 

war involving Egypt and the Nile.339 In the contemporary Western mind it is a 

prehistoric monster – consider the town’s eccentric patrol man Captain Nicoli Finn’s 

perception,: ‘Crocodiles, sharks, gropers, stingrays, box jellyfish, stonefish, hundreds 

and hundreds of the invaders of childhood dreams swam around his mind’ (C 65). All 

the native species, symbolic of the Aboriginal people, frighten Finn. Although 

Aboriginal people also have a healthy fear of being eaten by crocodiles, for the Yolngu 

in Arnhem Land, for example, it is a clan totem and an integral part of social existence, 

featuring in ceremony, song, dance and bark art, and deeply respected ‘through a 

mutual essence and connection to country’.340 It is also hunted and eaten, which is 

prohibited under Queensland law. Interestingly, Murrandoo Yanner, Wright’s friend 

and countryman, and one of the ‘heroes’ to whom C is dedicated, fought a legal case 

on this issue during the time they were both involved in opposing the Century Zinc 

Mine.341 The clash between conservationists and Indigenous people who have 

managed the crocodile population for thousands of years is also about the need to 

recognise the coexistence of Aboriginal law and the laws laid down by settler 

Australia, as well as different attitudes and approaches to protecting the environment. 

Therefore, the crocodile that invades Finn’s dreams and that eats Captain Hook, has a 

metaphorical significance as the ‘white’ superstructure’s fears of the emergence of a 

monstrous underclass, like Mozzie and his votaries or Will Phantom, who can be cast 

as terrorists and anti-establishment. It also alludes to the narrative built around 

Indigenous people and refugees in mainstream discourse, especially during the years 
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since the 2007 Intervention. Bella Donna tells the half-demented Oblivia that if she 

leaves the confines of the swamp, guarded by the Army: 

People are going to stop and stare at you the very instant they see 

the colour of your skin, and they will say: She is one of those wild 

Aboriginals from up North, a terrorist; they will say you are one of 

those faces kept in the Federal Government’s Book of Suspects. [...] 

This was the place where they kept faces plucked from the World 

Wide Web by Army intelligence looking at computers all day long, 

searching for brown- and black-coloured criminals, un-assimilables, 

illegal immigrants, terrorists – all the undesirables; those kind of 

people. (55) 

People like Murrandoo Yanner and Alexis Wright too, perhaps. 

Among Angel’s storybooks is Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865). The 

story and its sequel, Through the Looking-Glass (1871), stand out for Lewis Carroll’s 

development of the literary nonsense genre popularised first by Edward Lear in the 

mid 1800s. Literary nonsense brings together two artistic sources – the games, songs, 

drama and rhymes of oral folk tradition, and the ‘intellectual absurdities of court poets, 

scholars and intellectuals’342 who exaggerated the nonsensical effects of satire and 

parody. Bridget Haylock argues that Wright employs the carnivalesque in conjunction 

with maban reality, the narrative mirroring the way in which the two societies exist in 

the Gulf. The settler is represented by the ‘“richly complex and diverse” heteroglossic, 

dialogistic and abject-grotesque realism of the carnivalesque, of which Wright 

parodies the worst excesses; and Aboriginal society by maban reality, with the spiritual 

world animate.’343 Although Wright herself rejects the label ‘maban’, Haylock’s 

argument illustrates how Wright’s blurring of narrative modes and epistemologies 

allows her to ‘show[s] the conqueror an uncanny suppressed image’.344 This is even 

more evident in SB where the satire is darker and the rage more evident – and the use 

of the swan topos of world folklore is so central to the novel. 

The final storybook in Angel’s stash is Cinderella. At one level, the reader might 

read the inclusion of Cinderella as a nod to the morals of the story, the importance of 

kindness, courage and perseverance. Important as these are for anyone, they are 

especially important for Angel and Aboriginal people who have been fighting the 

 
342 Wim Tigges, An anatomy of literary nonsense (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1988).  
343 Deborah Bird Rose as cited in Haylock, pp. 91–101 (p. 98). 
344 Bridget Haylock, ‘Enlisting Rage’, pp. 91–101 (p. 94). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Through_the_Looking-Glass
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whole edifice of Australian racism for a very long time. Wright pushes Angel to have 

the courage to keep believing in herself, even in adversity. Of the books Angel finds, 

Cinderella is the oldest and most global: its origins are uncertain, there are many 

versions in many cultures.345 It suggests the power of the oral/language to transform 

itself, and the need humans have for storytelling, but it is also a reminder that just as 

stories can be rewritten, so too history can be reconstructed, and/or substantially 

changed. Aside from removing gruesome details, the Disney version introduces very 

specific gender-based and stereotyped ideas about people, for example, that women 

must be young and beautiful and then they will be loved by wealthy men who will 

‘save’ them; beauty is equated with ‘good’ and often ‘white’, and ugliness with ‘bad’ 

and ‘evil’, and so on. In much the same way mainstream Australia writes Aborigines 

as backward and primitive, lazy and welfare dependent, the climate and landscape as 

hostile and inhospitable, and the land as terra nullius. These are the assumptions and 

values of Western patriarchy.  

As noted in the Introduction, the concept of patriarchy is fraught with difficulties 

but is central to analyses of gender relations.  The four main sociological feminist 

traditions (Radical, Marxist, Liberal and Difference) see patriarchy as a system of 

‘male domination, control and violence’ that separates the roles of men and women 

into public and private spheres.346 Others argue that ‘the regulation of women’s bodies, 

sexuality, morality, monogamy, and modesty is central to patriarchal societies 

everywhere, across both Western and non-Western cultures.’347 This is the usual 

understanding of Western patriarchy in public discourse. Robert Bahlieda goes further 

and argues for patriarchy to be viewed as the cause of all serious social problems and 

as ‘an all-encompassing, overarching, multidisciplinary ideology that affects everyone 

– men and women alike – across multiple cultures, histories, religions, economics, 

geographies and institutions’.348  In Canadian Indigenous cultures violence against 

 
345 Most likely, Cinderella can be traced back to ninth-century China, from whence it travelled to the 

English-speaking world via Italian, Gianbattista Basile’s The Pentamerone (1634), and French 

storyteller Charles Perrault’s Cendrillon (1697).  
346 Robert Bahlieda, ‘The Legacy of Patriarchy’  in The Democratic Gulag: Patriarchy, Leadership and 

Education, pp. 15-67. 2015  Counterpoints , 2015, Vol. 488, THE DEMOCRATIC GULAG: 

Patriarchy, Leadership & Education (2015), pp. 15-67 Published by: Peter Lang AG 
347 Kelly Amanda Train, ‘Patriarchy and the “Other” in the Western imagination: Honour killings and 

violence against women’, International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies, 12 (1) 2021 

pp.143-157 ( https://doi.org/10.18357/ijcyfs121202120087>[accessed 15 June 2022]. 
348 Bahlieda, ‘The Legacy of Patriarchy’, p.17. 

https://doi.org/10.18357/ijcyfs121202120087%3e%5baccessed
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women is termed family violence because in the more holistic and communal 

worldview of Indigenous culture abuse of a woman is not viewed as an individualistic 

experience but one that affects all those around her. 349 Australian Aboriginal 

communities share a similar view. 

However, as stated in the Introduction, this thesis accepts influential Indigenous 

scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s refusal of Western feminist theorising on the 

grounds that it is culturally biased, emerges from the Enlightenment, and functions 

within the presuppositions of white patriarchy. As Katie Valenta puts it, the norms of 

womanhood emerging from feminism ‘are able to masquerade as a liberating force 

when in fact they still require Indigenous women to conform to a foreign and imposed 

feminine norm.’350 Kate Rigby’s feminist ecocritical analysis of C makes the same 

point.351 Crucially for Moreton-Robinson, ‘An indigenous woman’s standpoint is 

informed by social worlds imbued with meaning grounded in knowledges of different 

realities from those of white women.’352 Furthermore, ‘Aboriginal womanhood is not 

presupposed as human centred and disconnected from mother earth, instead its 

presuppositions centre her and our relations in all living things’.353’ For ecofeminists 

the relationship is contractual. Jackie Huggins insists that patriarchy in Australia is 

based on ‘a racially imperialistic’ not a ‘sexually imperialistic base’, and this has 

always overshadowed relations between white men and Indigenous men. On the other 

hand, ‘white racial imperialism’ granted white women, ‘however victimised by sexual 

oppression’ power over black men and women.354  Setting aside for the moment high 

rates of gender-based violence in Aboriginal communities and the mainstream 

narratives that present Indigenous culture as violent, it must be recognised that roles 

and responsibilities for men and women are clearly defined by ancestral Law, and their 

knowledges and practices are complexly interwoven to sustain the whole community. 

Prior to the arrival of white settlers, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women had 

 
349 Jennifer Kwan, From Taboo to Epidemic: Family Violence Within Aboriginal Communities, 

Global Social Welfare, 2: 1-8 (2015) p. 2  <DOI 10.1007/s40609-014-0003-z> [accessed 12 April 

2020] 
350 Katie Valenta, ‘Ambiguity in Alexis Wright’s Plains of Promise’, The Journal of the European 

Association of Studies on Australia, 3:2 (2012), 47–58 (p. 56). 
351 Rigby, ‘The Poetics of Colonisation’, pp. 120–136. 
352 Moreton-Robinson 
353 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up To The White Woman’, p. xi 
354 Jackie Huggins cited in Aileen Moreton-Robinson, ‘Talkin Up To The White Woman’  p. 68-69 
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a strong and respected place within their cultures. This is not recognised in mainstream 

narratives.355 Typically, women were responsible for gathering water and bush foods 

and for tracking and hunting small animals. In Aboriginal culture women play a crucial 

role in the maintenance of traditional water sites. Yet, the institutions responsible for 

managing Australian environments and resources operate as if gender does not 

matter.356 Yunkaporta maintains a ‘unique equity’ in gender relations is a feature of 

Aboriginal culture’.357 He explains that Aboriginal cultures have male and female 

energies but these cannot be equated to masculine and feminine as defined in western 

societies.358  

Both Wright’s characters, Oblivia and Angel have an important connection to 

water which resists the destruction of Aboriginal gendered environmental knowledge 

and other aspects of ‘women’s business’. While Angel has a connection to lilies, 

Oblivia also has a special connection to the eucalyptus trees, as well as swans. In all 

three of Wright’s novels to date, Aboriginal women are raped by white men, and 

sexually exploited by Aboriginal men. Although Angel Day subverts Euro-American 

feminine stereotypes, despite her independence and strength of character, as a woman 

she bears the weight of the damage done to Aboriginal gender relations by assimilation 

and white patriarchal relations as discussed previously (p.34). Moreton-Robinson 

notes that ‘Statistically and corporeally Indigenous women as a group constitute a 

powerless and under-privileged minority in Australian society’.359  That there is 

violence in Indigenous communities is not in question, it is rather the causes, the 

narratives of victim blaming, and the government’s solution of assimilation that are at 

issue. The causes of family violence in both Australian and Canadian Indigenous 

communities are the same and are not a traditional aspect of Indigenous culture but 

must be understood:  

 

in the historical context of white settlement and colonisation 

and their resulting (and continuing) impacts: cultural 

dispossession, breakdown of community kinship systems and 

Aboriginal law, systemic racism and vilification, social and 

 
355 Fforde, pp. 162–173 (p. 162). ‘Deficit discourse’ is described as ‘a mode of thinking [...] that 

frames Aboriginal identity in a narrative of negativity, deficiency and disempowerment’.  
356 Linda Wirf and Naomi Rea, ‘Implications of gendered environmental knowledge in water 

allocation processes in central Australia. Gender Place and Culture 15, 2008 (pp. 505-518), p. 511.  
357 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 218. 
358 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 218. 
359 Aileen Moreton-Robinson The White Possessive, p. 121 
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economic exclusion, entrenched poverty, problematic 

substance use, inherited grief and trauma, and loss of traditional 

roles and status.360 

 

 For print-based cultures fairy stories are the first and, increasingly in a digitised 

world, the only oral narratives children hear. When later in the C Angel’s philandering, 

and the continued friendship between Norm and Mozzie, her husband and lover 

respectively, is explained to children as both men being ‘the brightest stars flown in 

from the night sky’ (133), the reader is challenged to dispute ‘anybody butt[ing] in and 

disput[ing] anything a big woman wanted to tell her children’ (133) because ‘[t]he 

world would be a very sad place, little children would be lost, if they could not believe 

in the fantasy of a mother’s story’ (133). Fairy stories are said to be synonymous with 

lies, and at one level that is true, as the narrator in SB declares, ‘People tell stories all 

the time: The stories they want told, where any story told could be changed or warped 

this way or that’ (84). In fact, fairy stories are based in reality, and it is the distinction 

between truth and reality that concerns Wright: ‘Stories, stories, the truth became so 

blurred, except the owl with big eyes saw everything in the night’ (SB 133). What the 

continued persistence of fairy stories across cultures shows is not that they are 

universal but quite simply that stories, the human imagination, has the power to turn 

experience into reality, and to allow readers to experience what others’ reality feels 

like and looks like. However, metafictional intertextuality reminds us there are 

different realities and they are constructed and can be reconstructed through words. 

Language affects how we see the world, the writer uses their imagination to create 

stories that reflect their reality, but it is up to the reader to engage critically with the 

story and the storyteller to uncover meaning and to decide what is fantasy and what is 

not because ‘sometimes, the edges of fact and fiction blur, and the stories we conjure 

begin to come true.’361 In storytelling, stories are made and remade with every telling 

and because they can be heard again and again the meanings that one makes or doesn’t 

 
360 Victoria State Government, Aboriginal Affairs Victoria 2008, 

<https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/Family-violence-and-aboriginal-and-torres-

strait-islander-women>.[accessed 17 May 2022]. See also Jennifer Kwan, From Taboo to Epidemic: 

Family Violence Within Aboriginal Communities, Global Social Welfare, 2: 1-8 (2015) p. 1. <DOI 

10.1007/s40609-014-0003-z>. 
361 Alexis Wright, ‘Teachings from Australian First Nations Author Alexis Wright’, Global 

Landscapes Forum, video, 3 June 2020 <https://www.globallandscapesforum.org/video/teachings-

from-australian-first-nations-author-alexis-wright/> [accessed 23 December 2021]. 

https://www.globallandscapesforum.org/video/teachings-from-australian-first-nations-author-alexis-wright/
https://www.globallandscapesforum.org/video/teachings-from-australian-first-nations-author-alexis-wright/
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make from them can happen at any time – or never – depending on the listener/reader. 

The same can be true of reading. 

3.9 Conclusion 

Novels are rooted in and emerge from the same factors that are now widely associated 

with the origins of climate change, namely, the rise of individualism, the 

Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution. English as an academic discipline 

emerges, and is entangled with the Enlightenment and Imperialism. Theory in English 

is understood differently than in the sciences but nonetheless it is grounded in an 

ontology and epistemology that leaves it wanting when it comes to evaluating 

Indigenous literature.    

When brought into the novel form as Wright does, the Aboriginal understanding 

of the world as a network of relations in which humans are custodians of the natural 

world has much in common with ecocritical calls for fiction in which nature does not 

function only as a backdrop or setting. However, classifying novels as ecofiction,  

climate change, or environmental literature does not overcome the ideological roots of 

conventional literary theory and criticism and which Indigenous writers find 

inadequate to critiquing Indigenously-encoded texts. The incommensurability of 

different knowledge systems and the ways in which Wright uses incommensurability 

as a strategy to force the reader to think more deeply has troubled Australian critiques 

of Wright’s work. It has contributed to tensions over genre classifications. One 

possible response is not to employ genre theory to evaluate Wright’s orally inspired 

work but rather to focus on her use of language and metafictional techniques which 

Wright uses to challenge our assumptions about reality, truth and history. This is 

discussed further in Chapter 4. 

 Reading through conventional literary ‘eyes’ can amount to a form of textual 

colonisation.362 To counter this, Clare Bradford insists on ‘reading strategies attuned 

to the cultural practices within which they are produced.’363  The problem in Australia 

is that both within the academy and in public discourse there continues to be resistance 

to Indigenous writing that does not conform to white expectations and ideas about the 

 
362 Clare Bradford, ‘“Oh How Different!”: Regimes of Knowledge in Aboriginal Texts for Children’, 

The Lion and the Unicorn, 27:2 (April 2003), pp. 199–217 (200–201). 
363 Bradford, ‘“Oh How Different!”, pp. 199–217 (201).  
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Other. Corr argues that an academic and intellectual reading requires literary theory 

and criticism to incorporate new tools of analysis and evaluation. Native American 

Archibald’s storywork concept seems to offer a starting point on which to build an 

Australian Indigenous critical theory that can sit alongside conventional literary 

critcism. Corr points to Wright’s early essay on her writing process as an example of 

storywork but does not develop it. This chapter attempts to pick up where Corr leaves 

off by setting Wright’s work within the framework of yarning. This allows for a more 

culturally sensitive approach than conventional literary theory alone..  

Metafictional techniques draw the readers’ attention to the constructedness of 

texts and like yarning engages the reader with the author and the story together to  

unlocking meaning. In examining Wright’s work this way using metafiction and the 

yarning framework, it is possible to demonstrate that written media can give the reader 

a unique and deep reading experience, akin to what they would get in the oral tradition. 

Identifying and extracting from Wright’s storytelling process a framework for an 

Aboriginal-type storywork framework is, as Corr notes, not easy. However, the way 

Wright blends and blurs the dichotomies between the oral and the written traditions, 

reminding Europeans that once upon a time they too saw reality differently, suggests 

that literature need not be a tool of cultural imperialism, but instead can help us 

reimagine our relationships with each other and with the planet.  
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Chapter Four 

Investing the Written Form with the Qualities and 

Power of the Oral 

4.1 Introduction 

Alexis Wright ‘rejects the inevitable demise of the oral upon contact with the written’1 

and instead invests the written form with the qualities and power of the oral. She seeks 

inspiration in the ancestral stories which she adapts to write stories ‘of our times’.2 

Since Wright works in the imaginal realm, she seeks to open her readers to the 

possibility of seeing other realities. The front cover of the 2013 edition of W. B. 

Yeats’s verse drama The Countess Cathleen carries this quote: ‘The world is full of 

magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper’. Pre-Enlightenment 

Europe knew that the senses matter when reading; after the Enlightenment, arguably 

only the poets still believed that sensation matters when reading. This chapter will 

argue that Wright’s work is about sensation as much as sense: C transports the reader 

to the yarning circle for an auditory experience created through the privileging of the 

features of oral storytelling in combination with those of rhetorical tradition, and in SB 

too, the features of both are used to create a book that deserves to be read aloud. 

Although neglected by literary scholars there has been a recent turn to affect. Reading 

that is affective, that is, that excites the reader’s passions, can be also effective, that is, 

it can move the reader to action. Both are needed in a world facing human-induced 

ecological and environmental catastrophe.  

Wright shares with those ecocritics seeking a more aesthetic response to art the 

belief that by radically reimagining ‘humanity’s historical consciousness’ we can 

arrive at ‘the root causes; our long term implication in this crisis; and our inescapable 

future investment in the alleviation of its worst excesses’.3 Ursula Heise speaks of this 

 
1 Geoff Rodoreda, ‘Orality and Narrative Invention in Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’, Journal of the 

Association for the Study of Australian Literature, 162 (2016), 1–13 (p. 2). 
2 Alexis Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature: Who Owns the Map of the World?’, Meanjin, 79:2 

(2020) <https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-self-governing-literature/> [accessed 23 September 2020]. 
3 Eóin Flannery, ‘The Year’s Work in Critical and Cultural Theory’, Critical and Cultural Theory, 23 

(2015), pp. 134–161 (p. 149).  

https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-self-governing-literature/


174 

as the ‘aesthetic transformation of the real’.4 Alexis Wright explains that one 

motivation for writing SB was a desire to transform the scientific data on global 

warming to narratives that shift consciousness: 

We are living in a world that is becoming more complex every day, 

and one key example of the complexity is what we are being told by 

top scientists [...] of changes that are likely to occur across the planet 

from global warming. [...] We need literature that can describe and 

feel the big issues that will be global in reach and content, and that 

will speak to people anywhere.5  

Although neglected by early ecocritics, more recent attempts at theorising call 

for engagement with literary form but ‘without formalism’,6 and insist on recognising 

a ‘dialectical relationship of formal elements and aspects of content’.7 In any case, as 

Roman Bartosch argues, ‘some of the ecological concepts ecocriticism works with are 

actually informed by text-centred rather than ecocentric notions’.8 Erin James’s 

attempt at ecocritical theorising, Storyworld Accord, shifts the focus of analysis to the 

clues in the text itself that help the reader imagine other worlds.9 Unlike non-

Indigenous literature, Wright’s work, informed as it is by Aboriginal knowledge 

systems and oral tradition, already encodes an environmental ethic. As Arnaud Barras 

suggests, Wright’s characterisation of ‘Elias Smith in C and Bella Donna in SB, shows 

that encountering Australia can be a poetic and ecological process that takes place in 

a storied world.’10 Aesthetics are important to Wright: ‘my aim is to create literary 

worlds as authentically as I can with the aesthetics and values gained from ancient 

 
4 Ursula Heise as cited in James, Erin and Eric Morel, ‘Ecocriticism and Narrative Theory: An 

Introduction’, English Studies, 99 (2018), 355–365 (p. 358) 

<https://doi.org/10.1080/0013838X.2018.1465255> [accessed 24 April 2020] 

5 Efrosini Costa and Alexis Wright, ‘Q & A with Alexis Wright’, MINDFOOD, 29 April 2014 

<https://www.mindfood.com/article/qa-with-alexis-wright/ > [accessed 14 June 2021].  
6 Roman Bartosch, Environmentality: Ecocriticism and the Event of Postcolonial Fiction (Leiden: 

Rodopi, 2013), p. 62. 
7 Jens Martin Gurr, ‘Emplotting an Ecosystem: Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide and the Question of 

Form in Ecocriticism’, in Laurenz Volkmann and others, Local Natures, Global Responsibilities: 

Ecocritical Perspectives on the New English Literatures (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010), pp. 69–80 (p. 

73).  
8 Bartosch, Environmentality, p. 93.  
9 Erin James, The Storyworld Accord: Econarratology and Post-Colonial Narratives (Lincoln: 

Nebraska UP, 2015). 
10 Arnaud Barras, ‘Ecopoetic Encounters: Amnesia and Nostalgia in Alexis Wright’s Environmental 

Fiction’, Australian Journal of Ecocriticism and Cultural Ecology, 5 (2015/2016), pp. 54–67 (p. 55).  

https://doi.org/10.1080/0013838X.2018.1465255
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knowledge of this great land’.11 Chinese literary critic Geng Rui is reported by Wright 

to have said that, in his reading of C, he saw ‘literature returning to the original – the 

aesthetic grasp of the world’.12 Aesthetics derives from the Greek ‘aesthesis’ meaning 

‘sense perception’, and this chapter is interested in analysing the actual words of the 

texts to explore how Wright creates literary meanings through specific language 

choices and patterns. Bringing the power of the oral into written form continues the 

oral tradition of encouraging active listener/reader participation. Conventional reader-

response theories also insist on the engagement of the reader in making meaning. 

Reading, and how we read, or how we understand what it means to read, is important 

to Wright. This chapter evaluates how literary form might be perceived and responded 

to by readers and how form engages with content to produce meaning. 

4.2 Delectare, Docere and Movere  

There has been a renewed interest in Affect Studies and affect theories since the 1990s. 

Affect theories have been taken up not only in literature but also across numerous 

disciplines in the humanities and social sciences.13 Two articles appeared in 1995 that 

are considered as highly influential in the affective turn: Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and 

Adam Frank's 'Shame in the Cybernetic Fold' and Brian Massumi's 'The Autonomy of 

Affect'.14 Alex Houen argues that Sedgwick and Massumi ‘advanc[e] a concept of 

affect as a form of bodily feeling that is distinct from emotion, cognition, and 

language.’15  These ideas have caused much debate and the field is awash with 

 
11 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library and a Self-Governing Literature’, SRB, 28 June 2019 

<https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/> 

[accessed 1 August 2019]. 
12 Geng Rui as cited in Alexis Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’, Meanjin, 78:2 (2019) 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/> [accessed 27 January 2020]. 
13 Mathew Arthur sees affect theories as now prevalent ‘across and between political, cultural, literary, 

and media theory; feminist, Black, queer/trans, and disability studies; neurohumanities; critical 

anthropologies and geographies; ethnographic or other compositional methods; performance 

pedagogies; and empiricist philosophies’ 'Affect Studies’, Oxford Bibliographies, last modified 

January 2021  < https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780190221911/obo-

9780190221911-0103.xml> [accessed 12 October 2023], see also ‘Affect Studies’, Oxford Research 

Encyclopedias, 31 August 2016 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.105> 

[accessed 15 October 2022]; see also open access journal Capacious: Journal for Emerging Affect 

Inquiry . 
14 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank, ‘Shame in the Cybernetic Fold:  Reading Silvan 

Tomkins’, Critical Inquiry, 21: 2 (Winter, 1995), pp. 496-522; Brian Massumi, ‘The Autonomy of Affect’, 

Critical Critique, The Politics of Systems and Environments, Part II, , 31 (Autumn 1995), pp. 83-109. 
15 Alex Houen (ed), Affect and Literature, (Cambridge: CUP, 2020), p.3. 

https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780190221911/obo-9780190221911-0103.xml
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780190221911/obo-9780190221911-0103.xml
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.105
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780190221911/obo-9780190221911-0103.xml#obo-9780190221911-0103-bibItem-0001
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780190221911/obo-9780190221911-0103.xml#obo-9780190221911-0103-bibItem-0001
https://www.jstor.org/journal/criticalinquiry
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influence from a number of theorists - mostly from outside literature’.16  Ruth Leys’ 

notes affect theories are motivated by a wish to contest past thinking of philosophers 

and critics as ‘overvalu[ing] the role of reason and rationality in politics, ethics, and 

aesthetics’ and this has resulted in ‘too flat or “unlayered” or disembodied an account 

of the ways in which people actually form their political opinions and judgments.’17 It 

is acknowledged that affect has often been employed in the service of political 

analysis.18  

Leys and as she notes, others too, are highly critical of the research that underlies 

the theorising of emotions as ‘noncognitive, corporeal processes or states’ but 

acknowledges it continues to dominate the research field.19 She further argues that 

cultural critics such as Massumi, whose work has influenced literary theory, employ 

affect theory in this way in order to divert attention from ‘ideology’ or ‘representation 

to the subject’s subpersonal material-affective responses, where, it is claimed, political 

and other influences do their real work’.20 Massumi suggests that content, argument or 

debate plays no part in affective transformation and are disconnected from mental or 

bodily processes that may or may not take place subliminally. This is a position Leys 

rejects, as does Houen, and it is a position rejected in this thesis.   

 Affect has been incorporated in ecocritical and postcolonial approaches. The turn 

to affect is captured in new materialist ecocriticism which emphasises the existence 

and force of more-than-human forms or the corporeal interfusion of the human body 

with material entities. The ecopoetics of North America, Margaret Ronda argues, 

theorises ‘a posthuman subject wholly enmeshed with their surrounding’ and this leads 

to the idea of posthumanist ontologies. 21 By learning to feel ‘more than or as ‘not only 

human’[...] we learn to expand our sensory capacities and to explore unexpected 

 
16 Theorists influential in Affect Studies include: Silvan S. Tomkins, Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, 

the work of seventeenth century philosopher Baruch Spinoza, Jacques Lacan, Michel Foucault, 

Jacques Derrida, as well as Sedgwick and Massumi. See Patricia Ticinetto Clogh and Jean Halley 

(eds), The Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social (Durham, N.C.: Duke UP, 2007) p. 3 ; Melissa Gregg 

and Gregory J. Seigworth (eds), The Affect Theory Reader,  ((Durham & London: Duke UP, 2010) p. 

5. 
17 Ruth Leys, ‘The Turn to Affect: A Critique’, Critical Inquiry, 37:3 (Spring 2011), pp. 434-472 

(p.436). 
18 Patrick Colm Hogan, ‘Affect Studies’, Oxford Research Encyclopedias, ‘Literature’ 31 August 

2016 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.105> [accessed 15 October 2022] 
19 Ruth Leys,  ‘The Turn to Affect’, pp. 437, 440. 
20 Ruth Leys, ‘The Turn to Affect’, pp.450-51. 
21 Margaret Ronda, ‘Affect and Environment in Contemporary Ecopoetics’, in Alex Houen (ed), Affect 

and Literature, (Cambridge: CUP, 2020), pp. 337-354 (p.337). 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Gregory-J-Seigworth/e/B005FEQBY0/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_2
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.105
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affective affinities with other entities.’22 However, Ronda considers that, ‘for all their 

power and promise, such methods provide only a partial approach to the complex 

psychic conditions of our ecological present, the time of the Anthropocene’ and makes 

the case for object-relations theory - which also draws on Sedgwick - as ‘corrective’ 

to posthumanist theories.23 Space does not permit further examination of object-

relations theory.  

In his postcolonial analysis, Stephen Morton asks how affect theory and printed 

books can help us understand and illuminate the ‘force and intensity of capitalist 

cultures of accumulation and extraction as they are lived, felt, and understood by 

subaltern bodies [..] in the Global South’ and ‘those who feel the slow violence of 

capital accumulation, and dispossession most acutely’ wherever they happen to live.24 

He argues that an answer can be found by examining ‘the deep entanglement of the 

affective and the representational in the fabric of postcolonial thought and aesthetics’, 

and suggests that ‘subaltern histories present an urgent political as well as 

epistemological challenge to predominant approaches to affect.’25 On the other hand, 

Claudia Garcia Rojas questions the attention given to what she terms ‘white affect 

studies’ which ‘also mean a structure of White affects and social emotions that was 

constituted through the enslavement of Black and native indigenous populations, in 

addition to colonial practices of violence and terror’26 She points to the work of Black, 

Chicana, and Latina theorists on embodiment and subjectivity before these ideas were 

taken up in white affect studies. Garcia Rojas shares Moreton-Robinson and 

Indigenous North American and Australian views (see Introduction and Chapter 3) on 

the dominance of white scholars in citations and conceptualisations of, in this case, 

affect and the social.  In terms of affect in literature the approach taken in this thesis 

seeks to avoid the historical ontology associated with the Enlightenment and 

Imperialism and which Garcia Rojas and other scholars of colour and Indigenous 

scholars find oppressive. Garcia Rojas is interested in theories that disrupt the 

 
22 Margaret Ronda, ‘Affect and Environment’, p. 337. 
23 Margaret Ronda, ‘Affect and Environment’, p. 344. 
24 Stephen Morton, ‘Subaltern Affects’, in Alex Houen (Ed), Affect and Literature, (Cambridge: CUP, 

2020), pp. 317-334 (p.318) 
25 Stephen Morton, ‘Subaltern Affects’, p. 331. 
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dominant (western) paradigm. My analysis adopts a pre-Enlightenment understanding 

of affect as sense perception rather than the more recent ways of thinking about the 

emotions.  

Houen argues that it is not necessary to interpret Spinoza, Deleuze, Tomkins, 

Sedgwick and others as supporting an opposition between bodily affect and emotion 

and cognition.27 He draws attention to changing contextual and historical 

understandings and interpretations of affect, and argues that ‘we need to think of affect, 

language and cognition as thoroughly conjoined yet open to various modes of 

interaction, co-assembly, and fusion.’28 In this way, ‘the suspended status of literary 

writing presents a reader with distinctly aesthetic forms of feeling that can be 

experienced as exerting their own affective force despite the suspension.’29 This 

approach to affect is more in line with that of Erin James and Ramon Bartosch. 

Importantly, it better fits my argument that Wright’s ambition for her literature, 

aesthetically and politically, privileges the oral tradition, and that is a tradition in 

which  affect is better interpreted as sense perception.  

Karen Littau reminds us that reading has not always been an individualistic or 

silent habit. Beginning with the Enlightenment, she identifies ‘a split between modern 

literary study which tends to regard reading as a reducibly mental activity, and a 

tradition reaching back to antiquity which assumed that reading literature was not only 

about sense-making but also about sensation.’30 Where Harpur and Hillman (Chapter 

3.4) see the demise of the imaginal realm in post-Enlightenment metaphysics, Littau 

sees the demise of affect ‘as a once valuable cultural and aesthetic category’.31 Tracing 

the history of reading, she notes that whereas the ancients saw ‘poetry’s capacity for 

generating affect was testament to the greatness of the poet’ and classical and neo-

classical traditions saw that ‘the reproduction of affect was something poets found 

worth emulating, critics worth studying, and audiences worth experiencing’,32 by the 

twentieth century, literary theory (with the exception of some feminist theories) had 
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become overly concerned with making meaning of texts. Gone were the copia and 

rhetoric of earlier ages.  

Often cited as a characteristic of oral tradition, as a rhetorical term employed by 

Roman writers, copia ‘describe[s] a special virtue of great literature: its enthralling, 

overwhelming “richness” in terms of detail, variation, and figures of speech’.33 As an 

essential aspect of verbal invention, copia applied as much to ‘a politician trying to 

convince an assembly or a poet enchanting an audience with a story’.34 According to 

Robert Grudin, Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536) revived the notion of copia but 

developed it as a way of discovering and seeing things as much as a way of expressing 

them. Taken up by François Rabelais (1490–1553), who developed copia as ‘a way of 

encouraging the mind’s liberation from all linear doctrines’, it was further developed 

by Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592) as a way of thinking about experience and ideas 

‘encyclopedically and from every available viewpoint [...] endorsing an honest 

consideration of conflicting ideas’. For them, reading was still an affective experience, 

that is, it excited the passions inducing a reaction in the reader, and equally it was 

effective, that is, it moved the reader to action; in other words, it had an ethical 

dimension. Sadly, with the decline in Erasmian influence, and the adoption of 

standards of form and correctness in literature and literary theory that curtailed 

‘expansiveness, exploration, and innovation in writing’, copious thinking was excised 

from European culture, and monologism came to dominate European thought and 

literature. As a result, Littau argues that by the twentieth century ‘we respond to 

literature differently than used to be the case’ and, where critics once believed 

literature ‘was meant not only to please (delectare) and instruct (docere) its readers, 

but also to move (movere) them’,35 this is no longer the case.  

Although Romanticism reopened the door for copious thinking, new theoretical 

standards of ‘control and propriety’ and the ‘schism between belles lettres and 

common discourse’ in the twentieth century put paid to the kind of free flow of literary 

ideas that opened, however briefly, in the Renaissance.36 According to Bakhtin, in 

monologic thinking and literature there is a single consciousness, and the only ‘truth’ 

 
33 Robert Grudin, ‘Liberty of Ideas: Renaissance Copia and the Nature of Free Thought’, Writing on 
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is that of the transcendent perspective; the author’s ideology dominates and closes 

down the world being represented. Dialogism, characteristic of oral tradition, on the 

other hand, is multi-voiced and recognises multiple perspectives that interact. Here, 

reality is not subordinate to the author’s ideology and, therefore, such works are ‘a lot 

more “objective” and “realistic” than their monological counterparts.’37 As a feature 

of narrative, Bahktin’s concept of polyphony captures dialogism, and his related notion 

of heteroglossia focuses on recreation of stylistic and social differences in language in 

prose. The imaginative process not only describes a perceived reality, it can also create 

new realities, and as far as Wright is concerned creating new ways of seeing the world 

is essential to both Aboriginal survival and surviving an age of global warming. 

Therefore, just as yarning is about more than storytelling, so Wright ‘is concerned with 

a literature that does something – ‘[it] claims a force [...] that locates its place within a 

wider field of conventions, of law, that further ties literature to justice’.38 Tying 

environmental catastrophe to the colonial legacy recognises that addressing one must 

go hand in hand with addressing the other. 

Wright declares poetry is ‘the art of defining essential things worth remembering 

about ourselves’, which is an idea common to any place in the world ‘where people 

describe the soul of who they are in their stories’.39 Her first ever publication was 

actually poetry. She cites the poet Oodgeroo Noonuccal as one of her ‘heroes of the 

Aboriginal struggle for justice’,40 and Mahmood Darwish’s poetry as ‘providing his 

people with a language for their anguish and dreams, and as giving voice to sentiments 

dear to our very beings’.41 It would seem that, like W. B. Yeats, whom she clearly 

appreciates, Wright sees that art creates emotions and moods rather than (only) 

describing or reflecting them. It is effective as a shaper as well as a mirror of the spirit 
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of the age. Just as the mark of a great poem is not the theme but the way it is written, 

great literature reveals essential truths but in refreshing ways. Wright believes that 

books ‘must be the axe for the frozen sea within us’,42 particularly in ‘these times of 

the world sitting on the precipice of an uncertain future’.43 She extols writers to ‘find 

ways to extend the emotional map of the world to include the interconnected cycles of 

life that help this planet to breathe’.44 That is, she wants books to be affective, not only 

effective, because by affecting emotions and forcing the reader to think more deeply 

they can change perceptions, and if perceptions change then so might behaviour – 

towards each other and the planet. 

Wright’s aim for Australia, as W. B. Yeats’s was for Ireland, is to reinvigorate the 

Aboriginal nation(s) and to create a space in the Australian nation(state) for Indigenous 

people where they are heard and valued without being assimilated. As Philip Mead 

suggests, through ‘the rebuilding of narrative capacity from the ruinations of 

catastrophe’, Wright’s fiction ‘holds out hope of rebuilding, eventually, a culture, a 

society, even a nation.’45 W. B. Yeats believed that ‘style is a mode of action and 

power’,46 so much so that ‘it is possible to fake a nation into existence via style, and 

what is thus created need be no pale imitation but a radical creation.’47 Patrick 

Dowdall’s fascinating article on W.B. Yeats’s use of literature to shape the formation 

of an Irish national consciousness beginning in the late 1800s when political autonomy 

was within sight establishes why this project might appeal to Wright. Yeats’s aim was 

to ‘mould through literature, not propaganda which he voraciously opposed, a 

nationalist consciousness, which in turn would contribute to shape human behaviour, 

aspirations and values.’48 Yeats based this  in ancient Celtic mythology and culture, 

and poems, songs, and folktales passed down and still circulating among the peasantry, 

 
42 Alexis Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose of Literature’, Boisbouvier Oration, Summer 2018 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/> [accessed 4 May 2020]. 
43 Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature’.  
44 Wright, ‘A Self-Governing Literature’. 
45 Philip Mead, ‘Indigenous Literature and the Extractive Industries’, Australian Literary Studies, 28 

(2013), p. 9.  
46Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of a Modern Nation (London: Vintage Books, 

1995), p. 306. 
47 Kiberd, Inventing Ireland, p. 308. 
48 Patrick Dowdall, “What Ish My Nation?”: W.B. Yeats and the Formation of the National 

Consciousness, VoegelinView,  12 November 2019 < https://voegelinview.com/what-ish-my-nation-

w-b-yeats-and-the-formation-of-the-national-consciousness/?subscribe=success#subscribe-blog-

blog_subscription-2>[accessed 22 October 2022]. 

https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/
https://voegelinview.com/what-ish-my-nation-w-b-yeats-and-the-formation-of-the-national-consciousness/?subscribe=success#subscribe-blog-blog_subscription-2>[accessed
https://voegelinview.com/what-ish-my-nation-w-b-yeats-and-the-formation-of-the-national-consciousness/?subscribe=success#subscribe-blog-blog_subscription-2>[accessed
https://voegelinview.com/what-ish-my-nation-w-b-yeats-and-the-formation-of-the-national-consciousness/?subscribe=success#subscribe-blog-blog_subscription-2>[accessed


182 

or in sometimes long forgotten manuscripts. He recalls passing his time listening to 

the servants’ stories that he was later to collect for use in his works while on visits to 

Sligo with his grandmother.49 Yeats saw in Celtic myths and poets a tradition that 

‘could be traced to “the beginning of time in Ireland” but also for the principles and 

ideals it represented’.50 Those principles include a heroic ideal, a warrior ethic of self-

sacrifice, warrior-poets, generosity and most importantly ‘an immediacy with nature 

and the gods.’ These fed Yeats’s anti-British Imperialism and distaste for the liberal 

tradition – nineteenth century capitalism and democracy arising from the epistemology 

of John Locke and Thomas Hobbes – that he saw as ‘a more painted and flaunting 

materialism; because Ireland has taken sides for ever with the poor in spirit who shall 

inherit the earth.’51 Ultimately, Yeats’ vision of an Irish ‘nation of peasants, faeries and 

Celtic mythological heroes’ was challenged by ‘religious, nationalist and intellectual 

circles’.52 However, Dowdall concludes that Yeats’ political and literary endeavours 

played a central role to the unfolding of the Irish Uprising of 1916 (eventually paving the 

way to independence) and to the evolution of this failed rebellion as ‘the most enduring 

myth of the Irish nation’.53 Wright attaches a similar importance as Yeats to the ancient 

and oral stories, their recovery in forging a distinct identity from a history of 

colonisation, and the use of their symbols of sovereignty to reinvigorate and rejuvenate 

a distinct identity in the interests of self-determination and through this the consequences 

of global warming.  

Copia, the oral technique that encouraged ‘fluency, fulsomeness, volubility’54 and 

which became a feature of pre-Enlightenment rhetorical tradition, is a way of thinking, 

telling and writing. It is also a way of reading. Although she privileges the oral, Wright 

sees books as ‘gifts that keep moving and creating new forms (of thinking)’, and she 

cites Robert MacFarlane’s thoughts on literature as being ‘procreative because through 

reading’, he said, ‘we can give more than we were given, say more than we had to say 

[...] it broadens perception.’55 Interestingly, Grudin identifies William Shakespeare as 
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the ‘consummate master of the copia’.56 He declares that, in the well-known Richard 

II speech ‘This sceptred isle’ in which John of Gaunt describes England, Shakespeare 

is: 

Ransack[ing] his imagination for diverse metaphors, synonyms and 

characteristics [...], piling them one on another exhaustively until 

they completely populate the listener’s or reader’s mind. The effect 

of this copia is one of formal brilliance but also one of intimate 

recognition, because the overflowing multiplicity of the description 

reminds us of similar multiplicities in the way we think.57  

Wright’s fiction is no less verbal artistry than Shakespeare’s poetry/drama in the 

way she uses linguistic and literary devices to create long descriptive images 

combining the features of oral tradition and rhetorical tradition, blurring any 

dichotomy between them:  

Light rain flew horizontally from the mist hung in clouds hugging 

the hills against the wind. He saw through all this, navigating the 

atmosphere, like a fish, where predetermined knowledge dwelled 

from a world full of memories, told, retold, thousand upon a 

thousand times from the voices of all times, through his father’s 

voice. ‘A homeland,’ a great creation site covering these hills, ‘this 

is the story of…’ that somehow, Will felt, was creating the tension 

he felt in the air. (443)  

By focusing on artistry she also breaks the binary that casts oral traditions as 

primitive and print cultures as more advanced. Her novels are polyphonic, polyvocal, 

and multivocal, bringing different voices and different ideologies into dialogue and 

opening the text to reader participation. Additionally, Wright brings into play the 

materiality of the whole book through the use of orthography. This helps compensate 

for some of the loss of affect that occurs in the transition from oral to print-based 

culture and its loss as a cultural and aesthetic category in reading too.  

More importantly, Wright challenges the perceived superiority and insistence on 

a single, knowable truth that pervades Western literary tradition. As Amba J. Sepie 

explains, academics like to claim subjectivity of truth because it can be extended ‘into 

the designated supernatural realm, to reduce and marginalise, as “false”, any realities 
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which directly oppose the dominant norms.’58 Doing so is, in Sepie’s view, structurally 

racist. To counter this and decolonise the text, Wright finds herself, like other 

Indigenous writers ‘negotiating against the authority of the very written tradition in 

which [she] is engaged. Challenging the rules of writing, challenging the truth of 

historical accounts, challenging the privileging of text’,59 Wright’s aim is to shift  

readers’ consciousness and by loosening, or better still, liberating them entirely from 

the edifice of Western literary tradition, help them to see the world afresh. 

How we experience time shapes our relationship with the world and how we live 

in the world. Yet William Gallois’s investigation of the study of time in different 

cultures illustrates the contemporary world’s ignorance of the significance and 

complexity of time.60 Since time is shaped differently in Aboriginal culture than in 

Western tradition, (see Chapter 3.7), this is reflected in the formal organisation, style 

and language of both novels. In C, the chapters are chronologically disconnected, and 

in both novels, detailed descriptions of events and characters that stretch time, or 

ellipses that lengthen and/or shorten time, and exclamation marks that bring it to a halt 

are used throughout. Temporal references to ancestral, geological, scientific and 

contemporary time are used, often entwined together, and give agency to a view of the 

world that does not measure time by mechanical clocks. For example, Angel discards 

the clock she finds on the dump when she finds a statue of the Virgin that she paints 

in her own likeness, and Cyclone Leda, ‘the once-in-a-hundred-year’ storm, brings ‘a 

wind full of sand’ and ‘the hardest rain ever imagined, and afterwards, all time 

stopped’(43). In SB, the Brolga elders are identified as ‘leaders of the modern world 

[...] hailed for sitting on their land since the beginning of time and for having fought 

very quietly for three centuries the war of oppression’ (106), thus bringing together 

ancestral, colonial and contemporary times in the same sentence to reflect the 

understanding that past, present and future times exist holistically and simultaneously. 

Where Lynda Ng sees Wright’s temporality as ‘confront[ing] Western assumptions 
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about temporality’,61 Lucy Rowland, while not disagreeing, diverges and argues ‘that 

collapsed time exhibits an acute temporal awareness of, and sensitivity to, the 

unevenness and immediacy of environmental degradation and change.’62 The fact is, 

Wright does both – she offers a specifically Waanyi epistemology and, at the same 

time, juxtaposes and intertwines Western epistemologies to expose diverse 

experiences of time and of the human relationship to the nonhuman world. To enquire 

how other stories/epistemologies represent the world is a particularly Aboriginal 

perspective that accords with the diversity principle of yarning. 

4.3 The Transition from an Oral to a Written Tradition 

Well known for his interest in how the transition from orality to literacy influenced 

culture and changed human consciousness, Walter J. Ong acknowledges the 

importance of literary studies in initiating and developing this area of scholarship. 

However, Terry Goldie63 is not the first to take issue with Ong’s assertion that ‘orality 

needs to produce and is destined to produce writing’.64 As Deborah Thannen states, 

there is agreement that ‘literature tradition does not replace oral. Rather, when literacy 

is introduced, the two are superimposed upon and intertwine with each other.’65 

Similarly, no individual is either ‘oral’ or ‘literate’, ‘[...] people use devices associated 

with both traditions in various settings’.66 Literacy and literature are a matter of 

definition as we learn early in C: ‘[t]he old people wrote about the history of these 

wars on rock’ (23); and in SB, Oblivia ‘was writing stanzas in ancient symbols 

wherever she could touch – on the palms of her hands, and all over the tree root’s dust-

covered surfaces.’ (7) What Wright’s novels do is show that the oral is not, as Ong 

would have it, doomed to extinction upon contact with the written but can be 

empowering. 
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Apparently, modern neuroscience explains that the oral tradition ‘mixes things up 

cognitively and allows your brain to rewire itself in more healthy ways [than print 

culture]’.67 In contrast, ‘the way print literacy rewires the human brain [...] is a fairly 

catastrophic process, [...] inefficient at best and highly abnormal at worst.’68 A good 

example of this is C’s Angel Day, the most assimilated of the Pricklebush mob who is 

accomplished in the ‘new ideas of blackfella advancement’ (16) and ‘a prime example 

of government policies at work’ (16). Angel delights in acquiring the settler’s waste 

and, ironically, fighting with other poor Aboriginal people over the pickings on the 

dump. She cares not about global warming with her, ‘[b]loody this and blast that about 

the ozone layer’ (201), suggesting her responsibility as a custodian of the Earth is 

damaged. All of this dysfunction points to Angel’s fractured relationship with country 

and culture. Similarly, there were ‘none smarter than your Kevin’ (101), teachers said 

of Angel’s youngest son, Kevin, who comes to feel alienated even from himself: ‘I 

don’t even feel like I belong here anymore,’ Kevin complained about why he had to 

sit around uselessly trying to do essays about books talking about them white peoples 

lives’ until finally ‘he became the silent non-participant’ (102). That final phrase is 

striking, the adjective emphasising how formal education both keeps Kevin from his 

own, more meaningful culture, and at the same time prevents him from benefitting 

from the rights and benefits offered to other citizens.  

Kevin’s sense of frustration at the unfairness of it all is palpable, and most readers 

will recall a time in school when they felt what they were being taught was boring or 

useless. However, for the majority of mainstream readers, their identity and worth as 

human beings was not on the line and they are not obliged to assimilate into another 

culture. Implicitly, intelligence is equated with Western knowledge systems; At school 

in Desperance, Aboriginal knowledge systems are not accorded any value and writing 

(about the landscape from a non-Indigenous perspective) is considered more important 

than the ancient library of Aboriginal stories written in the landscape itself and 

contained in the oral stories. Although the young Kevin cannot see the larger processes 

at work – as discussed in Chapter 3.9 – his experience with literacy and education 

becomes another way of preventing Aboriginal people from telling their own story. 
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Any evidence of  the negative impact of print culture on the brain does not signal a 

rejection of print culture.  The oral and written can work together, all the more so when 

seen in relationship rather than coexistence. The way in which Wright intertwines the 

oral and the written, Aboriginal and Western worldviews, provides a good example of 

relationship between both. 

Despite a new interest in anthologies of Aboriginal myths and legends, especially 

after the centennial, there is a pervasive association between literacy and modernity 

which is used to ‘convey the transition from “primitive” to “civilised” societies.’69 

Related to this, there is what has been referred to as a ‘frontier zone’ which positions 

Indigenous people as ‘authentic traditional producers of “talk”,’ and non-Indigenous 

people as ‘gate-keepers and arbiters of “text”’.70 This ‘frontier zone’ is ‘complicit with 

the structures of containment and exclusion that characterise colonialist and neo-

colonialist discourses of Indigeneity more broadly’.71 New anthologies cannot be 

assumed to signal the demise of pejorative attitudes towards the oral in Australia; they 

also raise a number of other issues. For example, Christine Morris, writing from an 

Aboriginal perspective, states, ‘it is wrong to assume that the written word is a means 

of cultural preservation’.72 The basis of her argument rests on the special relationship 

Aboriginal peoples have with the land. Aboriginal people ‘see themselves and 

everything in their worldview as being “of” the land rather than living “on” the land.’73 

Therefore, in Morris’s view, ‘To remove the oral tradition from “the land” and give it 

a new setting in a written text is to displace the life force of the culture.’74 What Wright 

does is to write the earth into the stories/the stories into the earth – ‘such tales were 

alluvium’ (118) – and the country into a book: 

The convoy moved in reptile silence over the tracks of the travelling 

mighty ancestor whom they worshipped through singing the story 

they had continued for years. The crossing of the continent to bring 
the ceremony north-east to the Gulf, to finish it up, was a rigorous 
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Law, laid down piece by piece in a book of another kind covering 

thousands of kilometres. (C 119) 

Despite Morris’s rejection of what she sees as literate culture’s efforts to supplant the 

oral tradition, she does accept that it might be ‘an adjunct’ though ‘never a linchpin 

for its survival’.75 Respectfully, Wright seems to be in agreement:  

I also believe that more than ever, we are in urgent need of dedicated 

Aboriginal Narration and Oration Centres in our regions to build 

stronger storytelling skills, leadership in how we build stories and 

storytellers, and in how we use and safeguard stories.76  

Actually, in Aboriginal culture not all kinds of stories can be put into books, the 

Tjukurrpa yara or Dreaming stories being among them.77 However, Wright is not so 

much retelling or rewriting Aboriginal myths and legends – Australia does not have 

the same tradition of folklorists at work as North America – as drawing on their 

methods and structures.78 Like other oral cultures, Aboriginal stories are made and 

remade, extraneous details are discarded and new and/or important details are kept. 

This is how Aboriginal people have survived on the Australian continent for thousands 

of years and it is how Wright is encoding Aboriginal memory, history and knowledge 

systems for her own people and for others. Not only is this an act of creation in the 

greatest sense because a part of yarning oral storytelling brings together the ancestral 

and human worlds in a ‘continually unfolding’79 act of creation, it is also in keeping 

with the ‘connect, diversify, interact and adapt’80 principles that Indigenous knowledge 

systems have for ensuring sustainability. Wright is creating new Dreamings, not 

reproducing the traditional myths. 

Wright does not reject the written: senior Law men like Norm Phantom and 

Mozzie Fishman have to sign contracts and deal with bureaucracy; Norm writes and 

rewrites his ‘last wills and testaments’ (203) on scraps of paper, the play on words 

serving to draw attention to them; Angel reads children’s books and official documents 

 
75 Morris, ‘Oral Traditions Under Threat’, pp. 33–41 (p. 33). 
76 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose of Literature’.  
77 Clare Bradford, ‘“Oh How Different!”: Regimes of Knowledge in Aboriginal Texts for Children’, 

The Lion and the Unicorn, 27:2 (2003), pp. 199–217.  
78 Margaret Clunies Ross, ‘Australian Aboriginal Oral Traditions’, Oral Tradition, 1/2 (1986), pp. 

231–71 (p. 236). 
79 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 111. 
80 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 98. 
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she finds on the dump, and writes letters to Mozzie; and the old people ‘told the 

schoolkids, search through every single line of all those whitefellas’ history books’ 

(56). In SB, Oblivia ‘is reading through the old woman’s collection of books about 

swans’ (92). Nonetheless, the written word – in particular documented history – cannot 

always be trusted, and while it may fix meaning, it can lack permanency. After all, 

Desperance’s historical records are ‘chewed by defecating vermin’ (81) only to 

eventually be destroyed in a mysterious arson attack; as the narrator says, ‘good job 

vermin couldn’t shit on what the Pricklebush had locked up inside their heads’ (82). 

Therefore, for C’s characters and for Oblivia, orality and oral storytelling is their 

chosen mode for transmitting knowledge and keeping culture alive. In fact, Wright has 

always been clear that ‘she wants C to have an oral life, read aloud like Ulysses on 

Bloomsday’,81 and the musicality of SB also lends itself to being spoken aloud.82 

Indeed, both novels are now available as audiobooks, which offsets to some extent the 

separation that literacy introduces between the storyteller and the audience and is a 

way to ‘contribute and pay tribute to the Indigenous community’s great tradition of 

oral history, as well as bring together the unity-diversity of the oral, performative, and 

written traditions of the Gulf and Aboriginal Australia’.83 Wright is fully aware of the 

task at hand in keeping the oral tradition connected to country and to authentic 

storytelling practice. 

4.4 Characteristics of the Oral Storytelling Tradition: 

Mnemonics and Memory Spaces 

Wright feels an affinity with cultures that have ‘an unbroken storytelling tradition and 

cultural attachment to their country’,84 but worries that as the planet reaches the point 

of climate catastrophe and more people become unrooted, ‘the world is at risk of losing 

the epics of cultural knowledge and survival that enlighten and enrich all of 
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83 Estelle Castro-Koshy, ‘The Poetics of Relation in Carpentaria’, in Lynda Ng (ed.), Indigenous 

Transnationalism (Sydney: Giramondo, 2018), pp. 118–132 (p. 132). 
84 Alexis Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’, Meanjin, 78:2 (2019) 
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humanity’.85 In ‘On Writing Carpentaria,’ Wright states that she ‘wanted to develop 

a contemporary epic that would in some ways be similar to a long ancestral 

story.’86  These ancestral stories describe the nature of traditional country where 

‘everything has a story, people are tied to stories of all times’,87 and, therefore, 

‘Country and its people are one’.88 These epical stories, stored in songlines, ‘mapped 

in the land and reflected in the night sky’89 are considered to be sacred texts. They are 

‘honoured and preserved through ceremonies and sacred practices which recognize 

that the ancestral beings are alive in the country’.90 Therefore, narrative is seen as ‘the 

most powerful tool for memorisation and knowledge transmission, particularly when 

connected meaningfully to place.’91 They also contain a great depth of ecological 

knowledge and this, as Frances Devlin-Glass notes, is ‘evident in the way the language 

throughout [C] is ecologically oriented’.92 Additionally, Martin Renes suggests that 

SB ‘can be considered a literary equivalent of a songline, the musical mnemonic device 

by which Aboriginal people narrate or ‘sing’ country into being and place’.93 The 

mnemonic is the first characteristic of oral traditions identified by Walter J. Ong.94 

Intended as a tool to help the poet or storyteller remember large amounts of data or 

particular facts, mnemonics can take many forms – an acronym, phrase, rhyme or often 

a song, but is marked by the use of imagery to create a visual spectacle referred to as 

‘enargeia’ and attributed by Egbert J. Bakker to ‘the masterful manipulation of 

language and especially syntax’ that is ‘not so much poetry that is oral as speech that 
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is special’.95 In much the same way, formalists understand that the creative use of 

linguistic devices to effect defamiliarisation is ‘ordinary language deformed and made 

strange’, and therefore literature, ‘by forcing us into a dramatic awareness of language, 

refreshes our habitual perceptions’.96  

In Western literary tradition mnemonics is said to have been established as a 

convention of epic poetry with Homer’s Iliad. However, it is now widely accepted that 

the Iliad derives from centuries of oral tradition and was intended to be performed 

orally for an audience.97 In her study of Homer, Elizabeth Minchin98 finds that oral 

poetic performance is an art of memory using poetic refinements of discursive and 

narrative strategies used in everyday speech. The poet accesses episodic memory to 

create a scene and this triggers the audience to access their own personal experience 

of what, when and where something happened. Therefore, the poet and listener both 

participate in the story. For example, in C Joseph Midnight gives Will a song when he 

goes in search of Hope: ‘The song was so long and complicated and had to be 

remembered in the right sequence where the sea was alive, waves were alive, currents 

alive, even the clouds’ (360). In SB the songlines keep Oblivia connected to country. 

When she thinks of killing Warren Finch, ‘[s]he forgets to act when memories quickly 

regain control of her brain, and instead of fighting, she escapes with a flood of thoughts 

running back along the song-lines to the swamp’ (172). By drawing the reader’s 

attention to the importance of mnemonics, Wright is foregrounding oral tradition and 

the importance of memory. Also, by equating thoughts with flood and water (or liquid), 

she suggests something constant and in abundance, something that cannot be turned 

off.  

We know from Wright that one of the longest known continuous songlines runs 

two thousand kilometres from Port Augusta in South Australia to the Gulf of 

Carpentaria. The songlines have sustained Aboriginal culture for millennia and 

continue to do so, however, they need to be cared for and continually renewed. When 
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they are broken, some of their value is lost. In Aboriginal culture stars also act as 

memory spaces, certain places, objects or events that have special significance in a 

group’s collective memory. Said to have been coined by French historian Pierre Nora, 

memory spaces are defined as being ‘At once natural and artificial, simple and 

ambiguous, concrete and abstract, they are lieux – places, sites, causes – in three senses 

– material, symbolic and functional’.99 When transferred to writing they can be created 

through indirect speech. In C, Aboriginal and Western knowledge of the cosmos are 

interwoven; for example, as Norm watches the exiled Elias head out to sea, ‘the yidmil 

star’ in front of him, and remembers how ‘[h]e and Elias had spent hours at sea 

discussing the skies. ‘“She is Venus,” Elias said, smiling at his knowledge of stars 

which the sea had restored to his memory, while telling Norm excitedly, “who is also 

the beautiful Aphrodite born of the sea”’ (90). Norm’s deep knowledge of the skies is 

based on observations over millennia and he uses it as a navigational tool. It should be 

noted that only Aboriginal accounts – in story and song – contain descriptions of 

pulsating variable stars which Aristotle insisted were unchanging, a position 

maintained by Western scientists for over 2,000 years.100 The same scientists also 

insisted that Earth was the centre of the solar system until eventually that geocentric 

model was debunked too.  

In the final chapter of C, ‘Coming Back’, Norm, having buried Elias at sea, and 

been symbolically reborn following his sexual experience with the spirit-woman 

Gardjala, although ‘in waters foreign to him [...] felt comfortable, just as if he was at 

home with the brightly lit stars above him’ (485), because during ‘many, many years 

of his life [...] he communicated with the night sky travelling east to west, across the 

celestial sphere’ (485). This leads into a passage that conveys Wright’s ability for 

copia: 

The bright Southern Cross which had long ago abandoned 

Jerusalem, now sat low above the horizon to the west. Having a mind 

for the memory of all names, Norm also knew the formation as Crux 

Australis, whose brightest stars bridged a waterhole where a giant 

rock cod lives, a dark patch in the sky known as the Coal Sack. He 

then looked across and saw Delta and Gramma Crucis, the Pointers 

– Alpha and Beta Centauri. [...] He looked at Kudawedangire – 
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Pleiades, or the Seven Sisters. Yes, Orion – the hunter was there, 

already starting to appear in the eastern horizon. He also instantly 

recognised the slant in the line of three stars of the Saucepan which 

he knew spills the rain in January. Earlier, he watched Orion’s killer 

Scorpio prowling around in the western sky. Soon, soon, he said to 

himself, knowing when he could clearly see the hunter’s two dogs, 

the big canine and the little Canis Minor, he would know he should 

have reached Desperance a long time ago. But, it was visible 

crossing inside of Sagittarius, where he saw the planet Mars, and he 

talked to the constellation about how pleased he had been with the 

mild-flowing currents. (486) 

Detailed descriptions are a feature of oral tradition, and here the constellations are 

referenced spatially and in relation to signs in the natural world that Aboriginal people 

are likely to know – Aboriginal yarning references relationships and places while also 

being ‘highly contextualised in the local worldview of those yarning’.101 The passage 

weaves through times, histories and cultures with temporal references, changes in 

register, tense switching, and the use of Greek, Roman, Waanyi, and colloquial 

nomenclatures from cosmology, astronomy and astrology. Recognition is given to 

human history on a grand scale: Norm’s knowledge of the stars has been passed down 

through millennia of observing them; Kudawedangire is a Dreamtime story; the 

Pleiades comes from Greek mythology and in contemporary times and in informal, 

non-scientific language is known as the Seven Sisters. The use of synonyms that also 

cross astrology, astronomy and cosmology stretch from formal and highly scientific to 

informal terms with different meanings and myths across cultures and allow a wide 

range of readers to relate to the unfolding scene. There is an intertwining of cultures 

but also a suggestion that Norm can navigate them. The opening sentence in the past 

tense signals movement and places the reader in the present. Continuing in the simple 

past tense and slipping into the present continuous, the scene unfolds cinematically, 

the tenses and cardinal points carrying the reader across the Milky Way. It creates a 

sensation of the Earth gently spinning and the words themselves lighting up the night 

sky. Desperance here is an allegory for the renewal and strengthening of Aboriginal 

cultural transmission. Towards the end of the chapter the use of the conditional tense 

indicates possibility but not the assurance that Norm will arrive at his destination.  
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Sites of spatialisation in Aboriginal stories usually carry some significance and 

‘trigger some reference to the natural space of the globe’,102 as in this passage. The 

choice of Jerusalem as the geographical starting point is significant as the site of all 

the world’s religions. The root of the word is ‘peace’ and the name has connotations 

of the ‘Promised Land’, associating it with hope for the return of traditional country. 

However, it is immediately ‘abandoned’ as a euphemism for the loss of hope in any 

meaningful change for Aboriginal rights and justice. Nonetheless, the special place 

given to Elias as a star in an earlier passage (90) speaks to the possibility of friendship 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous. Norm has no such illusions of human 

exceptionalism, but instead sees himself in relationship with matter, conversing with 

it as though human. Readers familiar with Greek myths will recognise that Gaia, the 

goddess of the Earth and protector of animals, requested the giant scorpion to kill the 

hunter Orion to prevent him from killing all the animals on Earth. Orion’s mention 

speaks to Aboriginal custodianship of the Earth, but also to Wright’s loss of confidence 

in the Reconciliation process. 

The lexis of the passage is sensory; one lexical set relates to sight (‘looked’, 

‘watched’, ‘visible’, ‘saw’), another to human sound (‘said’, ‘talked’), the orality 

emphasised by the soothing utterance, ‘Soon, soon’, which he ‘said to himself’, and 

the alliteration and assonance in this short phrase maintains the rhythm and pace of the 

passage. Together with the consonance in the early ‘m’ sounds, the ‘b’ sound in the 

middle, and the other ‘s’ sounds in the latter part of the passage, the sentence has a 

prosody turning what could easily have been a boring list of constellations into a 

dramatic, informative, sensuous piece of creative writing. In addition, this lexis 

conjures perception (‘presence’, ‘appear’, ‘recognise’) and is associated with Norm’s 

connection to both the natural world and to the ancestors and country. On the one hand 

Norm’s knowledge comes from skills and information acquired through practical 

experience; his intelligence lies in applying it. However, his mind is also the repository 

of knowledge passed down through millennia and held in memory and that requires a 

particular type of mind – a traditional oral mind that, unlike the mind of Gutenberg 

Man, is not ‘alien to the resonating diversity of spoken words’.103 The invention of the 
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printing press may have changed European culture and consciousness but the oral 

never disappeared altogether, and the endurance of the oral is reinforced in the digital 

age so much so that ‘language was the last art to accept the visual logic of Gutenberg 

technology, and the first to rebound in the electric age’.104 Norm is not stuck in an 

ancient oral past – he is also literate – but orality is a more enduring medium than print 

culture. As a medium it shapes a consciousness that connects astronomy, astrology, 

cosmology and meteorology. Simultaneously, the ‘movement of ocean swells’ and the 

‘rhythms of the south-east winds passing from the other side of the globe’ are ‘kept 

[in] a pinpoint image of [Norm’s] exact location’ (249). Recent calls for more 

interdisciplinary approaches within academia and more systems-like or holistic 

thinking reflect the pressures of the digital age with its return to a more heterogeneous 

– we might say more copious – way of thinking.  

The constellations are something of a topoi in Wright’s fiction, and we see its use 

in SB too when Warren Finch’s bodyguard genies teach Oblivia how to read the night 

sky and understand the connection between the movements of the constellations and 

planets in creating weather systems and seasons: 

The genies often pointed to the path in the west where Venus would 

fall earlier each night, until in the winter months it was Mars that 

was the first to fall. Remember! Winter rains will fall on this land, 

and in the middle of the night, a cloud of mist will descend to touch 

the earth. (196) 

Oblivia will need this type of information later to make her way back to the swamp 

when she escapes the city. She will be travelling with refugees, often pursued by 

corrupt border control-type police, over a climate-ravished land. Dr Snip then explains 

‘the methods for positioning yourself for finding South’ (196), mentioning ‘the galaxy 

of the Milky Way’ and ‘the Southern Cross [...] the Pointers [...] Canopus, and the star 

‘Achernar’ (197). Italics on the latter names draws attention to them as stars rather 

than constellations – implicit in the sentence is an ordering of magnitude. Rarely 

observable from the northern hemisphere, Achernar is known as the star at ‘the end of 

the river’, that is, the constellation Eridanus. Finally Snip gets to ‘the constellation of 

Cygnus, the Swan. The star of its tail is a supergiant named Deneb. Look for it up 

along the Milky Way. If you can find it in the sky, you will be able to follow it North, 
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until the weather has become warm again’ (197). The extra detail is a typical feature 

of the oral tradition, but here is important for Oblivia to know how to read the direction 

by experiencing the weather. The extra detail is also important because Oblivia with 

‘everything in her mind [...] mucked up’ does not have Norm’s memory and so 

‘continued looking at the swan’s changing position, wondering how she would 

remember to find it again’ (197). Having been inculcated with Aunty Bella Donna’s 

European fairy tales and myths and the landscape devastated by climate change, even 

if she knew the songlines they would be hard to follow. An analogy for dispossession 

and displacement, memory space is also about survival and resistance, and of course 

Oblivia, against all the odds, does make it back to the swamp. Norm’s memory and 

Oblivia’s fear of forgetting are commentaries on time and timelessness. Just as the 

Earth is tiny in comparison to the universe, so human beings are both tiny and our lives 

infinitesimally short from the perspective of creation. Since oral storytelling traditions 

encode information and transmit it from one millennia to the next, they are a valuable 

resource for understanding how to live within a bigger universe and what really matters 

– all readers can benefit from better understanding the cosmos.  

Related to mnemonics in the oral tradition but also functioning in Wright to assert 

Aboriginal identity and encode ecology and concern for nature is the recycling and 

repetition of words related to the natural world. They flow round like Aboriginal time 

and mirror the weather. For example, a search for the word ‘wind’ in C (Kindle edition) 

returns a count of 165 (but also includes ‘winds’, ‘windy’, and compounds 

‘whirlwind’, windstorm, wind-ripped, and ‘winding’) and 102 in the case of SB. But it 

is the use of adjectives and/or adverbs that brings the narrative to life: in C, whorly, 

whirly, oscillating, strong, mischievous, prevailing, trade, cold, black, wild, gale force, 

global wind, sea, south-eastern, victorious north-west, wirriwidj whirly, windswept, 

fiery; in SB, ancestral, biting, breath of, cold, constant, coy gusts, dry, ghost, hard, 

hoar, howling, myths of, northerly, old, sea, shifting, storm(s), swift, whisper, wild. In 

the Gulf, people do speak of the whirly wind as part of everyday language because it 

has important ecological effects that impact survival; for example, it removes debris, 

it spreads seeds and is rejuvenating. Kindle counts of words associated with the natural 

elements indicate the following for C: fire (96), air (130), earth (63), land (157), 

atmosphere (25) and space (25). In SB the counts are: fire (38), air (76), earth (45), 

land (118), space (22) and atmosphere (15). Additionally, other words related to the 
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weather and the natural world are repeated frequently. Besides rain (132), sun (40), 

and river (92), the word ‘sea’ is repeated and recycled 500 times in C. The climate-

changed world of SB is reflected in the repetition and recycling of sea (89), sun (32), 

snow (22), dust (63), water (178) and river (92). But it is the novel’s key motif, the 

‘swan’, that is recycled and repeated most often (500 counts).  

Formulaic language – collocations, idioms, expletives, phrasal verbs, and so on – 

are reminiscent of the stock of words, phrases and idioms that any speaker has, and 

therefore they further emphasise orality and aurality of the work as much as they 

contribute to the musicality of the prose. Besides creating detailed images to engage 

readers, they reflect wider themes and tropes. For example, in SB Warren Finch, the 

first Aboriginal President of Australia, is referred to eleven times as ‘a gift from God’, 

a trope for the loss of oneself and one’s identity and the price that is paid in terms of 

belonging when one is assimilated into mainstream Australian culture. The phrase is 

used ironically and as metonym, antonomasia and synecdoche, and in sentences with 

formulaic language. For example: 

The whole place believed that one day prayers would be 

answered, and it would happen like this: there would be an 

archangel sent down from heaven to help them – a true gift from 

God. Not like all the previous rubbish stuff. Then so it was. (118; 

emphasis mine) 

All people liked to dance for a gift from God. [...]. He was the lost 

key. He was post-racial. Possibly even post-Indigenous. His 

sophistication had been far-flung and heaven-sent. Internationally 

Warren. Post-tyranny politics kind of man. True thing! He was 

long gone from cardboard box and packing crate humpies in the 

remote forgotten worlds like this swamp. (122; emphasis mine) 

Even the outsiders resembled his people more in the flesh and blood 

than Warren Finch, [...] this was just another kick in the head. With 

these thoughts in mind, poison from their hearts swept to their 

brains, which asked further questions: How could he look like a gift 

from God at all? He now looked like the devil. Just a half-caste! 

(133; emphasis mine) 

The fact of the matter was that it was hard to kill off someone who 

had gotten as big as the United Nations itself. Naturally, the gift 

from God would have to go around the world after this. No drama. 

Death was not an excuse for burying a person, and a bit of good 

history along with it. No – no drama at all. (303; emphasis mine) 
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4.5 Orthography – Visualising Storytelling 

Albert B. Lord argues that the characteristics of oral cultures described by Ong are 

more applicable to ‘a context of general communication,’ and, carried over from the 

transition from oral to written, have become conventions in written literature. In her 

work, Karin Littau asks critics and theorists to ‘take on board that the message [of a 

book] is as inseparable from the medium as content is from form’, what it does is 

supplement ‘form and content with matter’, and what matter can do then is ‘not merely 

affect meaning [...] but effect sense’.105 One way that Wright does this and at the same 

time emphasise orality is through the self-conscious use of orthography. Frequent 

breaks in chapters, capitalisation and italicisation, odd spellings, and punctuation, 

prevalent throughout the latter two novels have become very much associated with her 

oral storytelling style. In addition to visualising and valorising storytelling by 

approximating gesture, tone, emphasis seen and heard in oral performance, 

orthography draws attention to the material existence of the text and its 

constructedness, therefore nudging the reader to be mindful that both history and 

reality are also constructed through language. Twice in the text Norm Phantom is 

associated with a punctuation mark. Firstly, Will remembers his father: 

Chased all the illusions, apparitions, spectres, persons of the 

otherside, off his prickly bush patch, and back up the churned-up, 

mud-dry road and through the main street of town as though it too 

were an illusion, a town that never existed. [...] Did he stop, come to 

a halt, like an exclamation mark [...]? (193–4)  

And again when he is described as ‘Standing tall, resembling an exclamation 

mark’. (258) 

The unorthodox representation of a character associated with the oral tradition as 

a symbol of the written word stirs the reader. As a written symbol the exclamation 

mark is used to express strong emotions and sometimes to indicate shouting. At first 

Norm tries not to ignore the impact of the colonial legacy, to the point of chasing away 

the spirits that wish to drag him into the collective misery of Aboriginal reality, but it 

cannot be ignored forever and his rage as he reacts to that same misery is reflected in 

the reference to the exclamation mark. When Norm finally decides enough is enough 

he causes an apocalyptic cyclone that destroys Desperance and ‘sings the country 
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afresh’ (499). All that is left of Desperance is the sound of ‘the mass choir of frogs – 

green, grey, speckled, striped, big and small, dozens of species’ (499) along with Norm 

and his grandson, Bala, the future generation. Thus, the exclamation mark emphasises 

Aboriginal presence. At another level it works as an allusion to the fact that the 

dichotomy between the oral and the written is overplayed. Furthermore, Lynda Ng 

suggests that the capitalised, italicised opening of C and ‘the Aboriginal law handed 

down through the ages since time began’ (3) that immediately follows as an explication 

of the inside knowledge needed to know the river and coastal area, visually marks the 

ancestral story as the ‘big’, albeit unknown-by-the-nation, story. Therefore, C begins 

by ‘stressing the serious consideration that must be given to the unofficial, often 

unrecorded local narratives which persist and operate below the level of national 

consciousness.’106  

The first words of the novel, ‘A NATION CHANTS’ (1) is actually the ‘smaller 

story’ and throughout the novel is written in lowercase letters. Additionally, the use of 

capitalised text, which is also associated with notices, labels and other such modes of 

text used to grab attention and suggest important information, reinforces Ng’s point. 

Taking this point further, when handwriting was still prevalent even in official 

documentation, especially that of lawyers, capitalisation was preferred to avoid the 

idiosyncrasies of handwriting. Since paratext107 can ‘inflect our experience of the 

narrative, sometimes subtly, sometimes deeply’,108 the use of the majuscule at the 

beginning of each chapter, commonly used by Latin and Greek scribes going back to 

approximately the third century AD, conveys aesthetic seriousness. It evokes the 

majuscule’s majestic function, namely, to capture the eye, and it draws a connection 

with more ancient times. Beyond the first two chapter’s epigraphs – which are also 

demarcated by a different typeface and dotted lines – there is a judicious use of 

capitalisation. For example, when Norm hand-signals: ‘Tell this smelly piss trousers 

to get going. HE IS AS USELESS AS A BROKEN-BACK SNAKE. Tell him to piss off’ 

(193) it emphasises the oral voice in a typology that in a digitised age has come to 
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prefaces, illustrations, book jackets, authors interviews and any part of the produced work that is not 

part of the main text. He argues that it can be considered part of the narrative. Also see Gérard 

Genette, ‘Introduction to the Paratext’, New Literary History, 22:2 (1991), 261–272. 
108 Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, p. 26. 
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represent shouting. The slightly vulgar profanity emphasises orality and the angry, 

uncaring side of Norm. It also raises a chuckle when the reader realises how expressive 

non-verbal, non-written language can be. The lexis of the following sentence, ‘The 

banter of hand language subsided only when he got them to do what he wanted’ (193), 

mixes oral (banter) and non-verbal communication. When used with other 

orthographic features and speech fillers, an indignant and satirical oral voice is created: 

Straight out we should have been asking ourselves – Why are you 

not hanging your head in shame to the white man? We were 

supposed to say, Oh! No! You can’t do things like that to the, umm, 

beg your pardon, please and thankyou, to the arrr, em, WHITE 

MAN. (391) 

Capitalisation is hardly present in SB, but when it does occur, with an em dash, 

the intention is also suggestive of spoken communication: ‘so don’t groan—of course 

she [Oblivia] has to be found, even if you and I KNOW she was not close to him’ (283). 

The informal register, the pause of breath created by the em dash and the capitals 

emphasise emotion and indicate the louder, faster and/or higher pitch we might use to 

voice emotion. Therefore, through the use of capitalisation Wright enlivens the text 

with orality, but also draws a link between the past and the present, the oral and the 

written, and draws attention to how we define communication more generally.  

Both novels are notable for the use of pagination to create segmentation within 

chapters. Using space on the page to create scene-like passages adds layers to the 

reading experience at the same time as foregrounding orality. Visually this introduces 

a sense of stopping and starting and, like em dashes and ellipses, suggests the 

interaction between an oral storyteller and an audience: it gives the reader/listener time 

to reflect, or the storyteller time to take a breath, react and readjust the story in response 

to the audience. In Aboriginal storytelling there may be periods of ‘comfortable and 

communicative’109 silent reflection and this paragraph spacing can also reflect this. 

Visual spacing also mimics the way in which Aboriginal stories are sometimes told, 

‘in instalments [...]. Stories lasted months on end’ (C 461). Imitative of myths, the 

movement that segmentation creates takes the reader from scene to scene, it also 

speeds up or slows down the pace of the novel, and allows characters to turn up and 

leave again. For example, a lot of space (almost thirty pages) is given to Elias’s walk 

 
109 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 132. 
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across the claypans and into Desperance, during which time Wright builds a picture of 

the various groups and subgroups of the community into which he is arriving. Such 

use of space on the page is also reminiscent of biblical structure, or a poem or a play. 

Depending on how the reader perceives it, their expectations will differ. Biblical 

narrative tradition, for example, imbues a book with the expectation not only of 

narrative but of ‘revelation, a sense that some hidden mystery is to be unfolded and 

explained’.110 Thus the reader is actively engaged within their own cultural 

competences to arrive at meaning, and that meaning may change for them over time. 

Wright employs other typography, in particular italicised text, often as 

exclamatory interjections, with or without em dashes, ellipses or pagination. Using 

italicised text gives a voice to characters who either refuse to speak (Oblivia), who are 

ghosts (Bella Donna), or spirits (the three genies Dr Snip Hart, Dr Edgar Mail and Dr 

Bones Doom), and possibly the Harbour Master, as well as animals such as the 

monkey, Rigoletto, and even the Earth. Through italics these characters can 

speak/communicate their thoughts and feelings without the narrator always doing it 

for them while simultaneously reminding the reader that fiction is constructed. 

Importantly, the whole community, or groups within the community, can speak at 

once, interject, and at times join with the narrator without breaking up the flow of the 

action or the idea being conveyed. In the case of C, orthography helps create a narrative 

framework that Rodoreda believes to be unique in postcolonial fiction. At the 

beginning of Chapters 1 and 2, two short passages in capitalised text act as a narrative 

frame allowing the Aboriginal narrator to tell the story to ‘an exclusively Aboriginal 

audience’.111 It thus overcomes the problem colonised writers face of having to write 

for ‘everyone and no-one in particular’,112 works to ‘exclusively privilege and 

empower marginalised voices and audiences in a literary text’, and ‘bring[s] them to a 

literary centre’.113 Nevertheless, non-Indigenous voices are not excluded but are 

allowed to interact dynamically in this multivocal narrative. 

Additionally, the use of ellipses, em dashes, and the occasional use of the 

conventional asterisks (***) for section breaks, as well as the mathematical equal sign 

 
110 Stephen Prickett, Origins of Narrative: The Romantic Appropriation of the Bible (Cambridge: 

CUP, 1996), cited in Paul Cobley, Narrative (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), p. 46.  
111 Rodoreda, ‘Orality and Narrative Invention’, pp. 1–13 (p. 10). 
112 Rodoreda, ‘Orality and Narrative Invention’, pp. 1–13 (p. 10). 
113 Rodoreda, ‘Orality and Narrative Invention’, pp. 1–13 (p. 10). (p. 11). 
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(=) – ‘Ignis Fatuus = Foolish Fire’ (SB 7) – is reminiscent of Aboriginal signifying 

systems of lines, dots, circles and so on that are commonly associated with Aboriginal 

visual art. Such abstract signifying symbols are also used in sand drawings to illustrate 

or supplement a storytelling or yarning session or sacred ceremony, a practice shared 

with the Navajo of North America. Stephen Muecke asks, ‘Do we fail to call it writing 

because it is kept from white people or because it is erased and redrawn during the 

telling of stories? Must a trace endure to qualify as writing?’114 By using orthography 

to bring the oral into the written, readers are forced to confront their expectations of 

what it means to be ‘literate’ and of what a novel is and how it is to be read. Paul 

Cobley argues that the ‘spinal column of the whole of the narrative tradition in the 

West’115 is the mixed mode of both direct dialogue and the poet’s voice, but the relative 

sparsity of direct dialogue in Wright’s novels challenges this tradition. While this 

disturbs Western ideas, embedding dialogue in the narrative also suggests that even 

individual interpretations are always part of something bigger and reflects the 

importance Aboriginal culture attaches to networks of relationships. Visually, 

orthography draws attention to conventions of writing but it also suggests the 

dynamism of yarning, and the sounds of yarning are very much a recreation of the 

people of the Gulf.  

The whole book matters, and it is interesting that Roger Osborne and Gillian 

Whitlock116 draw attention to how Wright’s publishers worked with designers on front 

and back covers in different markets and editions ‘to lure readers towards the content 

contained inside the covers’.117 The dedications that form part of the paratexts can be 

taken as statements of Wright’s ideological position. As discussed in Chapter 3.11, C 

is dedicated to Yanner and Waldon, while SB is dedicated to the memory of Yari 

Tjampitjinpa (Kumantjayi Zimran), whom Wright describes as ‘one great man I 

worked with [...] a charismatic senior Pintupi law man and philosopher of Kintore in 

the Western Desert.’118 Leader of the Combined Aboriginal Nations of Central 

Australia (CANCA), Zimran worked towards a unified Aboriginal voice and 

 
114 Krim Benterrrak, Stephen Muecke, Paddy Roe, Reading the Country, rev. ed. (South Fremantle: 

Fremantle Arts Centre Press South Fremantle, 1996), p. 71. 
115 Cobley, Narrative, p. 58.  
116 Roger Osborne and Gillian Whitlock, ‘Carpentaria: Reading with the Dirt of Blurbs and Front 

Pages’, JASAL, 16:2 (2016), pp. 1–11 (p. 1). 
117 Osborne and Whitlock, ‘Carpentaria’, pp, 1–11 (p. 8). 
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Aboriginal self-government in Central Australia. The epigraph in C is Heaney’s ‘First 

Words’, in appreciation of having used him to mentor herself while working on the 

novel for his ‘calmness of mind’ and how he ‘dug into his country with his heart, his 

mind and his soul and etched his Irish imagination into the soul of humanity’.119 It 

would be no surprise for Wright to learn that the Irish language has thirty-two words 

for field120 and that on Tory Island, a small island off the coast of County Donegal 

where Irish is the first language, ‘there is not a rock or cleft or hollow that goes 

unnamed’.121 The same can be found in Wales where the Welsh language is used. 

Wright’s affinity for Irish poets surely relates in some way to this relationship to the 

natural world that is yet to disappear from the Irish consciousness. 

The epigraph for SB comes from Australian poet Robert Adamson’s ‘Poem 

Beginning with a line from William Blake’. She uses the lines ‘A wild black swan in 

a cage/Puts all of heaven in a rage’.122 With the allusion to the Intervention, anger at 

the containment of wild animals, and warning of what is to come for both, Wright 

signals defiance. At another level, Adamson has had an interesting and difficult life. 

Sent to a boys’ home at the age of ten and in and out of prison until his early twenties, 

his ‘romantic lyricism’ and ‘beautiful and brutal’ insights are full of ‘often 

transcendent clarity’.123 This speaks to Wright. Adamson follows the footsteps of 

another poet/prisoner, Frenchman Jean Genet, though the themes of their poetry have 

little in common. Adamson’s spiritual beliefs are closer to Aboriginality than 

Christianity and, like Wright, he had an influential, illiterate grandparent, a fisherman 

on the Hawkesbury River, who deeply influenced his life. The first chapter after the 

Prelude, ‘Dust Cycle’, has an epigraph from Australian Bush poet Banjo Paterson 

(1864–1941), although Bush poetry comes from ‘a long culture of folk songs, going 

back to the early days of “transportation”, when convicts were exiled to its shores, 

 
119 Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose’. 
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mainly from Ireland, and often for life.’124 Paterson’s lines, ‘And I hear the clang of 

their leader crying/To a lagging mate in the rearward flying’, from the poem ‘Black 

Swan’, lament his days in the bush and eulogise the black swan but ignores the 

contributions imported British farming methods made to the destruction of the land. It 

is apt for this chapter that describes a climate-ravaged world. The second chapter’s 

epigraph appears in ‘Owls in the Grass’ and gives a factual description of the 

Australian grass owl. One of the rarest of Australian owls, in the chapter, the ecosystem 

of a dystopian near future climate-changed world is off-kilter and the chapter features 

an unusual concentration of birds. 

4.6 The Diction of the Gulf 

Gerald Vizenor claims that ‘[l]anguage determines culture and the dimensions of 

consciousness’.125 Forced, like many other colonised peoples by the vicissitudes of 

history, to write in English, one way that Wright counters this is by representing the 

language of the Gulf in as near to ‘natural’ speech as possible. The number of 

Indigenous languages of Australia is uncertain, though it is known that in the late 

eighteenth century there were between 250 and 363 languages. Following colonisation 

and the destruction of Aboriginal culture, many languages became extinct and today 

fewer than 150 Aboriginal languages remain in daily use. However, the majority of 

these are endangered.126 This means that English is the first and only language of an 

estimated eighty per cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. However, 

they have made it their own and it has its own structure, rules and linguistic variety. 

Therefore, as well as foregrounding orality, using the diction of the Gulf also 

foregrounds Aboriginal identity, and this is further reinforced by incorporating Waanyi 

words and phrases throughout both novels. Wright also confirms that she ‘chose to try 

to recreate the voices and tone of the old storytellers of the Gulf’, and this explains 
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‘the musical tone in the narration’ of C.127 Moreover, by using different speech styles, 

Wright not only distinguishes linguistic and cultural differences but also encodes her 

characters’ worldviews and opinions as ‘dialectical alternatives’128 to her own and/or 

those of other characters.  

Wright has referred to C as ‘my book about our heroes’,129 who in C are 

represented by Norm Phantom’s environmental activist son Will and their friend 

Mozzie Fishman. Norm himself is at times reminiscent of the old slave man in Patrick 

Chamoiseau’s Slave Old Man of whom Wright commented ‘if you are a slave, or feel 

enslaved, then you are incapable of giving either wisdom or direction’. At times this 

seems to reflect how Norm feels: reluctant community leader and patriarch of the 

Westside clan, ‘Uptown had encumbered him with the title with all its glory – leader 

of the Aboriginal people’ (573) and then looks to him to sort out the people ‘now living 

in abandoned car bodies and their makeshift camps’ (573). At this time however, Norm 

‘[c]ouldn’t give a stuff about them’ (36). He wants nothing to do with politics either, 

and is as contemptuous of ‘the local dignitaries’ and ‘the politicians and mining 

executives’ (9) as the locals who call out to the ‘southern politicians’ attending the 

official opening of the Gurfurrit Mine: 

Youse are always cowering down on the ground. Are youse the runt 

of the Australian political litter or something? Yah! Falling over 

yaselves to any foreign investor flocking up the steps of Parliament, 

knocking on the big door, and smelling like money. (9) 

There can be no mistaking the attitude or feelings of the crowd: the dialectical 

‘youse’ as well as the exclamatory ‘Yah’ evoke the spoken words of a rabble and are 

typical of informal spoken interaction. The metonym ‘knocking on the big door’ places 

the novel in the Australian political landscape. The language here contrasts with 

Norm’s expression of indifference to his community which, although informal, is not 

disparaging. In fact, Norm has little interest in involving himself in difficult situations 

or other people’s decisions until he is symbolically reborn later in the novel. When 

Elias is expelled from Desperance, Norm watches him leave, and his internal 
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monologue and rhetorical questions cast him in the same light as Chamoiseau’s Slave 

Old Man: ‘[t]here he was: Elias, pulling behind him a bit of green tin, an excuse to 

float on water named Choice. Who sails on a boat called Choice? [...] Who was he, 

Norm Phantom, to say what another man should do?’ (89). The emphasis on the word 

‘Choice’ is telling because Norm has few real material choices living ‘amidst the muck 

of third-world poverty’ (8) in the Pricklebush. His disengagement is a symptom of the 

colonial legacy and neocolonial policies. He is engaged in an intergenerational feud 

with Joseph Midnight’s clan who at one point accuse him of murder for which he 

stands trial. He is subject to constant harassment by the police, and when he finds a 

rotting corpse on the dump and reports it, he is accused of murder. His wife and 

children are each dysfunctional in their own way, the eldest Will estranged not only 

because of his environmental activism but because he had married Joseph Midnight’s 

granddaughter. The rhetorical questions suggest the reader think about the concept of 

choices – those we have or don’t have, and those we make in life.  

Making Norm the leader of Aboriginal people is a convenience for Uptown, but 

when the delegation come to discuss the Eastside/Westside split, they appoint, as the 

‘voice in this delegation’ (36), Cill Mooche:  

An Aboriginal man learning how to shape himself into a white 

mould with one of those perpetual traineeship work-for-the-dole 

programs spread over the length and breadth of Australia in the name 

of economic development, [who] worked in the council office.’ (36) 

The officials consider Norm ‘might reason with someone of his own ilk’ (36). 

When they arrive ‘Moochie spoke in broken English’ (36), the idiomatic ‘own ilk’ 

reflecting their perception of all Aboriginal people as homogeneous and semi-literate: 

You know what! That’s what’s what they is saying about you and 

all. Saying you started all of this camps stuff springing up here and 

there for we mob. Saying they got to stop it. Show a bit of respect 

for the place. Place belonga Desperance Shire Council. Stop the 

place looking like an infestation of blackheads and what have you. 

(36) 

To which Norm replies, ‘“You sound like a fuzzy wuzzy, Mooch. Aren’t got 

anything to do with me and talk English,” Norm muttered irritably’. (36) The narrator 

gives the reader information about the Australian social and economic policy 

environment using a lexis of constraint – ‘shape’, ‘mould’ – but the reference to time 

being perpetual is sarcastic since repeating the same policies over and over is achieving 
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nothing – at least for Aboriginal people. By drawing attention to the fact that Moochie 

speaks broken English, the reader’s attention is drawn to language. Mooche’s English 

contains features of Aboriginal English such as the odd conjugation of the verb ‘to be’ 

and the use of the subjective pronoun rather than the possessive ‘our’ before ‘mob’, a 

noun used by Aboriginal people to refer to a community or kinship group, usually their 

own. This familiarity denotes a relationship between Norm and Mooche that separates 

them both from the rest of the delegation. The missing determiners and pronouns, the 

short sentences, and some spellings (‘belonga’) also indicate informal, spoken 

communication but of someone without much education. However, Mooche’s 

language with regard to respect for the land and its ownership is ambiguous in meaning 

– is this his belief or he is reporting that of the Council? However, his racist vocabulary 

(‘infestation of blackheads’) suggests Mooche has internalised the racism to which he 

and his community have been subjected. His language is reflecting back the settler’s 

perception of the Aboriginal community as nothing more than diseased, less-than-

humans that have overrun the town, an attitude the settlers as a group express 

throughout the novel. Norm’s response draws attention to language use. He seems to 

be suggesting that Mooche can speak more fluent English but is code-switching, that 

is, adjusting his style of speech to suit the expectations of the Uptowners. This is a 

common way for negatively stereotyped individuals (often racially motivated) to avoid 

unfair treatment or employment opportunities.  

The term ‘Fuzzy Wuzzy’ is an intertextual reference with many layers of meaning 

depending on a reader’s cultural competence. The term was coined by Rudyard 

Kipling in the eponymous poem of the 1880s.130 Fuzzy Wuzzy is the term used by 

British soldiers to reference the hair of the Beja warriors they fought in their 

colonisation of Sudan. Very well received by the British public at the time, the poem 

is a mix of violence and crude humour. Some read it as praise for the Beja’s breaking 

of the infamous British military square and a criticism of British hubris, but it can also 

be read as an attempt to belittle a ferocious enemy. This is why many of Kipling’s 

poems are nowadays considered racist or at least too closely supportive of colonisation 

to merit reverence. Readers may also know the term from a popular nursery rhyme and 
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tongue twister ‘Fuzzy Wuzzy was a Bear’.131 Therefore, Wright is drawing attention 

to language, its imposition and acquisition in colonial contexts, its changing usage and 

meaning over time and throughout history, and how it can be viewed from a 

raciolinguistic perspective. Furthermore, she is connecting Norm to colonial history 

and past times – and the trauma that Aboriginal peoples carry with them into the 

present.  

Before the delegation leaves, Norm’s wife, Angel Day, appears and in her own 

vernacular and colloquial language asks, ‘Whatya doing around here for Moochie?’ 

(36), before she continues with what seems to be very practical thinking on the 

relocation of the Pricklebush families:  

If they gone, then they’ll be back,’ [...] ‘Where’s the water? Anyone 

mind telling me that? No tap? No tap! So how are they going to get 

water from them mob then? [...] What you people worried about 

then? Stupid, you people. You want to think about things if you got 

any sense. Isn’t it, they going to get sick and tired right smart when 

they have to keep walking ‘bout this other side of town to cart water 

for themselves? (37) 

The series of interrogative questions, the repetition of ‘No tap’, and the 

expressivity markers such as ‘right smart’ and ‘sick and tired’ are formulaic diction 

that is a feature of oral tradition, but they also convey Angel’s grasp of English even 

if it is vernacular, colloquial and idiomatic. In another self-conscious comment on 

language and its interpretation, the narrative voice clarifies for the reader that Angel is 

‘talking down’ to the delegation: she then ‘engaged them further in discussion about 

the water situation for the itinerants’ (37). Angel, the most assimilated of the 

Pricklebush mob, is able to manipulate language: ‘Where did she get it from he [Norm] 

wondered? Itinerants was not the language of the Pricklebush’ (37). Through the use 

of language, the stereotype of Aboriginal people as illiterate and stupid is called into 

question, but Angel’s daring in refusing to be subservient like Mooche is intended to 

shift readers’ perceptions of race relations in the Gulf.  

She proceeds to parody the racist stereotypes of Aboriginal people with a 

hubristic, defiant, almost ridiculous, diatribe. She turns the tables on the delegation, 

 
131 See All Nursery Rhymes, ‘Fuzzy Wuzzy Was A Bear’ <https://allnurseryrhymes.com/fuzzy-
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threatening them in language that imitates the style and tone of that used by officials 

in the law and legal services – institutions she has encountered over the years:  

I don’t want you murdering types around here bothering my family 

all the time, you hear me? Covering up for someone who even tried 

to murder me once and other atrocities as well going on. If you mob 

come back here again, (she paused to think), I’ll tell you what I will 

be doing. I will be pressing that many charges through the legal 

service for Aborigines for attempted murder, that’s what. And while 

I am at it, I will be suing the town as accomplices to a conspiracy to 

have my person killed and the persons of my family murdered before 

they were born, and for damages for the one who were born. [...] I 

have already spoken long distance on the phone to my lawyer and 

he said it might be a pretty good test case. Watertight even, so what 

do you think about that, hey? (38) 

This short speech of Angel’s parodies the Australian judicial and policing systems. 

It does so in language that privileges orality. The repetitive ‘will’, and the redundancy 

of the conversational ‘that’s what’ point to formulaic styling used by oral storytellers 

to help retain and retrieve carefully articulated thought and ensure the message is 

memorable. The emphatic rhetorical question illustrates Angel’s strength of feeling 

and the final ‘hey?’ functions not only as a veiled threat and something for the 

Uptowners to think about but something for the audience/reader to think about also. 

There is a lexical set related to Australia’s juridical and criminal law systems 

(‘murdering’, ‘atrocities’, ‘legal service’, ‘accomplices’, ‘conspiracy’, ‘damages’, ‘test 

case’). This jargon is in some ways the literate tradition’s version of the oral 

storyteller’s formulaic language, but jargon is also exclusionary, a coded language that 

only those with inside knowledge can understand. The irony here is that Angel 

understands it because she has been subject to it.132 Wright has addressed the issue of 

 
132A 1987–1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody found Aboriginal people more 

likely to die in custody because of their disproportionate rates of arrest and incarceration. Recent 

analysis of coronial reports reveal ‘a record of systemic failure and neglect’ (Nick Evershed, Lorena 
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poor policing (and deaths in custody) in ‘The Future of Swans’, ‘What Happens when 

you tell someone else’s story’ and ‘A Journey in Writing Place’.133 Coming post-

Mabo, the legal lexis and the reference to ‘test case’ is an allusion to Mabo and the 

subsequent Wik cases. By 2006 it was obvious that Mabo was not going to deliver any 

significant change in terms of native title and land rights.134 Therefore, Angel is not 

only challenging this local council delegation but also, like Mabo, the whole edifice 

that has sustained the invasion and settlement of Australia for over two hundred years.  

Angel’s attempt to code switch to a language variety the delegation will not only 

understand but also possibly fear, has a comedic effect because her informal, colloquial 

and idiomatic language does not get it quite right: the odd grammatical construction 

‘murdering types’ uses a collective noun to brand the whole group as the type of people 

who would commit murder, but the use of the present continuous form of the verb as 

an adjective suggests this is an ongoing activity. The plural noun ‘types’ emphasises 

their actions are committed as a collective – suggesting the whole nation is complicit 

in the way Aboriginal peoples are treated. The use of a pronoun to anonymise Angel’s 

attempted murderer ambiguously hints at an actual someone (Mayor Bruiser, perhaps) 

or a general attitude towards Aboriginal people, women in particular. This is also a 

foreshadowing of Angel’s eventual fate. The capacity for humour lies in Angel’s bad 

grammar and her misuse of the justice system’s argot ‘person’, as speaking about 

herself in the third person both personalises and distances her from the act. Here the 

choice of ‘killed’ is more ambiguous than ‘murder’, and hints at the many ways 

systemic racism might lead to death – spending all day at the dump, poverty, lack of 

medical care, and so forth. Of course, Angel is also connected to all the murdered 

Aboriginal peoples going back to colonial times – ‘the persons of my family murdered 

 
the rate of imprisonment of First Peoples aged 10–17 in the Northern Territory is 43 times that for 

non-Indigenous children. In Queensland it is 23 times, Western Australia 21 times, and South 

Australia 20 times. The same report found that while only 5 per cent of 10–17 year olds are 

Aboriginal, they make up almost 50 per cent of those under youth justice supervision 

<https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/youth-justice> [accessed 27 December 2020]. 
133 Alexis Wright and Arnold Zable, ‘The future of swans’ Overland, 213 (Summer 2013) 

<https://overland.org.au/previous-issues/issue-213/feature-alexis-wright-and-arnold-zable/> [accessed 

March 2020]; ‘What Happens When You Tell Somebody Else’s Story’, Meanjin 75:4 (2016) 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/what-happens-when-you-tell-somebody-elses-story/> [accessed 5 July 

2017]; ‘A journey in writing place’, Meanjin, 78:2 (2019) <https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-

in-writing-place/> [accessed 27 January 2020]. 
134In her 2013 Mabo Lecture, Wright talks about ‘the very real cost of denying and decreasing our 

opportunities to live on, or accessing our traditional country through highly-pitched, and hyped up 

assimilation policies that have continued to be developed and practised since Mabo, and which are 

aimed at eroding and decreasing our Native Title and land rights.’ See also Chapter 1 of this thesis.  

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/youth-justice
https://overland.org.au/previous-issues/issue-213/feature-alexis-wright-and-arnold-zable/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/what-happens-when-you-tell-somebody-elses-story/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/
https://meanjin.com.au/essays/a-journey-in-writing-place/
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before they were born’. The reference to the ‘damages’ Angel threatens she will claim 

alludes to the refusal of the state, to date, to make reparations of any kind. There have 

been no reparations for the damages done: to the native flora and fauna and its 

environmental consequences, to the sacred sites on the land caused by mining, to 

Aboriginal culture in the successive waves of assimilationist policies, to the Stolen 

Generations (collectively and individually), or to the Aboriginal people as a whole. 

The repetitive first person ‘I’ emphasises Angel’s personal experiences. This will be 

familiar to speakers of standard English; however, in Aboriginal languages there are 

many more first-person pronouns that ‘translate as I, I/myself. We, we two, we but not 

others, we altogether. [...] repeating “I” twice can mean “I go my own way!”. There is 

a balance between self-definition and group identity.’135 The oral and the written, the 

personal and the collective are entwined in Angel’s speech, and her daring and 

difference is further highlighted.  

Obviously, the white settlers of Uptown do not take kindly to Angel Day speaking 

to them like this and her bravery has to be considered in light of the phenomena of the 

‘lost, missing, or murdered’ women in First Nation’s communities in Australia and 

also in Canada.136 This reflects a much deeper tragedy – that Aboriginal women do not 

matter to the Australian majority. Ultimately, Angel suffers a similarly ambiguous end. 

Wright’s handling of female characters in her fiction helps centre Aboriginal women’s 

experience at the hands of both Aboriginal and white men and challenges the national 

negative narrative of gender relations in Aboriginal communities. The disproportionate 

rates of domestic violence in Aboriginal communities are better understood as the 

corruption of traditional relational dynamics due to colonialism and ongoing 

assimilationist policies. However, in the national narrative the resulting dysfunction is 

attributed to traditional culture being ‘primitive and abusive’137 and an indication that 

 
135 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 101. 
136 In 2019 the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) reported women categorised as ‘lost, 

missing, or murdered’. ‘Australian authorities are yet to truly understand how many Aboriginal 

women are in these categories’ because no one is keeping count. Aboriginal women are over-

represented in the missing persons cases and when reported as missing, are less likely to be found and 

many are presumed dead (Isabella Higgins and Sarah Collard ‘Lost, Missing, or Murdered?’ 8, 

December 2019, ABC News <https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019–12–08/australian-indigenous-

women-are-overrepresented-missing-persons/11699974?nw=0> [accessed 14 May 2021].  
137 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 210. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019–12–08/australian-indigenous-women-are-overrepresented-missing-persons/11699974?nw=0
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019–12–08/australian-indigenous-women-are-overrepresented-missing-persons/11699974?nw=0
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‘Aboriginal intellectual traditions cannot possibly exist’.138 As Tyson Yunkaporta 

observes: 

I don’t see any connection between these two ideas, except to 

diminish (through massive leaps of logic) a culture that is 

inconvenient to the agendas of development and resource extraction 

on Aboriginal land. The horrific violence of the occupying 

civilisation is ignored, while our dysfunctional responses to its 

excesses are condemned.139 

In this particular episode with Angel, another more brutal and racist Gulf diction 

is revealed, that of Mayor Bruiser. Swearing is not unusual in the novel, usually in 

reaction to frightening or dangerous situations, but with Bruiser it is constant – his is 

a more engrained fear of the Other – and always comes with a lack of civility: ‘If you 

can’t use it, eat it or fuck it, then it’s no bloody use to you’ (34). His menace, especially 

towards Aboriginal people, is also reflected using expletives: ‘I’ll be back later and I 

will fucking get you, Norm Phantom’ (40). In one of the few lengthy passages of 

reported speech in the novel, Bruiser arrives on the scene to take charge when Gordie, 

the eccentric neighbourhood watchman, is murdered. The content and tone of his 

language indicates a bully. He patronises the town clerk Valance’s attempts to impose 

some measure of fairness over Uptown’s treatment of the Pricklebush, is 

condescending to the local policeman, Truthful, and manipulates the locals by taking 

advantage of their insecurities about belonging and their religious gullibility. The 

English he uses is, for the most part, grammatically correct though informal. He uses 

the British and white Australian term ‘mate’ and the idiomatic ‘mucking about’, ‘Poor 

old Gordie’, and ‘get away with it’. However, features of oral tradition and rhetoric 

are entwined: there is parallelism – ‘who knows us, knows what we can want, and 

knows this town’ (310) – and the onomatopoeic ‘Whoosh!’ enhances a non-spoken 

aurality. Interestingly, he speaks mostly in the future tense and without any time-

related lexis. His language bears all the marks of conversational and interactive speech 

but lacks the vernacular diction of the Aboriginal characters. 

 
138 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 210. 
139 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk), p. 210. 
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4.7 Past, Present and Future Times 

One of the climaxes in C involves Norm Phantom making a transformative journey to 

bury Elias’s corpse at sea and ends with Norm reclaiming his responsibilities as a Law 

keeper. When Norm first comes upon Elias’s corpse in his fishroom, he says to his 

daughters, ‘You know this must be the worst day of my life, seeing my poor friend 

like that, poor bugger, Elias’ (211). The language is informal, conversational and 

familiar. He continues, ‘A storm at sea was better than this. Trapped for days with a 

broken leg in a swamp full of crocodiles. Malaria too, and don’t you tell me you can’t 

get malaria in this country’ (211). All the things Norm would prefer instead of Elias’s 

death locate Norm in a specific environment but are also the types of things city folk 

in particular tend to fear (irrationally or not) about remote Australia. His litany of 

potentially awful experiences in life then shifts to his broken relationship with Angel 

and his hyperbole grows: ‘Your Mother never believed anything except her own self. 

Even when she left – it was a celebration of good fortune. I said good luck to her. I felt 

like I won the lottery. I felt plain bloody rich compared to this’ (212). The reader does 

not need to spend too much time pondering the tone or emotion in Norm’s words 

because the narrator has already summarised it: ‘they sat around the kitchen listening 

to Norm talk despairingly about the day being worse than anything he had been 

through in his entire life – cyclones, his wife walking out on him, the lot’ (211). This 

is reminiscent of the storyteller summing up, ensuring the audience has followed the 

story, or filling in for those who may have stepped away temporarily. 

The narrator makes clear Norm’s role in protecting and transmitting oral tradition: 

Men such as Norm Phantom kept a library chock-a-block full of 

stories of the old country stored in their heads. [...] the good 
information, intelligence, etiquette of the what to do, how to behave 

for knowing how to live like a proper human being, alongside spirits 

for neighbours in dreams. (235) 

Wright is asking the reader to reconsider their understanding of what a library is 

and what it contains. She suggests that the types of books that might be most useful 

for humans to live in balance with each other and with the planet are not (only) those 

in print culture. Wright defines Aboriginal storytellers as libraries with stocks of 

stories held in the safe keeping of minds and memories. The term ‘chock-a-block’ is a 

nautical term, particularly befitting Norm, a seafarer. The asyndeton captures in one 
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sentence the interconnectedness of philosophy, ecology and spirituality in the 

Aboriginal worldview. Reviving Aboriginal culture to give voice to the valuable 

contents of this library is part of Wright’s mission. In Norm’s head and in this library 

are books filled with environmental and climate-related information that goes back 

millennia, thereby connecting ancient and contemporary times. This is what Wright 

calls the ancient library of Aboriginal culture.  

During his long sea journey to bury Elias, Norm speaks to his friend’s corpse as 

he reminisces about their past times. During the trip Norm’s sentences are short, 

grammatically correct (in Standard English), and the epithets, expressivity markers 

and repetition associated with oral tradition are used. For example: ‘We’ll go together, 

just like old times’ (226); ‘You remember that, Elias?’ he said, speaking softly’ (228). 

But there is also the use of more formal and sophisticated sentence structures and 

vocabulary: ‘Despite the sheer irresponsibility of it all, she drove off with him’ (228). 

The addition of onomatopoeia adds to the orality and aurality, as if the story is being 

told aloud and the storyteller is imitating Norm’s rowing: 

‘It ended for me on the day she ran off with the Fishman, Elias,’ 

Norm said on the forward lift of the oars. ‘28 January, 1988,’ 

swinging the oars back. ‘You know why I remember it?’ Swoosh. 

‘It was precisely four p.m.’ Swish. This was the time of day when 

he most vividly felt a loss of heart. ‘It was a hot, hot day to 

remember.’ The hot wind had been blowing it was true. He had 

circled the date in green on the calendar, and fourteen years later, 

the same calendar with the Snowy Mountains stream picture 

remained on the wall as a reminder to the family. (228). 

While reminiscent of conversation, the onomatopoeic ‘swoosh’ and ‘swish’ 

capture vividly the sound and rhythm of rowing. Additionally, the syntax is also in the 

style of factual, precise information regarding dates and times associated with written 

tradition and Western conceptions of time. The emphatic ‘hot, hot day’ is equally 

important to Norm’s recollection, a detail reinforced by the narrative voice.  

It is not only the written word that carries information but printed pictures too. 

The Snowy Mountains image also provides the reader with further information about 

Australian geography and climatic zones – though it may be subtly destablising for 

readers from the Global North, as January is warm/summer in the southern hemisphere 

and not at all snowy and cold. Norm’s marking the calendar shows that he is also 

literate, but the natural world is a more reliable marker of history and memories. As 
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Australian readers will know, the Snowny Mountains is part of the Great Dividing 

Range that runs between the eastern seaboard and the central plains and lowlands of 

the continent. It is located over two thousand miles from the Gulf of Carpentaria. In 

contrast to the Gulf, which has a hot and humid wet season and a dry season as featured 

throughout both novels, the ‘Snowies’ have an alpine climate. In a literal sense, being 

so different from their everyday environment, the image triggers memories for the 

family of an important event in their lives. Symbolically, the image may suggest the 

divide between Aboriginal and settler Australia; for readers unfamiliar with Australian 

geography the mountains may simply be a nice image that marks an event; but 

Aboriginal readers will know it as the body of the creator god, the great Rainbow 

Serpent that opens the novel and ‘connects systems along a massive songline’.140 The 

Rainbow Serpent of C is also a powerful force in shaping weather systems when the 

laws are broken. His presence in SB is also that of an agent of meteorological and 

topographic change. Therefore, Wright encodes Aboriginal culture throughout the 

book but uses language that can be read at different levels of meaning while 

simultaneously blurring the boundary between the oral and the written. 

In the same passage, Elias has a different memory of the day, insisting it was ‘27th 

day in January. It was ten a.m. A hot bugger of a day’ (228). He too had a calendar 

with ‘a picture of two galahs sitting on a perch, screeching at each other’ (229). Gone 

is the image filled with sound and the rhythmic action of rowing; instead Wright 

chooses the literal ‘screeching’, an allusion to race relations in Australia perhaps, and 

although the weather remains an important memory marker, the mildly vulgar ‘bugger’ 

sets a different tone and attitude towards the natural world and the local environment: 

‘wind was that hot it made your blood boil. Piles of rubbish at the tip had combusted 

[...] Oxygen was draining from the atmosphere’ (229). The lexis here is angry, jarring 

and unpleasant, gasping for air. It mirrors the cacophony of the galahs, just as it mirrors 

the response of mainstream Australia to Aboriginal demands for land rights and 

justice, or the angry protests against the Century Zinc Mine at Lawn Hill. The 

ambiguity of language allows for the active participation of the reader in finding deeper 

meaning in the imagery. However, Norm refuses to back down, reconfirming the time 

and date by the ebbs and flows of the ocean which are, of course, caused by the 

gravitational attraction of the sun and moon on the earth: ‘high tide was at precisely 

 
140 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 53. 
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four p.m. in the afternoon’ (229). Tide-gauge records have been kept in Western 

cultures for a very long time but are recorded in the stories and songs of oral tradition 

for a much longer time, and are probably just as accurate. The narrative voice provides 

further imagery of the ecosystem of the Gulf. Norm’s journey, ‘by day belonged to the 

luminescence of the ocean and above, to the open skies, and by night, to the spirits of 

fishes, women and sea creatures’ (229). The reader has to take time reading this 

sentence, thanks to the punctuation and the high register, but it again encodes an 

Aboriginal perspective and captures in a single sentence the interconnectedness of day 

and night, light and dark, ocean and skies, human and nonhuman.  

The rigours of the journey trigger dreams, hallucinations and more reminiscences 

of the argument involving Angel. In Norm’s mind’s eye he sees Angel: ‘her thin frame 

of a body in that dress, walking in the mist along the track through the wastelands, 

heading towards the rubbish dump’ (229), while Elias recalls ‘her shift made of some 

fine material [...] clinging against the front of her body’ (228–9). The formal register 

and complex sentence structure suggests a seriousness, and indeed Norm places her in 

her material and natural environment – thin because she is poor, wrapped in a natural 

phenomena that softens the wasteland, itself hinting at T. S. Eliot’s eponymous poem. 

That poem’s first section, ‘The Burial of the Dead’, addresses disillusionment and 

despair, and rubbish is a characteristic marker of the power of systems of disposal and 

destruction. Angel subverts this by recycling her dump finds and using them to ensure 

the family’s material survival, thus challenging contemporary Western over-

consumption. Alternately, systems of disposal and destruction intersect with systems 

of non-material value throughout the novel. The intimations of Elias’s lust are 

confirmed and he admits his long-ago feelings to Norm, who had noticed but never 

challenged him because ‘he did not want to cause an argument, so, “It did not matter.”’ 

(232). This suggests the self-censorship that Wright addresses in her 2018 ‘Stephen 

Murray-Smith Memorial Lecture’: ‘A most insidious form of self-censorship is the 

way in which we distract ourselves from the truth, through our deliberate self-chosen 

ways of shielding ourselves from what we either do not want to hear, or see.’141 As 

Wright states in ‘Politics of Writing’, ‘[t]here were things that happened in our family 

when the white cattle men came to our traditional lands that were never explained. We 

 
141 Wright, ‘Telling the untold stories’.  
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[...] have a saying in our family – Don’t tell anybody’.142 So, self-censorship is also a 

form of self-preservation in oppressive situations and reflects the trauma many 

Aboriginal people feel as a result of colonialism and because day to day living is a 

struggle not only for physical survival but for cultural survival too. The silence of the 

protagonists in Plains and SB can be interpreted as weakness or strength, but as 

Oblivia’s internal monologues indicate, silence cannot be taken for a lack of 

engagement.143 Mainstream Australia also self-censors but in a different way – by 

refusing to address openly and honestly their history of land theft, massacres of 

Aboriginal people, destruction of culture and continuing injustices towards Indigenous 

Australians. 

In this section of the novel Norm also experiences weather-induced hallucinations 

and it is not always clear what is dream and what is reality as they twist and turn 

through Aboriginal and Western epistemologies and experiences of time. The 

references to modernity’s measure of time by calendar days and months is juxtaposed 

with time experienced in other ways. Norm finds Elias’s burial place by following the 

Dreamtime tracks of groper fish to ‘an abyss, an ancient reef crater of a sea palace, a 

circular fish city full of underground caves’ (239). The personification of the natural 

world as the types of places where humans reside is intertwined with the world above 

ground and the space below the sea. The groper’s hole is also ‘a place where they could 

have returned to from the land in ancient times like the palaeontologists say, or skies 

if they flew like the elders say in the Law of the Dreamtime. Millions of years ago, 

what was it like? Remember! Were skies blue then?’ (239) Not only is time referenced 

and connected by a lexical set of evolutionary time and Dreamtime that encompasses 

the agency of the universe, but the earth’s fragility, and the impermanence of human-

 
142 Wright, ‘Politics of Writing’, pp. 10–20 (p. 10).  
143 Wright herself has no straightforward answer to why Aboriginal voices were silent/silenced. In ‘A 

Question of Fear’ she remarks, ‘The question yet to be answered is why Indigenous people were 

silent, whether Indigenous voices, apart from the lone voice of Noel Pearson, really had been silenced, 

needed to be silenced, or choose to become silent during this period. Where was their freedom of 

speech? Did Aboriginal people choose to be silent in agreement or disagreement, or was it forced; was 

it a silence created through fear, or a silence that was self-inflicted? Did Aboriginal people use silence 

as a weapon that became a futile attempt to combat the force of attack? Yet it must be recognised that 

Aboriginal people have not been easily silenced before and had put in decades of hard work to ensure 

survival of culture through two centuries of land theft and deepening poverty created by decades of 

failed government policies. They had survived as fighters in much better shape in the past fifty years 

than in the last decade. Can fear rob hope?’ (‘A Question of Fear’ in Placing Psyche: Exploring 

Cultural Complexes in Australia, Craig San Roque, Amanda Dowd and David Tacey (eds) (New 

Orleans: Spring Journal Books, 2011), pp. 233–34).  
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made constructs is emphasised in the description of the abyss as ‘descend[ing] down 

the many layers of a Mesozoic bluff’ (245) and as a ‘deep hole [that] could have been 

the result of a Dreamtime volcano, or a meteorite the size of a mountain, or a city that 

had sunk deep down into the earth’ (245–46). According to Lucy Rowland these scenes 

create a psychological connection with the distant past, fixing the country of ‘millions 

of years ago’ in Norm’s mind, and this supports Wright’s efforts ‘to explore the gift of 

our true inheritances by disallowing memories of times passed to sink into oblivion.’144 

In this way Wright asserts Aboriginal ‘sovereignty of mind for place, of country, of 

people who govern themselves’.145 Although ‘all times’ underpins the temporal 

framework of C, it disrupts but does not displace Western concepts of time; instead 

temporal words and phrases throughout both novels draw the reader’s attention to time, 

memory and histories.  

When writing C Wright had become disillusioned with the Reconciliation 

process,146 but the friendship between Norm and Elias suggests that, despite their 

differing views, a deep friendship is possible at the individual level. Eventually, like 

the ‘spirits of dead people twinkling as stars in the night sky’ (240), Elias is accepted 

into the Dreaming – ‘He would be like a star’ (247) – and Norm knew ‘for the rest of 

his life he would not stop looking out for him’ (247). Now a memory space, Elias and 

this intermingling of cultural traditions creates the possibility of hope for the future – 

both for understanding that humans are an integral part of the natural world, and for 

relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. Norm’s reminiscences 

of past contemporary times demonstrate that the same event can be constructed very 

differently depending on one’s worldview. Relying on the cycles and rhythms of the 

earth to read time, or time encoded in the landscape/country/skies, is more reliable, 

and in a world in environmental and ecological crises, more useful than reading 

calendars. The Gulf environment has been shaped by Dreamtime narratives and a pre-

human time that was (and continues to be) agential and creative. Although Norm has 

the ‘inside knowledge’, that is, ‘the Aboriginal law handed down through the ages 

since time began’ (3), necessary to survive in the Gulf, he has been reluctant to accept 

 
144 Alexis Wright as quoted in Rowland, ‘Indigenous temporality’, pp. 541–554 (p. 544). 
145 Wright, ‘A journey in writing place’. 
146 In a 2004 interview, Jean-François Vernay asked, ‘Finally, how do you perceive the reconciliation 

issue?’. Wright’s response: ‘I don’t perceive it!’ (Antipodes 18:2 (2004), 119–122 (p. 122) – in Plains 

she seemed prepared to give it a chance. 
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the responsibility that comes with it. However, on the return part of this journey he is 

symbolically reborn after being seduced by the ‘poor land woman devil Gardajala’ 

(264) and is transformed. Realising what he must do, he summons a cyclone that 

destroys Desperance. Wright is saying that only by reinvigorating the stories and songs 

that transmit Aboriginal law will the culture survive, but importantly, in an age of 

climate change, all humanity stands to benefit from viewing our relationship with the 

planet from a less anthropocentric perspective. 

4.8 Narrative Structure, Voice and Oral Performance  

Although much mention is made in literary criticism and commentary of Wright’s use 

of a non-linear time frame, Yunkaporta advises that: 

explaining Aboriginal notions of time is an exercise in futility as you 

can only describe it as ‘non-linear’ in English [...]. You don’t register 

the ‘non’ – only the linear: that is the way you process that word, the 

shape it takes in your mind. Worst of all, it’s only describing the 

concept by saying what it is not, rather than what it is. We don’t have 

a word for non-linear in our languages because nobody would 

consider travelling, thinking or talking in a straight line in the first 

place.147 

Nevertheless, Wright has defined a conceptual understanding of Aboriginal time 

that she refers to as ‘all times’, and it shapes her novels’ form, style and language. In 

C this is most evident in the chronologically disconnected chapters. Anne Le Guellec-

Minel observes that in SB Wright ‘opts for a cyclical, rather than an apocalyptic, end-

oriented structure’,148 as reflected in the title of the first and longest chapter ‘Dust 

Cycle’, when the action mirrors the Gulf’s dry season and a drought that brings death 

and destruction to human, animal and plant life. It is immediately followed by ‘Dust 

Ends’, when the wet season arrives bringing renewal. The Australian continent, the 

driest on earth, has a harsh climate but Aboriginal oral stories contain information of 

many droughts, floods and climatic changes over the past several millennia and how 

to survive them. At the sentence level, colonial and contemporary times are brought 

together holistically and simultaneously, as when the Brolga elders are identified as 

 
147 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 21. 

148 Anne Le Guellec-Minel, ‘From Carpentaria to The Swan Book: finding a voice to narrate and 

resist the threat of extinction in Alexis Wright’s latest work’, <https://doi.org/10.4000/erea.11860> 

[accessed 1 July 2022] (para. 16 of 39). 

https://doi.org/10.4000/erea.11860
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‘leaders of the modern world [...] hailed for sitting on their land since the beginning of 

time and for having fought very quietly for three centuries the war of oppression’ 

(106). In both novels, detailed descriptions of events and characters that stretch time, 

or ellipses that lengthen and/or shorten it, or exclamation marks that bring time to a 

halt are suggestive of features of oral tradition. Temporal words and phrases, engaging 

both ‘all times’ and Western meanings are used extensively throughout both novels. 

Since the effect of Aboriginal concepts of time have already been discussed in Chapter 

4.1, 4.4 and 4.7, this section will focus on form, style and language in relation to 

narrative voice. 

Wright’s narrative voice is ‘the voice that Australians have never listened to’.149 

That C’s narrative voice has not, despite many critical reviews of the novel, been 

investigated in any depth suggests an ongoing reluctance to listen. However, 

Rodoreda, suggests this gap in critical analysis is due to the fact that ‘Wright appears 

to defy diegetic conventions, making it hard to work out who the narrator/s and 

narratees are in the text’.150 Rodoreda’s notion of an embedded narrative intended for 

an Indigenous audience and a frame narrative intended for a non-Indigenous audience, 

created with the help of orthography, was introduced in Chapter 4.4. He argues that 

the capitalised, italicised and formal epigraphs that open the first two chapters of the 

novel are the same narrator speaking to an implied non-Indigenous audience but after 

this, according to Rodoreda, a different narrator takes over who speaks in a more 

informal, conversational, warm voice to an Indigenous audience. This narrator can 

easily be envisaged as a storyteller or elder, calling the audience to attention with 

remarks such as ‘But listen! Listen? Quiet, quiet, at the back. Listen. You are not going 

to believe this’ (C 74). Wright puts the narrator (and herself, the author) into the novel 

through first and second-person plural pronouns interspersed throughout: ‘[i]f you had 

your patch destroyed you’d be screaming too’ (SB 11) which speaks directly to settler 

Australia, whereas with the first person plural – ‘We watched him [Norm Phantom] as 

a little boy running off into the night trying to catch the stars’(6) – she seems to include 

herself; the ‘we’ enfolds Norm into the in-group of the Pricklebush and strengthens 

 
149 Alison Ravenscroft, ‘Review of Carpentaria’, The Age, 19 August 2006  

<http://www.theage.com.au/news/book-reviews/carpentaria/2006/08/18/1155408003154.html> as 

cited in Geoff Rodoreda, ‘Traces of Territory: Alexis Wright’s Grog War (1997)’, Antipodes, 33:1 

(Article 6, 2019), pp. 67–78 (p. 71). 
150 Rodoreda, ‘Orality and Narrative Invention’, pp. 1–13 (p. 2).  

http://www.theage.com.au/news/book-reviews/carpentaria/2006/08/18/1155408003154.html
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the communal bond between this writer and her Indigenous readers. It also connects 

Norm to ‘other’ worlds, and distances him from the settler community.  

In C exclamatory interjections ‘produce the effect of a lively playful narrator who 

speaks to you’151 and does so ‘with a voice you can trust’,152 and the interjections of 

the crowd are reminiscent of Aboriginal yarning protocols where interjections are 

usually in support of the speaker, thus enriching what is being said. The narrative is 

continually being interrupted with conversational speech formulas such as ‘Never 

mind!’ (82), ‘Well! Why not?’ (83) ‘My! My!’ (92), ‘God’s truth!’ (183), ‘Imagine 

that’ (270), and pause fillers such as ‘so’, ‘hmm, hmm!’, ‘huh?’ ‘Nump! Hmmm!’ 

throughout. The following exchange conjures up the verbal interaction between a 

storyteller and audience:  

Listen to this! The talk was all over town. He did not? He did. Will 

Phantom of all persons mind you had absconded, flown the coup, 

walked. Walked where? Walked over to Eastside. What did Norm 

say, his son and all? He swung the axe. (C 147) 

And as the news spreads: 

Will oh! Dear Lord, not Will, his father’s image in every way, 

walking off with his own mind, apparently gone to live even, in old 

Cyclone’s house. (C 147) 

The introductory exclamation calls the audience’s attention. The short, clipped 

sentences and hypophora, the idiomatic ‘mind you’, the informal expression ‘flown 

the coup’, as well as the colloquial ‘swung the axe’ all create the impression of 

interactive communication. In yarning the audience is usually arranged without a stage 

or audience space so that everyone can see everyone else. This helps remove 

hierarchical barriers to consensus-building.153 Here, the reader can sense the ‘breath 

intake, exasperation, wonderment, and affirmation of the story’s “truth”’154 in a 

mimicking of oral performance while simultaneously feeling they are part of an 

audience actively participating in it. The use of second-person voiced exclamatory 

interjections to conjure up an oral, storytelling voice, the use of multiple narrative 

 
151 Geoff Rodoreda, ‘Traces of Territory: Alexis Wright’s Grog War (1997)’, Antipodes, 33:1 (Article 

6, 2019), pp. 67–78 (p. 71). 
152 Ravenscroft, as cited in Rodoreda, ‘Traces of Territory’, pp. 67–78 (p. 71). 
153 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 132. 
154 Rodoreda, ‘Orality and Narrative Invention’, pp. 1–13 (p. 6). 
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voices, and the handover from one narrator to another is not uncommon in Indigenous-

authored novels of North America.155 However, the embedded frame and the address 

to different audiences in Wright’s novel is unique to Australian and possibly 

postcolonial literature.156  

Some of these features, in particular addressing the reader, are also metafictional 

devices and both intend to give the reader a more active reading experience. These 

techniques are also used in SB to the same effect as in C, namely, to create an oral 

storytelling mode, engage the reader and draw attention to the constructedness of 

narrative. For example, in SB the narrative voice also directly engages an imagined 

audience, telling it to be ‘Quiet! Listen!’ (129), and to ‘Listen! Can’t you hear?’ (277) 

and ‘Still! Quiet! Nevermind!’ (301), ‘Listen closely’ (28). It also repeatedly gives its 

opinion, exclaiming, ‘Well! There was nothing wrong with that’ (87), ‘Well! That just 

about summed up the lake people, sitting for all times in one place’ (206), ‘Well! There 

was no change in that’ (231), ‘Well! Song sung true!’ (485), ‘Well! They thought, why 

not’ (510), ‘Well! Grass grew’ (287), ‘Well! Talk about acts of love’ (333). And there 

is a constant sound of the human voice in words that often have no literal meaning but 

a great deal of attitudinal nuance and range of emotions: ‘Ahhhhhh!’ (19), ‘Blah! 

Blah!’ (23), ‘da, da, de, da, and la, la, la’ (284), ‘Ha! Ha! Ha!’ (288). A further way 

in which Wright encourages active engagement of the reader that is also reminiscent 

of oral interaction is through the use of rhetorical questions throughout both novels. 

When not addressed directly using the second-person pronoun, the reader/listener may 

pause to ponder the answer themselves or read on, accepting the narrator’s response. 

Either way, the reader is actively engaged with the text.  

Wright also employs the more unusual first-person narrator at the beginning of 

SB, which opens with a dramatic monologue “Prelude Ignis Fatuus”. More often 

associated with plays than prose, a prologue is a defamiliarising technique that asks 

the reader to suspend the idea that there is only one, or only one ‘true’, representation 

of reality. Even the use of the word ‘prelude’ in the chapter title, rather than prologue, 

which is what the chapter is, suggests both the importance of word choice and the 

ambiguity of ‘reality’. Here, the monologue establishes the importance of the 

 
155 Greg Young-Ing, ‘Aboriginal Peoples’ Estrangement: Marginalization in the Publishing Industry’, 

in Jeannette Armstrong (ed.), Looking at the Words of Our People: First Nations Analysis of 

Literature (Penticton: Theytus Books, 1993), pp. 177–88.  
156 Rodoreda, ‘Orality and Narrative Invention’, pp. 1–13 (p. 11). 
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protagonist, Oblivia, telling the story from her perspective although she does not again 

address the reader directly, nor speak – by choice – throughout the novel. Wright’s 

concern with reality and truth are captured in Oblivia, the unreliable narrator who, 

from the novel’s opening, ponders ‘what will be left standing in the end, and which 

splattering of truths running around in my head about a story about a swan with a bone 

will last on this ground’ (1). This becomes the narrative question SB explores. Apart 

from the first-person narration which is associated with unreliable narrators, Oblivia 

is traumatised, first by her rape, then by her upbringing by the European gypsy-woman 

refugee Bella Donna, and later by her kidnapping and captivity by Warren Finch: ‘She 

was psychological. Warraku. Mad. Even madder than ever’ (14). That there is only 

one very basic sentence with an odd use of the adverb, two one-word phrases and an 

ellipsed final sentence creates the impression of an oral utterance. Later in the novel it 

is not clear if Oblivia has died and is a ghost. Left with this ambiguity, the reader is 

forced to reach their own conclusions, thus enhancing the reading experience. 

Immediately, the next chapter opens in medias res and the narrator is using the 

second-person pronoun to address the reader and Oblivia:  

In every neck of the woods people walked in the imagination of 

doomsayers and talked the language of extinction.  

They talked about surviving a continuous dust storm under the old 

rain shadow, or they talked about living out the best part of their 

lives with floods lapping around their bellies; or they talked about 

tsunamis and dealing with nuclear fallout on their shores and fields 

forever. Elsewhere on the planet, people didn’t talk much at all while 

crawling through blizzards to save themselves from being buried 

alive in snow. You could bet your life on it – they hardly talked while 

all around the world governments fell as quickly as they rose in one 

extinction event after another. You be the judge. Believe it or not. 

(6–7) 

In 2022 there is no longer any question that climate change is happening, but even 

as recently as 2013 this was not the case, and ‘believe it or not’ may be read as 

challenging in tone. Wright is going to lay out the consequences of climate change for 

the reader to think about more deeply if they so choose, – though they had best do so. 

The idiomatic ‘every neck of the woods’ suggests no specific location but refers to the 

place where someone – every reader – lives. The narrator then addresses Oblivia ‘Ignis 

Fatuus = Foolish Fire. That’s You Oblivion! You’re just like that old Rip Van Winkle 

fella’ (7). The first personal plural makes the narrator’s presence felt throughout the 

novel and, as in C, allows Wright to adopt different tones and points of view to 
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comment on Western exceptionalism and the capitalist exploitation of human and 

natural resources and its consequences, as well as past and ongoing assimilationist 

policies and the struggle for Aboriginal rights and sovereignty: ‘Every sentence is a 

reflection on all these issues’,157 making Wright’s work a challenge to traditional close 

reading. Introducing Rip Van Winkle, Washington Irving’s 1819 short story about a 

Dutch-American villager in colonial America, opens the interweaving of fairy tales 

and musical references from different cultures. The reader need not know the origin of 

these tales but most Anglophone readers will be familiar with the characters’ names. 

From the opening, then, Wright is signalling the planetary scale of the novel which 

‘speaks to a vast sweep of storied time, from the Dreamtime to Odysseus (the original 

boat person and teller of tales) to today’s reality television with its makeover narratives 

and restaging of “real” life.’158 Constantly, the reader’s attention is drawn to the 

constructedness of the text, making them question the difference between reality and 

fiction, mirroring Australian governmental and media-generated narratives ‘spinning’ 

the truth about Aboriginal communities.  

Furthermore, as with C, it is difficult to distinguish between narrator and narratee 

and whether to locate the narrator within or outside the text. Again, this is reminiscent 

of yarning protocols that allow for audience interruptions in support of the speaker to 

enrich, rather than diminish, what is being said. If this makes it difficult for readers 

used to a more stable narrator and linear thought, that is the intention. As Katherine 

Mulcrone observes, ‘Wright, it seems, is determined to keep her readers unmoored, 

[...] challenging readers to untangle which strand of narration belongs to which 

character’.159 Being unmoored, the reader is forced to participate by questioning reality 

and re-reading and thinking more deeply. If, in some cases, they decide to give up, that 

is a chance Wright is prepared to take. At no point does Wright direct what the reader 

should think. She states that SB comes from: 

thinking about how the essential truths of my people, held within our 

land and within knowledge of country, have endured great storms of 

dust—cultural oppression, drought, fires—and two questions arose: 

 
157 Priyanka Shivadas, ‘Alexis Wright’s The Swan Book: Narrating Climate Change and Animist 

Realism’, The Performance of the Real, 2 (Special Issue, May 2021), pp. 95–101 (p. 96). 

<https://assets.pubpub.org/zkmmpn9w/31620804446731.pdf> [accessed 4 May 2022]. 
158 Frances Gleeson-White, ‘Going viral: The Swan Book by Alexis Wright’, SRB, 23 August 2013 

<https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/review/going-viral/> [accessed 8 October 2020]. 
159 Katherine Mulcrone, ‘Wright’s cygnet-ure achievement eludes conclusions’, Book Review, 

Antipodes, 28:2 (2014), 518–519 (p. 518). 
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How far would we as Aboriginal people go to survive? What is the 

future of the planet?160  

She readily acknowledges that her truth is not everyone’s truth: ‘I wanted to write a 

book that was as authentic of our world as I could make it. It’s my version of it, of 

what is authentic, it’s not everybody’s version.’ 161 Nonetheless, she puts both ‘white 

Australia’ and those Aboriginal people – such as Noel Pearson162 – on notice more 

pointedly and sarcastically in SB than in C: 

Swamp people were not ignorant of white people who, after all, had 

not turned up yesterday. Having lived it all, they claimed to have at 

least ten, or possibly more generations of knowledge, packed up 
tight in their mentality about white people doing good for them. (SB 

22) 

Since Wright’s aim is to engage the reader’s consciousness, one way she does this 

is by allowing different ideologies and perspectives to be heard through multivocality. 

By giving recognition to the Other, she opens up the possibility Glissant ‘s ‘real poetics 

of Relation’163 and invites the reader to imagine anew relationships between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, and among Indigenous people too.164  

4.9 Communal Voices and Non-verbal Language 

Wright has explained that her intention in writing C was to ‘show how old people 

would tell a child a story about what’s important and how to make things important 

and meaningful’,165 but the collective voice of the aged is also evident in SB. 

Stereotypically, the aged are discounted in modern technological society and are 

 
160 Wright, ‘The Inward Migration’. 
161 ‘The Bookshelf with Kate Evans and Cassie McCullagh’, ABC interview from the archives, 

‘Classic Australian Novels – Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria’: Ursula Raymond spoke with the author in 

2008 for Radio National’s program Awaye!, 30 Nov 2021.  
162 ‘Pearson was one of the main focuses of the Australian media and promoted by the governments of 

the day. He became Australia’s nominated chief town crier on the subject of Aboriginal people. Many 

Australians, including those involved in the powerful Reconciliation movement, joined Pearson’s 

brigade, desperate to be led by an Aboriginal leader who fitted in with many middle-class sensibilities, 

and wanting to form a relationship with Aboriginal people who were the target of the welfare 

dependency rhetoric’ (Alexis Wright, ‘What Happens When You Tell Somebody Else’s Story’ 

Meanjin, 75:4 (2016) <https://meanjin.com.au/essays/what-happens-when-you-tell-somebody-elses-

story/> [accessed 5 July 2017]. 
163 Castro-Koshy, ‘The Poetics of Relation’, pp. 118–132 (p. 132). 
164 Castro-Koshy, ‘The Poetics of Relation’, pp. 118–132 (p. 131). 
165 Alexis Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, pp. 217–234 (pp. 121–2). 
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considered unimportant because wisdom can be found in books. Equally, those who 

do not speak standard English are often denigrated and may be considered uneducated 

and illiterate. However, being able to write, in the sense we commonly understand it, 

‘is not always a key to liberation or self-expression’.166 The supposed superiority and 

permanence of a culture that values written language as a means of communication is 

called into question by Wright and the complexity of communication in oral traditions 

is highlighted. For example, when ‘a black hand signalled from the long grass: Come 

quick and have a look at this’ (68) and immediately ‘[t]he kids ran their index fingers 

in a circle round their ears’ (68), most readers will recognise the almost universal 

gesture that indicates someone or some situation is unhinged. In fact, gestures are often 

the way in which ‘the most important aspects of life are communicated’,167 and 

signalling by hand is a highly developed form of communication among Aboriginal 

people. Thus, readers are forced to question their perception of human 

language/communication.  

The aged in C communicate via hand-signals (62; 69), they write history on rocks 

(23), communicate with whistles (61), and send the children to research ‘the secrets of 

white people’ (56). To the elders’ amazement, the children find nothing they would 

consider sacred or cultural. Not only do the Uptown settlers have nothing associated 

with ‘high culture’ in Western tradition – ‘you will see no monuments of brass or gilt, 

nor any places of high culture and song in Desperance’ (56) – they have nothing 

spiritual either: ‘no sanctified ground? No sanctified ground’ (56) comes the emphatic, 

incredulous and distinctly oral response. In Aboriginal faith ‘no distinction is made 

between religion, literature, history and law, all of which are described through 

song’,168 and everything is considered sacred. For example, the eucalyptus Oblivia 

hides in after her rape ‘was like all of the holiest places in the world rolled into one for 

us, no wonder she went straight to it’ (SB 78–79). Of course, Western cultures also 

have churches and ceremonies but they are, for many, not integral to survival. It is 

interesting that, in Western culture, certain books – those in the (changeable) canon – 

are considered ‘high art’ whereas in Aboriginal culture it is songs, not stories, that are 

 
166 Benterrrak, Muecke, and Roe, Reading the Country, p. 72. 
167 Bruce A. Rosenberg, ‘The Complexity of Oral Tradition’, Oral Tradition, 2:1 (1987), 73–90 

(p. 75). 
168 Gallois, Time, Religion and History, p. 156.  
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considered ‘high culture’.169 The supposed superiority and permanence of print culture 

is called into question while the complexity of communication in oral traditions is 

highlighted. The reader is once again forced to reconsider the dichotomy between oral 

and written traditions. 

Additionally, in the example just mentioned, the transmission of knowledge from 

the young to the old indicates the absence of centralised control in Aboriginal 

knowledge systems.170 This is something Western tradition finds difficult to 

understand and it makes itself felt in the poor educational outcomes for Aboriginal 

communities because modern education systems do not meet their needs. In SB Warren 

Finch initially receives a traditional education (see Chapter 3.7) and the government 

sends an ‘Official Observer’ who bombards the elders of the independent Brolga 

Nation with ‘a bloody squillion and a half questions about education, by ramrodding 

with his own valued opinions into the minds of Aboriginal people’ (102). The elders’ 

response is to claim ‘with solemn faces: We are doing our own business here’ (102). 

However, the Observer persists, ‘always reminding the old people just how many 

Australians, whether they knew it or not, and not to mention the big national media 

governing Aboriginal opinion in the country, just loved being judge of Aboriginal 

failure’ (102), to which the elders reply ‘with heads together – better than one: Well! 

Doesn’t inward darkness like to latch on to some other darkness?’ (103). The 

narrator’s anger is evident in the mild but slightly comic swearing and lexis of 

imposition – ‘omnipresence’, ‘ramrodding’ – and is intensified with the cynical, and 

in reality unfelt, ‘love’ to judge Aboriginal people. Importantly, Wright is suggesting 

that a united Aboriginal response is needed to assert sovereignty. The italicised 

responses of the elders are spoken – the exclamatory ‘Well!’ carries a tone of 

exasperation, and the interrogation with the metaphorical reference to ‘darkness’ is 

intended to nudge readers towards a deeper level of self-analysis. Reminiscent of Carl 

Jung’s concept of the shadow, that part of our personalities that is pushed to the 

unconscious, it can also be read as an older and more ubiquitous aspect of being human 

– think of the ‘inner darkness’ in terms of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr 

Hyde, or Shakespeare’s Prospero in The Tempest.  

 
169  Ross, ‘Australian Aboriginal oral Traditions’, pp. 231–71 (p. 241). 
170 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 96. 
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There are several times throughout C where the influence of The Tempest (and 

other literary greats) can be detected. Like Prospero arriving on the island and 

enslaving Caliban, we can read in the elders’ response an allegory for the arrival of the 

British on the island continent and the effective enslavement of the Aboriginal 

population, first in missions and reserves, where many still live (see Chapter 1.4), and 

now the 2007 Intervention (see Chapter 1.8) satirised in SB. Wright suggests all of 

these ‘camps’ are similar to concentration camps, with the implicit reference to the 

Nazi genocide of Jews and other ‘undesirables’, and to contemporary offshore 

detention centres for asylum seekers and refugees.171 In an interview, Wright states, 

‘That is the idea of detention. It’s an extraordinary thing, I think: we are the guinea 

pigs as to how other people can be treated in this country. And it’s still happening.’172 

SB is Wright’s exploration of what might happen in the future if this continues. 

However, the references to darkness in the novel can be read ambiguously and also at 

different levels. The thing about Prospero is that he accepts responsibility for having 

created the monster Caliban. Mainstream Australia seems set on ignoring the role it 

plays in adding to the ‘darkness’ that exists in Aboriginal communities and individuals, 

and likewise, in acknowledging the ‘other darkness’ in their own histories and 

perspectives of Aboriginal people:  

Our communities are called socio-pathic ruins, caused by a “culture-

cult”, created by a designer tribalism of romantic primitivism. 

Strangely absent, [...] in how we are to be blamed for it, there is no 

mention about the failure of State and Territory governments [...] to 

carry out their responsibilities to deliver adequate essential services 

[...].  

All kinds of excuses are made to forget Aboriginal history [...] to 

insist Aboriginal history does not exist.173 

At the same time, it should also be noted that Caliban, as a metaphor for the 

colonised, the Other and racism, remains one of the most debatable of Shakespeare’s 

characters. As the only native on the island (and a symbol of colonial expansion), 

Caliban helps Prospero survive when he first arrives, and Prospero teaches the 

 
171 Jane McAdam and Madeline Gleeson, ‘Australia’s offshore asylum centres have been a cruel 
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languageless Caliban to speak, thus allowing Caliban to challenge Prospero’s 

authority. Similarly, Angel Day, uneducated but with an intuitive, almost animalistic 

intelligence, uses the language of Uptown to challenge the delegation from the council 

(see Chapter 4.6). Then, in a desire to populate the island with people similar to 

himself, Caliban attempts to rape Miranda; this is met with Prospero’s own tyranny. It 

is interesting to note that Wright explains that she ‘tries to balance up [her] characters 

with the good, the bad and the ugly, which is the make-up of all human beings’.174 And 

so readers must decide who is the monster and who or what creates the monster – in 

themselves and in each other. Furthermore, The Tempest is also said to be influenced 

by Michel de Montaigne’s essay ‘Of Cannibals’ (c. 1580) in which Montaigne 

explores the virtues or superiority of ‘savagery’ or primitivism of the then New World 

being encountered (and conquered) by Europeans and the presumed ‘civilised’ world 

of Renaissance Europe.175 Scholars disagree with how Shakespeare employs 

Montaigne: ‘the crux of the disagreement turns on Shakespeare’s complex conception 

of nature in its various representations, including that of savagery’.176 Others suggest 

the essay is ‘an inquiry into the nature and power of reason, into the methods, the 

possibility, and even the desirability of using reason.’177 It is interesting that Wright 

again returns to a pre-Enlightenment Europe for artistic influence and the reader must 

consider what really makes life worth living, and whether one way of organising 

society is better than another. The last word, though, must go to Jack Glazier, who says 

of The Tempest: 

In the end, however, we must yield ourselves to the drama. Such an 

artistic creation gives us something more than a Caliban who mirrors 

the multiple images of the savage in travel literature or European 

ideas about wild men. It also gives us a Caliban who can utter poetry 

of extraordinary grace and elegance amidst the conspiracies and 

villanies of an alien European world dubiously superior to his island 

wilderness. While others return to Europe presumably wiser for their 

encounter with an imaginative alternative world made possible by 

Prospero’s now relinquished Art, Caliban remains in place, as 

enigmatic as we found him. Although his fate invites our 
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speculation, we remain uncertain, as we puzzle equally about the 

ultimate power of art and imagination to shape our experience—or 

to be shaped by it.178 

C and SB offers the modern reader characters and narrators who utter poetry 

equally as graceful and elegant as that of Shakespeare’s characters, and it comes with 

the opportunity to cast off European ideas about the Other, approaching the encounter 

anew with the knowledge that postcolonialism offers. Implicit in the intertextual 

reference to The Tempest is also the commentary on anthropology and the authority it 

assumes in order to speak for, and to interpret, Indigenous peoples. Finally, it is about 

the power of the imagination to change consciousness. Renaissance Europe was still 

pondering whether human comprehension of the universe can be confined to logic or 

whether something more than ‘ordinary’ imagination is needed, one that, like 

Wright’s, might be called imaginal and that pushes the reader to engage further with 

the text. 

As a group, the aged in both novels are deeply connected to the nonhuman world 

and the cosmos. In C they sit with Elias on the claypans counting stars, knowing that 

‘invisible things in nature made no sense to Uptown because of their savoir faire in 

being Australians’ (75). The choice of the formal abstract noun to describe the 

Uptowners, if taken literally, suggests the capacity for appropriate action, which means 

conforming to some national, settler interpretation of the ‘ideal’ Australian. Following 

Montaigne, the reader must question whether this ‘ideal’ is like Montaigne’s ‘civilised’ 

coloniser. The reader is aware by this point in the novel that the Uptowners have very 

little ability to do and say the right thing in any social situation involving the 

Pricklebush. Wright’s irony exposes the mainstream attitude towards Aboriginality. 

The Uptowners consider the old folk’s talk to be ‘mumbo jumbo’ (75), a metonym for 

gibberish, not only their talk but their intelligence is ridiculed and disparaged when 

they are called ‘simple-minded’ (75). The real irony is that as climate change is 

increasingly felt in Australia and elsewhere, the old people, as repositories of cultural 

wisdom, will have knowledge related to environmental and ecological change that is 

valuable in learning to survive on the continent. They therefore play a key role in 

connecting people to culture. When they believe ‘their words were being stolen by the 
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bad people – Spies from the mine going around in the bush’ (95) – the aged Pricklebush 

people start to become ‘scientify’ (95). The comic play on words masks a more serious 

attitude, namely, a willingness to gain knowledge from written texts, to incorporate 

new information when necessary, and to have respect for other ways of knowing. It is 

easier to do this in oral tradition because words are not fixed in print. One of the 

strengths of oral tradition is that ‘useless data are forgotten [...] while remembered 

phenomena are updated – made consistent with current beliefs and attitudes.’179 This 

ability for language to retain and renew itself depending on circumstances, while 

valuable in oral contexts, is open to ridicule as some kind of native intuition or 

undeveloped emotional intelligence by those who privilege print-based cultures. 

Incorporated into stories, as law for living as custodians of the planet and as adaptation 

to massive climatic and ecological changes, non-Indigenous cultures would be wise to 

exercise the same respect for other knowledge systems as the elders. 

Today, survival – not just of people in the Gulf, but all over the planet, especially 

peripheral places, including the island of Ireland – is threatened by powerful global 

economic interests, especially those in the extractive industries. In Australia they are 

supported by negative national discourses about Aboriginal demands for rights and 

justice, and so ‘Your words, the old people had explained, were important now’ (96). 

In contemporary times their words can be taken out of context and ‘repackage[d] [...] 

for non-Indigenous consumption’.180 This is related to the ‘decreasing respect for 

Aboriginal protocols about who speaks for whom’,181 and about whose voice is heard. 

When Aunty Bella Donna continues her ‘prolonged talking in this silent place of 

worship [...] about surviving, intervention, closing the gap, moving forward as the way 

to become re-empowered’ (34), the old people think that ‘she was really a local-bred 

redneck after all’ (34) and they tauntingly ask, ‘Weren’t you supposed to be some kind 

of a holy orator who remembered each epoch-making episode and emotional upheaval 

of the Planet’s nomadic boat people?’ (34). Wright’s use of satire provides a view of 

Australia’s political landscape and puts these assimilationist policies, and those who 

support them, under scrutiny, perhaps influencing readers to do so also. The narrator’s 

use of the informal derogatory term ‘red-neck’ is a metonym, in most Anglophone 
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countries, for the working-class, usually white, and usually politically reactionary. 

Bella Donna’s list-like recitation of government policies is similar to the formulaic 

styling of oral tradition and also acts as a mnemonic device enhancing the novel’s 

orality. However, the red-neck may be an allusion to Noel Pearson, a self-selected, 

pro-government, media-friendly Aboriginal lawyer and activist spokesperson for all 

things Aboriginal.  

 In a parody of the settlers’ loyalty and pride in a British monarchy central to the 

system of imperialism against which Aboriginal people have had to struggle to protect 

their culture and traditions for over two hundred years, the old people assert their own 

identity and sense of belonging. When expected to ‘own up’ (160) to the burning of 

the Queen’s picture, most likely an act of subterfuge by the mining company: ‘they 

responded to Uptown: Unfortunately, you can’t exterminate a Queen by burning her 

picture’ (160). Clinging to the head of an empire that no longer exists suggests the 

settlers have enslaved themselves, but the old people are also making a serious 

existential point about identity and belonging which challenges stereotypes and casts 

the settlers as the simple-minded ones. The reader is asked to question different forms 

of organising and governing society and to ask if acknowledging and granting self-

determination to Aboriginal nations really would be detrimental to mainstream society 

and its political organisation. Wright’s counternarratives suggest that might is not 

always right and neither are the modern techniques of control such as assimilation and 

censorship. Wright discusses the latter at length in ‘Telling the Untold Stories’.182  

 

Indigenous peoples have been leading Australia's response to the 

climate crisis, such as by harbouring deep-time knowledge of the 

land and water, and managing the land through cultural burning. Yet 

climate change continues to erode our cultural heritage and threatens 

our ongoing connection to Country.183 

 

 

 
182 Alexis Wright, ‘Telling the untold stories: Alexis Wright on censorship’, Overland (February 

2019).  
183 Wright, ‘Telling the Untold Stories’. 
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4.10 Eliciting Reader/Audience Participation Through Humour 

in Carpentaria 

Wright’s use of polyphony and her creative use of orthography allow animals to speak. 

In Aboriginal culture, animals are ‘a foundation of economies, identity and 

sustainability’,184 and teach lessons and illustrate connections between the natural 

environment and country. The Aboriginal distinction between humans and animals is 

more complex and less binary than in Western culture, and as in other Indigenous 

cultures, ‘in terms of representation, symbolism, and totems’, both are ‘considered part 

of the same spiritual and creative order’.185 Wright favours pathetic fallacy, and birds 

and other animals are tropes in both novels, and are anthropomorphised and given 

agency. In SB, for example, there are cuckoos and cockatoos that ‘hear every single 

thing, and it might be, their nervous flinching and tapping of beaks on wood were 

imitating insecurities in the hearts of the children’ (SB 51). And birds, like other 

animals, are determined to survive in the dystopian climate-changed world of the 

novel. The Harbour Master’s ‘genius of a pet monkey’ (SB 40) Rigoletto appears in 

the second half of the novel having once been ‘abandoned [by the Harbour Master] 

after [Rigoletto] kept making a nuisance of itself by predicting colossal wars that 

started to frighten the life out of everyone’ (SB 40). As is typical in oral style, the 

monkey is referred to as a genius (SB 254) and, in a parody of politics and the media 

in the Howard years, becomes ‘so obsessed with watching the news, he started to make 

specialised comparisons with how politics worked in the monkey world’ (254). The 

comparison between politicians and monkeys is intended to hurt. 

Besides the eponymous swans, the novel has owls and brolgas, rats, cats, cows, 

snakes, and a camel man, Half-Life, with a pet cicada that speaks (312). It is not just 

the European fairy tales and swan myths that Wright uses to give white Western 

readers points of recognition to accord with their own cultural frame of reference, there 

are also biblical and now commercialised religious references such as Santa Claus and, 

 
184 Rona Glynn-McDonald and Rory Sinclair, ‘Connection to Animals and Country’, Common 
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June 2022]. 
185 Patrick Condliffe Patrick, ‘Woman, Echidna, Man, Dingo: Bio-political Subjectivity and Ethics in 

the Animals of B. Wongar’s Fiction’, Southerly: Lyre/Liar, 73:2 (2013), pp. 183–194 (p. 186), writes 

‘the animal and the human are considered part of the same spiritual and creative order’; as cited in 

Meera Atkinson, ‘Alexis Wright’s Literary Testimony to Intersecting Trauma’, Animal Studies 

Journal, 7:1 (2018), pp. 41–58 (p. 47) 
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in the case of Half-Life and his camels, the three wise men of the Magi: ‘which one 

are you mate? Gaspar, Balthazar or Melchior? And is this the gate of heaven or what?’ 

(312), the Harbour Master asks Half-Life. ‘Perhaps the camel man did look like one 

of the three wise men’ (313), comments the narrative voice. The informal ‘mate’ is 

almost irreverent in light of the importance of the role of the Magi in Christian 

tradition, and Wright follows up with a witty play on words, ‘The camel man said he 

was neither wise man, nor in Heaven’ (313). Another intertextual reference to Kipling 

resonates with the references to camels in both novels, in this case the story ‘How the 

Camel Got His Hump’ (1902) which begins, ‘When the animals began to work for 

Man, the Camel lived in a desert because he was idle and refused to help.’186 This is 

typical of Western attitudes to the nonhuman world – we have dominion over it – an 

attitude that ecocrtics see as having contributed to our current environmental and 

ecological predicament. 

How we treat animals reflects how we treat humans, and often Western culture 

does not treat animals well. Since at least the early nineteenth century there has been 

resistance to the Enlightenment position that humans have dominion over nature. For 

example, German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer argued against the rise in the use 

of animals as objects of study/experimentation at universities and sought to ascribe 

moral rights to them. More recently, of course People for the Ethical Treatment of 

Animals (PETA) has organised a number of high-profile campaigns drawing attention 

to the suffering of animals in laboratories, and in the food, clothing and entertainment 

industries. However, the fact that these industries continue to use animals for medical 

and cosmetic testing, that we have factory-farmed chickens, giant pig-processing 

plants and so forth, outweighs the impact PETA has made on the social consciousness. 

Since colonisation, where once ‘the sound of clear waters [ran] through petrified 

forests hidden for millions of years beneath the gently calling sounds of fronds 

dangling down from old palms and fruit-giving date trees’ (15), the introduction of 

foreign species of plants and animals, and settler and management systems, have 

decimated the pre-colonial environment in Australia. The Pricklebush now live among 

the invasive prickly pears that Kate Rigby refers to as ‘the thorny legacy, both cultural 

 
186 Rudyard Kipling, ‘How the Camel Got His Hump’, The Kipling Society 

<https://www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/readers-guide/rg_camelhump1.htm> [accessed August 2022]. 
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and environmental, social and psychological, of the cattle runs.’187 Aboriginal readers 

of and listeners to C, and perhaps some mainstream Australian readers too, will 

understand Wright’s parody (191–2) of the use of sodium fluoroacetate, Also known 

as 1080, floroacetate was used to poison the native dingoes when their numbers 

multiplied after colonial interventions in their natural habitat. Its use induced fear in 

Aboriginal communities whose control of land management was taken away.188 As 

Meera Atkinson illustrates, there are a number of particularly affecting scenes of 

representations of the trauma that colonialism and neoliberalism inflicts on animals in 

Wright’s novels.189 In SB, for example, the exercise of power and the consequences 

for the animal world is described thus:  

multi-nationals, the money-makers and players of big business, the 

asserters of sovereignty [...] men with hands glued to the wheel 

charging through the dust in howling road trains packed with brown 

cattle with terrified eyes, mobile warehouses, fuel tankers, heavy 

haulage steel and chrome arsenals [...] metal workhorses for carrying 

a mountain of mining equipment and the country’s ore.  

A crescendo of dead – the carcasses of splattered or bloated bullocks 

and native animals lay over the sealed or unsealed corrugated roads, 

where the eyes of dingoes and curlews gleamed in the headlights. 

(165) 

As Atkinson observes, this is the price paid by the nonhuman world for ‘whitefella 

ways’.190 It is not only devastating but contrasts with the Aboriginal attitude to animals 

throughout Wright’s novels. The ‘metal workhorses’ is reminiscent of Chinua 

 
187 Kate Rigby, ‘The Poetics of Colonisation: Reading Carpentaria in a Feminist Ecocritical Frame’, 

in Greta Gaard, Simon Estok, Serpil Oppermann (eds), International Perspectives on Feminist 
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controlled strychnine campaigns, first via air-dropping first strychnine-laced bait and then 1080 
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especially for nomadic Aboriginal people. (L. Corbett, The Dingo in Australia and Asia (Ithaca: 

Cornell UP, 1995) as cited in L.R. Allen and E.C. Sparkes, ‘The effect of dingo control on sheep and 

beef cattle in Queensland’ 21 December 2001, <https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2664.2001.00569.x>).  
189 Meera Atkinson, ‘Alexis Wright’s Literary Testimony to Intersecting Trauma’, Animal Studies 
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Achebe’s ‘iron horse’ in Things Fall Apart (1958). In his case it was a bicycle that 

symbolised and foretold the destruction wrought by colonialism (and Western ideas of 

progress) on traditional ways of life. The result of Western culture’s assumption of 

human superiority over other species results in the treatment of animals as things and 

as property. This is also signalled in C’s opening chapter when the first official act of 

the Municipal Council is to round up the dead Afghan’s camels that ‘didn’t 

comprehend English, or barbarism either’ (5), and ‘[a]fter being hounded for several 

hours by their pursuers on foot and horseback, and stoned and whipped, [...] were 

eventually moved out over the claypans and shot’ (6). The ambiguous ‘pursuers’ 

maintains a focus on animals and their use by humans, as well as the torturous, barbaric 

treatment before a final taking of life. They are entered in the records of the Town 

Council rather callously with the shortest and sharpest of sentences: ‘Camels 

removed’ (6). 

In contrast to colonisers, poets from across cultures find inspiration in the swan:  

She stood in the mirage and recited the poets’ lines to the swans’ 

beauty – Keats, Baudelaire, Neruda, Heaney – but their poetry 

stayed in the stillness where she stood, recalling McAuley’s swan 

flying to quit the shore… That headed its desire no more. (SB 328) 

The reference to McAuley’s swan is likely only known to Australian readers or 

Anglophone readers of a certain age. The story of James McAuley’s literary hoax 

received attention in the Australian media and was covered in The New York Times, 

The New Yorker and the London Spectator and The Times.191 In 1944, conservatist 

poets James McAuley and Harold Stewart pulled off one of Australia’s earliest and 

most famous literary hoaxes.192 Seeking to parody modernist poetry they submitted a 

number of poems to a modernist magazine under the pen name Ern Malley who had 

reportedly died a young man, leaving behind seventeen poems. Taken in by the hoax, 

the journal Angry Penguins published sixteen of the poems. When exposed McAuley 

and Stewart claimed that the poems ‘had been composed in one afternoon from [...] a 

dictionary of quotations, a Collected Shakespeare and a report on the drainage of 

 
191 Tijana Parezanović, ‘“It is Necessary to Understand That a Poet May Not Exist”: The Case of Ern 

Malley’, Journal of Literature, Culture and Literary Translation, Art and Subversion 1 – Year 3 

(2012), pp. 1–14 (p. 2) <https://www.sic-journal.org/Article/Index/144> [accessed July 2022].  
192 See Chapter 2.4 for a discussion of literary hoaxes in Australia. 
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breeding grounds of mosquitoes.’193 The hoax backfired and some critics began 

reading meaning into what McAuley claimed were nonsense poems. The first of the 

poems, ‘Durer: Innsbruck, 1495’ contains the lines: ‘But no one warned that the mind 

repeats/In its ignorance the vision of others. I am still/The black swan of trespass on 

alien waters.’ Wright’s use of it is a reminder that truth and reality are not always what 

they might seem to be.  

According to Wright, ‘in the Indigenous world [...] animals are sacred and have 

stories’.194 In a humorous and touching short story about a rescue cockatoo Wright had 

when she lived in Alice Springs, she writes that he became ‘the boss of my heart’.195 

He turns up in C as Pirate, Norm’s pet cockatoo, and it seems fitting that he is conveyed 

affectionately and with humour when so many other scenes depict the animal world 

more tragically. The importance of humour to Aboriginal narrative, especially the use 

of puns and irony, is acknowledged in The Oxford History of the English Novel: The 

Novel in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the South Pacific since 1950.196 When 

asked about the use of humour in C Wright replied:  

There’s a lot of humour in Aboriginal society. It relieves a lot of 

energy and strain. It’s a good weapon to have, otherwise you just 

despair and melt away, waste away. You have to see the world as a 

funny place, a wonderful world.197  

Humour ‘reveals the depths we share’,198 and as Baudelaire declared, ‘[l]aughter 

is Satanic, it is therefore profoundly human’.199 However, as Wright’s words also make 

clear, humour is also local and usually context-specific; it is, as Terry Eagleton puts it, 

‘socially coded through and through’.200 Among other things, Wright clearly 
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understands that ‘[c]omedy poses a threat to sovereign power not only because of its 

anarchic bent, but because it makes light of such momentous matters as suffering and 

death, hence diminishing the force of some of the judicial sanctions that governing 

classes tend to keep up their sleeve.’201 Not only does humour speak against social 

structures, by ‘foster[ing] a devil-may-care insouciance’, it also ‘loosens the grip of 

authority.’ In other words, humour can change situations.202 It can also, of course, 

soften the delivery of hurtful and painful truths. And in the face of trauma and despair, 

it can act as a survival strategy, which explains why Indigenous North American 

orature and literature is replete with humour, and why humour was a pervasive reaction 

during The Troubles in Northern Ireland too.  

For example, in scenes such as the destruction of the mine when Mozzie’s men 

free the captured Will Phantom: ‘The finale was majestical. Dearo, dearie, the 

explosion was holy in its glory. All of it was gone. The whole mine, pride of the banana 

state, ended up looking like a big panorama of burnt chop suey’ (C 395). As well as 

being a physical (bodily) reaction, laughter is an emotional expression, and the range 

of emotions it conveys is considerable, not all of them to do with humour.203 Although 

‘laughter is a universal phenomenon, it is not a uniform one’, rather it is ‘a language 

of many idioms’.204 Where Eagleton’s examination of theories of humour looks at the 

psychoanalytical mechanisms underlying it, and its social and political evolution, 

Yunkaporta confirms the importance of humour in terms of the creation of new neural 

pathways that jokes can trigger and the genuine knowledge transmission that takes 

place when this happens: ‘This kind of humour and joy in learning’, he states, ‘is a 

huge part of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures. If people are laughing, they 

are learning. True learning is a joy because it is an act of creation.’205On the other 

hand, jokes, Eagleton contends, ‘let the contingently construed nature of social reality 

out of the bag, and hence betray its fragility.’206 There is learning in this too. 
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The importance of comedy can also be seen in Vizenor’s rejection of the tragic 

mode of classical literature. He argues that to appreciate native literature it should be 

seen in light of classical comedy, because this ‘would reveal more clearly a communal 

presence, irony, humour and survivance in literature’.207 Similarly, Joseph Meeker 

argues that the tragic mode has not only come to dominate Western literary tradition, 

but is ‘a unique feature of Western civilization with no true counterparts in primitive 

or Oriental cultures’.208 Such a view of life separates the human from nature and gives 

us dominion over it, thus contributing to our current ecological predicament. In 

literature, it is the comic mode that is ‘very nearly universal, occurring wherever 

human culture exists’,209 a form of adaptive behaviour that ensures survival of both 

human and nonhuman life. The ‘comic spirit’, Eagleton explains, is ‘a way of seeing’, 

one that is disruptive of the world as a ‘rational, virtuous, beautiful well-ordered 

whole’.210 It is found in the carnivalesque and burlesque, which is also favoured by 

Wright, who uses it to subvert social assumptions about the relationship between 

people and country.  

Used in literature for drollery, satire and comedy, and to eavesdrop on higher 

spiritual realities, when Western readers’ think of animals in literature Jonathan 

Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), or the novels of Charles Dickens, Franz Kafka’s 

The Metamorphosis (1915) and, of course, George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) 

might well come to mind. Terry Eagleton suggests that laughing in its ‘hooting, 

braying, cackling, neighing, bellowing [...] calls to mind our affinity with other 

animals’.211 In Chapter 5 of Carpentaria, Pirate the cockatoo reveals insights into 

Norm’s character: ‘Norm often told his sad stories to his listener, an abnormally huge, 

white cockatoo bird’ (99). When Norm insists he has a ‘natural-born right to pluck 

history at random from any era of the time immemorial of the black man’s existence 

on his own land’ (99), ‘“Too true,” rattled the bird, an enchanter inciting more to be 

said’ (99). The bird’s retort is witty because the literal meaning of the words are the 

opposite of what is really true, and there is a certain rebelliousness, a take down of the 
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more powerful that just for a moment liberates. In response to Norm’s animated 

storytelling: 

the dirty sump-oil-and-meat-fat-feathered bird either sat solemn like 

an owl in thought, its black eyes fixed on every movement of his 

lips, or jumped up and down crying out like a woman, ‘Stop it! Stop 

it Norm!’ with people running to see who was getting murdered. (99) 

The reader also learns the cockatoo: 

[...] had become holy after it went with the pilgrimage to Alice 

Springs in the 1980s to be blessed by the Pope. To the Phantom 

family, the bird was more than holy. Westside claimed Pirate was 

extraordinary. Why? The bundle of feathers had appeared in 

everyone’s dreams one night and insisted it had psychic powers – so 

the old people declared the bird to be a prophet.  

The whole of Westside came to Pirate to have their fortunes told. 

[...] Sometimes, if the bird felt inclined, he might answer, yes, no, or 

perhaps, or anything else from his huge vocabulary which included 

questions such as – Am I going to die? Or, Does anybody love me? 

Without judging his merits, they considered him to be a truthful bird, 

even when the truth hurt. But the proof of the bird’s talents came 

from a large flock of resident cockatoos, thousands of them, flying 

over the town, screaming in a spectacular, uncoordinated chanting, 

What are you doing youse bastards?  

[...] 

‘Tut! Tut!’ the insufferable bird screamed repeatedly at the sleeping 

white dog Dallas, who unlike the Jimmy Dale Gilmore country and 

western song he was named after, had never been to Dallas on a DC9 

at night. The dog was such a big fan of country and western music, 

it had no time to listen to Norm’s stories, as it lay with its back on 

the dirt floor, piebald belly belly-up, showing its fleas. The bird 

demanded the same story to be told again and again whenever Norm 

stopped talking; its hunger for the family’s history impressed Norm 

more than his own family’s. (134–5) 

This passage is an allegory of the colonial experience, the ongoing trauma suffered 

by Aboriginal people and individual families like Norm’s, and the resulting 

dysfunctionality. The whole passage illustrates the copia of oral tradition; the pithy 

description of the bird, the symbolism of the owl with wisdom, and the dog using a 

lexis related to sound, all reflect copious thinking. In fact, Pirate is both 

anthropomorphised and retains his identity as a bird through the simile comparing him 

to an owl and the synecdoche ‘bundle of feathers’. In many tribal cultures the sacred 

language of shamans and Law keepers is often referred to as ‘the language of the 
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birds’.212 In practical terms attention to bird calls and behaviour is a survival skill, 

represented in a number of scenes throughout C – seagulls are Angel’s ‘sentinels’ (17), 

the sea eagle once rescued by Elias warns Will Phantom of danger (163) and so on.  

The double entendre in the ‘Stop Norman’ adds to the impression of verbal 

communication, and the humorous effect is created because most readers do not expect 

a bird to know about human procreation, let alone recognise it as a topic not discussed 

in polite company. The bird’s innuendo liberates the reader to think about things often 

kept suppressed; in fact, some theories of humour suggest that sexual humour provides 

an outlet for the release of sexual repression in a way that is ‘appropriate and ethically 

acceptable’.213 The 2007 Intervention, and many of the negative narratives surrounding 

Aboriginal communities, focus on deviant sexual behaviours – proven to be untrue – 

so here the sexual humour may also be a reminder that procreation is universally shared 

among humans and among the animal kingdom. The thousands of cockatoos that fly 

over Desperance can be read as representative of the invading colonisers. Allowing 

Pirate to make social commentary, the lexis of cacophony to describe the way in which 

the flock communicates, and the personified flock’s mild swearing with the vernacular 

‘youse’ expresses the attitudes settler Australia has always displayed towards 

Aboriginal culture and its transmission. Laughter, as Eagleton reminds us, ‘is not 

always a laughing matter.’214 Pirate’s existential questions are thought-provoking in 

general but they also encourage Norm (and by extension the reader) to address painful 

truths about colonial history, ongoing assimilationist policies and negative national 

discourses on Aboriginal culture that he has been holding inside himself. Sometimes 

humour can also ‘reveal us to be persons that, frankly, we would rather not be.’215 

 Pirate’s exclamation of annoyance at the dog alludes to the failure of mainstream 

Australia to show any interest in what is happening to Aboriginal people, let alone 

listen to Aboriginal voices. Until the publication of the Stolen Generations report, few 

Australians were even aware of the policy, and there has never been a formal, official 

Truth and Justice Commission,216 so, by encoding historical (and recent) facts and 
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memories in her novels, Wright can play a similar role to Uncle Micky, whose museum 

(although unvisited by tourists) holds ‘evidence [...] used in the massacre of the local 

tribes. [...] Now his voice lives on in the great archive of cassettes which he left for the 

war trials he predicted would happen one day’ (10). The play on the word ‘Dallas’ and 

the allusion to ‘country and western’ music references both oral and aural skills, while 

the irony of being named after somewhere he has never been adds to the humour of 

the passage. Oral tradition is obvious in the grammatical repetition in sentence 

structure, and affect on the reader is enhanced by the prosody of the passage with the 

repetition of ‘it’ and ‘again and again’, and consonance in which the ‘t’, ‘d’ and ‘s’ 

sounds predominate. The mixing of registers prevents the reader from passing over the 

serious messages in the passage, while a bird with human and psychic powers causes 

readers to question their perception of reality and, subversively, offers another way of 

looking at the world.  

Making the familiar unfamiliar, Pirate not only asks existential questions one 

minute and is contrary the next, he is also considered holy or sacred. This puts animals 

and humans in a much more equal relationship than Western tradition allows and the 

topsy-turvyness of it generates humour. The community’s belief in the truth of this 

says something about the community itself. It allows the Aboriginal reader to laugh at 

him/herself as much as it allows the non-Indigenous reader to laugh at what for them 

might be absurd. That Pirate actually talks is not such an extraordinary thing – after 

all, humans retain a fascination with animals that can imitate human language. 

However, he is a native bird that speaks a ‘foreign language’. A vexing issue for 

colonised peoples is the imposition of the coloniser’s language. The story of Pirate 

satirises Australian approaches to English use by remarking on ‘the miracle of the 

English language’, and the bird’s ‘huge vocabulary’. In Proximities of Practice, 

Katherine Russo ‘investigates the appropriation of the English language taking place 

in the Australian literary contact zone between the official “white” Australia – the 

apparent owners of both the land and the English language – and Indigenous Australian 

peoples’.217 Having first obliterated Aboriginal languages,218 Australian government 
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policies have continued to impose a standardised Australian English, denying, and 

even supressing any cross-fertilisation between settler English and other languages. 

This is a kind of ‘colonial amnesia of Indigenous/non-Indigenous contact and 

cohabitation’.219 Increasingly, heterogeneous varieties of English which form the 

Indigenous Australian English continuum are treated as though they are ‘inauthentic 

and inappropriate’220 and a handicap. In fact, Aboriginal English varieties are used for 

communication between disparate Aboriginal language groups, and ‘Aboriginal 

English’ is now the mother tongue of many Aboriginal Australians. Wright’s 

heteroglossia counters the ideology behind standard Australian English.  

Simon Critchley argues that ‘[h]umour is a form of cultural-insider knowledge, 

and might indeed be said to function like a linguistic defence mechanism.’221 Whether 

Wright uses non-standard English or Waanyi, or indeed Italian, Spanish, German or 

Latin words, language can be a form of resistance and an assertion of Aboriginal 

identity. Like several other Aboriginal languages, Waanyi is a threatened language and 

Wright has spoken of the necessity of using the language in books ‘so that our children 

can see it today and tomorrow as something of which we are proud [...] it stands for 

who we are and describes who we are.’222 The SB’s ‘Epilogue’ addresses the issue of 

language more satirically through the non-Indigenous myna birds. Recognised as 

chatty, intelligent and excellent mimics of the human voice, they are nevertheless not 

indigenous to Australia. The narrative voice, reminiscent of the oral storyteller, 

declares ‘Well! You had to hear these soothsaying creatures creating glimpses of a 

new internationally dimensional language about global warming and changing 

climates for this land. Really listen hard to what they were saying.’ (329) The unusual 

syntax of ‘internationally dimensional’ focuses attention on language but the allusion 

is to the lack of interest governments and others have paid to scientific claims about 

climate-change and ecological crisis. The allusion can be taken further to suggest that 

those speaking up about global warming are not Australian. Immediately, the narrative 

voice warns that ‘One day, all that will be left of old languages will be what has been 

vaulted up in the brainwashed minds of myna birds. [...] all that they will remember 

of the English language of these times, will be the most commonly used words you 
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would have heard to try to defeat lies in this part of the world. Just short words like 

Not true’ (329). The myna birds here can be taken as an allusion to Aboriginal voices, 

but the complex grammatical constructions mixing the future and the past tenses bring 

readers’ attention to what is happening in Australia currently (although the novel is set 

in a future dystopia), and to how language can be manipulated and how it changes over 

time. The meaning of ‘vaulted up’ is ambiguous; even grammatically it is only partly 

idiomatic and informal. Although there is no glossary for the Waanyi words, the 

meaning is explained in context so that the reader can appreciate that the spoken word 

is common to humans but in a great variety of languages. However, Castro-Koshy 

suggests that the use of Waanyi also functions ‘as a reminder that there are stories and 

histories of the country that are not told in English, and also the fundamental role that 

Aboriginal knowledge and languages should play in building the Australian nation.’223 

Nonetheless, Wright’s use of heteroglossia also gives voice to other colonised 

Englishes, in particular the Irish priest, Father Danny. 

Employing a priest, and an Irishman to boot, in a humorous way carries the risk 

of being considered racist or offensive, but Wright pulls it off because in Freudian 

terms, ‘a joke can be read in terms of what or who a society is subordinating, 

scapegoating, or denigrating’.224 Through the comedic scene, with hilarity that at times 

resembles Yunkaporta’s ‘creative spark of synapses’,225 Wright reveals for the reader 

the complexity of the Australian demographic landscape and intercultural 

relationships. Using humour, the long scene with the Irish priest and the mining 

company’s ‘uniformed men’ offers a different perspective on the Aboriginal 

willingness to find and accommodate the spirituality of other cultures. In Chapter 2, 

‘Angel Day’, the Pricklebush women have a violent brawl and in Chapter 6, ‘Knowing 

Fish’, it is white men from faraway places who brawl. In terms of the novel’s form the 

second brawl balances the first story, but it also demonstrates that just as all human 

cultures laugh, so violence too is a part of being human – and sometimes we laugh at 

the things that frighten us. The priest’s mission is made clear just as the action begins, 

with Will Phantom, the novel’s young on-the-run environmental activist, returning 

from a two-year sojourn travelling the songlines, observing: ‘the priest was on his way 
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to visit Norm, to compete with all of his godliness to win the old man’s devotion 

against the zealot Mozzie Fishman and his devotees’ (176). The reader has already 

learned – also humorously – in Chapter 5, ‘Mozzie Fishman’, that the priest has never 

succeeded in converting the Phantom family to Catholicism. The message Wright 

sends is that Aboriginal spirituality cannot be subsumed or assimilated into other 

religious beliefs. On this particular day, however, the priest is stopped in his tracks by 

the mine company guards searching for Will Phantom. Refusing to allow him to pass, 

the only road to Desperance turns into a battle of wills, of claims to authority and, 

ultimately, to slap-stick violence with a sinister undertone. 

The scene with the priest shows, as W. H. Auden claims, that ‘the world of 

laughter is much more closely related to the world of Prayer than either is to the 

everyday secular world of Work for both are worlds in which we are all equal’.226 

Wright uses humour to divest the priest of claims to religious or political power and 

shows his human foibles – arrogance, quick to anger, a belief in his own 

exceptionalism. All of which are a synecdoche for European attitudes to the Other, 

though the priest is redeemed somewhat later in the scene. As the scene unfolds, 

juxtaposing registers and lexical sets reveals how the priest’s base (human) instincts 

contrast with his self-belief in his own blessedness. He is a ‘bohemian priest, whose 

mind was that of a sixties hippie, [...] driving his car like a bat out of hell up the flooded 

road’ (175), coming from the ‘pale blue yonder, as though sent from heaven’, he is an 

‘ex-heavyweight fighter’, ‘pugilistic’ (176), and prone to ‘vexatious shouting’ (179). 

And when his ‘sermon-like’ approach makes no impression on the mining goons he 

resorts to ‘wharf-side pub abuse’ (179). When the narrator remarks, slightly 

sarcastically, on the priest’s reputation as an ‘ex-heavyweight fighter’ in a poor, tough 

diocese of Sydney, ‘If that was not enough for reverence’, she is gently mocking him 

and raising a laugh because a priest should be revered for spirituality, or at least 

pastoral-type care, not violence. His boxing may be out in the open but there is also a 

sinister side to this – he is twice associated with the word abuse. The reader might want 

to question the relationship between the Church, religion and violence. In presenting 

it with humour and raising a laugh at the expense of the Church, the reader learns 

important truths about the world. However, Wright does not allow the episode with 

the priest to become about religious humour; instead, the priest shares the non-material 
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values of the Indigenous worldview, at least to some extent, although the reader is 

invited to laugh gently at the priest’s foolishness in thinking he – or a divine, all-

knowing, all-seeing God – has any power over neoliberalism. The priest’s social class 

is made clear: he is a particular ‘kind of Irishman’, one ‘bred on brine fish, and the sea 

winds, and a good fight on the Irish docks’ (180).  

There is a certain irreverence in focusing on the ordinariness of the priest, and the 

reader is almost gratified that he is brought down a peg or two from any sanctified 

position. His background around the sea gives him something in common with Norm, 

but unlike Norm, Father Danny has no affiliation to country, leaving it on the eve of 

his fight for Olympic Gold when ‘the good Lord called him right up [...] and said to 

him, “Hey! Danny, I will be needing a strong man like you elsewhere”’ (181). The 

deliberate ambiguity of the word ‘strong’ leaves it to the reader to interpret what ‘type’ 

of strong is meant here. The priest’s (and God’s) reported speech is reminiscent of 

some (stereotypical) speech patterns of Irish English – the way in which the verb ‘to 

be’ is used – but the narrator reinforces how Father Danny speaks, ‘the holy voice’, 

‘possessing an air of authority that did not go amiss when amplifying the voice he was 

renowned for boasting about’, ‘his tenor’s voice of the Irish dales’ (177), ‘the priest 

spoke in a firm voice’ (178), ‘the Irish voice, a far cry from its salicaceous lands, rose 

up the sides of the rocky hills coated in yellow blossoming spinifex in a clear booming 

tone’ (179), and ‘[t]he priest spoke in a grave voice’ (180). Using both common nouns 

and botanical terms for the landscape draws attention to language, but here the flora is 

a synecdoche for the northern hemisphere/Europe. The salicaceous family includes 

trees and shrubs that have catkins such as the weeping willow, making it possible to 

read into Ireland connotations of sadness – for the colonial ‘sins’ perpetrated, for the 

waves of migration associated directly and indirectly with colonialism and its legacy, 

and in the wars fought and lives lost. The metonym contrasts with the indigenous 

spinifex grass that grows in sandy soils, the adjective ‘blooming’ emphasising its 

vibrancy. To readers familiar with the ecology of the Gulf, this detail also indicates 

time of year and seasons, as does the incoming storm that drives the action.  

In fact, in the past many Irish men joined (or were ordered to join) the priesthood, 

less to serve God than to escape poverty, just as many boxers took up boxing for the 

same reason, and still do so. The priest takes no time to answer the Lord’s call: ‘Well! 

Father Danny dropped Ireland like a hot potato [...] he barely left enough time to say 
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goodbye to his Mother, let alone farewell to the Motherland’ (181). The storyteller’s 

voice is back now with the exclamatory ‘Well!’ and the proper noun, with all the 

connotations that being a country carries, becomes an abstract noun that is 

idiomatically and colloquially compared to a ‘hot potato’. The wordplay on the simile 

is funny and irreverent and more acceptable coming from an author representative of 

an oppressed people than it would be if authored, say, by an English writer. As 

Eagleton observes, some forms of humour are ‘primarily intellectual affairs’,227 and 

wit falls into this category. With Father Danny, Wright’s insightful intelligence 

understands that it is not always noble impulses but the survival instinct that drives 

humans in certain situations. In laughing at this, in a way Wright is also laughing at 

herself since, at least on some level, writing is about survival. Although directed at the 

Irish here, many having arrived in Australia in times past not through choice, so there 

is a certain ‘untruth’ in the witty jab, one that might trouble the anxious white 

Australian reader to reflect on how they came to be Australian. However, the ease with 

which the priest appears to give up his homeland contrasts with the connection 

Aboriginal people have to country. In Aboriginal culture, even wanting to leave 

country – even in a climate-altered world – is unthinkable because it is what defines 

people. The response of the elders in SB to Bella Donna’s raging at those who brought 

about destructive climate change, with all its socio-economic and political 

consequences, reflect their relationship with country: ‘Then, without country, imagine 

that?’ Imagining! Can’t imagine. For country never leaves its people’ (26). 

Interestingly, Wright distinguishes Father Danny from other kinds of Irish men whom 

she admires; not priests but writers such as Joyce, W. B. Yeats and Heaney who have 

an ancient connection to their land or who have suffered, rather than had a desire, 

divine or otherwise, to insist on their version of what is good as the only version fit for 

everyone else too. What’s more, their version of Ireland and Irish history in fiction 

lacks the sentimentality and vulgarity of the priest or, indeed, other, lesser Irish writers.  

Initially, when stopped by the men who have landed their helicopter, Father Danny 

assumes he will be let through by asserting ‘the authority of the Church’. He explains 

‘the truth of the situation’, which rests on his having driven the route a ‘thousand times 

in his life’ and being ‘pure and simply [...] blessed. Blessed be, to have driven through 

the path in the waters God’s holiness created for his servant’ (178). The priest equates 
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the ‘truth’ not to religious belief but to repeated actions; however, his arrogance lies 

in believing that he has been favoured by some higher power and that this bestows 

authority or rights. Father Danny’s language is colloquial but he speaks of himself in 

the third person as ‘the Lord’s servant’, thus abrogating any personal responsibility for 

planting himself in the Gulf and proselytising. Wright plays on biblical language as 

the priest recounts the story of Moses and the parting of the sea, but his ‘So let us begin 

to pray’ (178) is interrupted by the men who are ‘unbelievers of any – all religions in 

fact’ (178). Unused to having his authority questioned so directly, there is ‘a sudden 

change in tempo, it was no longer a cordial conversation’ (179), reflective, perhaps of 

a clash of religions since Christianity attempted first to destroy Aboriginal concepts of 

spirituality and, when this proved impossible, tried to appropriate them. This 

relationship, although a site of resistance, is one in which both parties have reached a 

type of accommodation, and Father Danny proves nevertheless to be a ‘true Christian 

champion of the oppressed’.228 In this scene, however, the priest and the Church have 

come up against a bigger and more ruthless entity than they themselves presented to 

Aboriginal peoples: ‘a lead ore mine in the modern day – like they think they owned 

the place!’ (179). The priest’s reaction is laughably ironic given that as a representative 

of the institutions of colonialism he has laid claims to Aboriginal culture and souls for 

many years. There is a certain pleasure – at least for the Aboriginal reader – in the way 

humour can allow the powerless to laugh at the powerful. 

The priest’s profanities draw a ‘responsive, soothing, water-off-a-duck’s-back 

tone of a uniformed man’ (179), which suggests this is not the first time these men 

have confronted conflict. The mining employees’ language is more formal, less like 

natural speech and closer to standard English than the priest’s, but evenly paced and 

measured. Their voices are described as ‘confident’ and, in contrast to Father Danny, 

they ‘speak quietly and without emotion’; they are technicians who ‘talked about 

concrete evidence – not the dead body [Elias] nor the one they had earlier tried to shoot 

[Will]’ (172). The ambiguity of the indefinite article and generic ‘uniformed man’ de-

nationalises them as workers in the global extractive industry, with no connection to 

this place or the people of the Gulf. Their seeming politeness and rationality, their 

appeal to the authority of the law – ‘Father, we are sorry but we have been instructed 
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by the police, so we can’t let you get stranded in an isolated area with the roads 

flooding’ (179) is roundly (and ironically) rejected by the priest, and only briefly 

masks their aptitude for violence. This facade reflects how powerful corporations 

project an image of reasonableness and professionalism but in reality often behave 

very differently. Ironically, the real agency is given to the weather, even if it is being 

made an excuse to justify the security men’s actions.  

The weather and natural world are the driving force in this story through imagery, 

mostly using high-register language, sophisticated lexis, and the use of alliteration, 

assonance and consonance to create rhyme and rhythm: ‘the road which had overnight 

metamorphised itself into a long glistening snake river of muddy water’ (174); ‘the 

glistening road across the claypans’ (176–77); ‘the late sunlight shining on the wide 

tussock saltpans in the bush diocese of the Gulf of Carpentaria’ (181); ‘Overhead, the 

heavy clouds moving their empire south began raining steadily’ (182). In the first 

quote, Wright puts Catholicism inside Aboriginality with the metaphoric snake, and 

this is emphasised with the description of the priest’s car making its way ‘shimmering 

through the sacredness of the flowing water snake’ (176). In the last quote above, the 

pathetic fallacy creates an arresting image, adding gravitas to the natural world and 

countering the types of empires the priest and the mine represent. Throughout the 

Father Danny story, Wright uses alliteration, assonance and consonance, as in the 

quotes above, to create rhyme and pace as the action unfolds, takes shape and, like the 

storm, intensifies.  

When appeals to religious authority fail, the priest, resorts to claims of rights: ‘You 

got no right to park that piece of rubbish in the middle of the road like that’ (179). We 

can read here legal rights, which is ironic since the priest, like the settlers, seems to 

uphold the principle of terra nullius. The ironic humour arises from the juxtaposition 

of a sophisticated machine like a helicopter as rubbish when the priest is driving a 

‘black Valiant’ with a ‘souped-up engine’ with a ‘loose exhaust pipe rattling along in 

the mud’ (176). His car is personified using spoken sound: it ‘roared profanities 

throughout the pristine neighbourhood’ (176). At one level this is the car’s lack of 

roadworthiness polluting the natural environment, but at another level, the attention to 

the types of words that metaphorically pollute the natural environment are 

representative of Christianity’s impact on Aboriginal spirituality. The alliteration in 

this sentence adds further to the reader’s active participation. If the priest cares little 
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for Indigenous rights, global conglomerates care nothing for anyone’s rights as the 

slashed tyres and the wrestling match that follows indicate.  

In the diction of Ireland (the use of the object pronoun in place of the pronominal), 

the priest wins this particular tussle, his ‘priestliness’ and his more base characteristics 

are brought together as he warns the men who, unlike the locals, are ignorant of the 

priest’s boxing prowess: ‘“You better be off you boys before I get me temper up,” the 

priest snapped, and started to whistle the hymn playing on the cassette, while edging 

the men towards the helicopter’ (181). Then ‘hoist[ing] the two men into the helicopter 

[he] slammed the door of the capsule shut behind them’ (181). In the midst of this 

absurd situation an almost demonic Father Danny stands next to the helicopter 

laughing amidst the ‘bits of dry grass, turpentine scrub, plastic bags and dust’ (181) 

whipped up by the rotor blades until ‘all that was left was the sound of heavenly voices 

in a Te Deum of three massed choirs accompanying the plastic bubble darting across 

the sky’ (182). There is a certain freedom for the reader in being able, like the priest, 

to momentarily lose control of oneself by laughing at the situation. And Father Danny: 

triumphant trumpets accompanying, rubbed his hands with the 

pleasantness of having just completed mass, although the words he 

uttered through a mouthful of dirt were Irish jewels best left lying 

on the little known roads of the outback. (182) 

This whole passage is lofty. The lexis of unpleasant, almost lifeless things caught 

in the blades’ motion allude to Western systems of value. Once again attention is 

brought to language and the juxtaposing of literal and metaphorical meaning induces 

humour. The high-register ‘capsule’ may be read literally or metaphorically, but the 

mechanical sophistication and power it represents is weakened when it is compared to 

a ‘plastic bubble’ (182) – easily popped. The lexical set of movement – ‘spinning’, 

‘take-off’, ‘laughing’, ‘swirl’ – and heavy use of present continuous and present 

participles suggest momentum and movement, matching the brawl and the helicopter’s 

take-off. The sophisticated grammatical structure of the quote immediately above, is 

given musicality in the wordplay and alliteration of ‘triumphant trumpets’. Bringing 

together the literal mouthful of dirt and the simile ‘jewels’ for words that are just the 

opposite creates humour and helps the reader to see the world in new ways. 

Additionally, a lexical set associated with volume runs throughout the story: ‘full 

throttle’, ‘blasting music’ and ‘massed choirs’ intensifies sound and complements the 

action. Reflecting the universality of music, the priest plays the ‘Philadelphia 
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Tabernacle Choir’ (176), the ‘Te Deum’ is a hymn sung in praise or thanksgiving, and 

the music ‘continues to flow beautifully into the static of the surrounding saltbush, 

conveying the aura of the religiously spiritual in all worlds’ (178). And order is 

restored – humour by viewing the world ‘awry’ brings us ‘back to the everyday by 

estranging us from it’.229 

Having seen off the security men, Will Phantom, who has been watching this 

hitches a ride with the priest whom he has known all his life, thus emphasising the 

interwoven lives of Aboriginal and settler Australians. However, Father Danny in 

characteristic self-belief and pomposity, begins an absurd monologue about being 

stranded on the moon and pitting ‘astronauts’, and the ‘scientifically trained’ against 

the ‘practical-minded ordinary man’, ‘bush people’ (184). He claims that ‘the potential 

of bush people was underrated’ (184); in fact it is well known that Aboriginal 

mechanics in remote areas find ingenious ways to keep vehicles running. However, 

earlier in the encounter the priest envisages a ‘stratosphere of riffraff and pillagers 

already spoliating cars galore in his mind’s fancy’ (178) if he were to leave the car on 

the road unattended. The connection of the high-register scientific ‘stratosphere’ with 

the negative ‘riffraff and pillagers’ is arresting, and the made-up word ‘spoilate’ draws 

the reader’s attention to the priest’s view of the locals which, since it is only imagined 

by the priest, Wright seems to suggest, is unmerited. The absurdity continues when 

Will recalls that ‘Uptown folk claimed they had been taken away by UFOs and had, 

somehow, [...] been placed back [...] simply by applying the cut and thrust of practical 

bush skills’ (184). Finally, Will, ‘always sceptical of Father Danny’s theories’ (184), 

refuses to ‘listen to legs talked off a chair’ (184). The humorous malapropism functions 

to draw the reader’s attention to language and Will’s rejection of the priest’s religion. 

Although Will rejects the priest’s religion, Wright does not reject other religions 

outright but sees them as having an affinity with Aboriginal spirituality. As the priest, 

having repaired the tyres the mine men punctured, sets off in the storm with Will, in 

another malapropism, the narrative voice shares Will’s thoughts ‘Let the holy man talk 

his legs off’ (183). But immediately, ‘[t]he land was full of spirits which might help 

the heavenly power of the Irish to tilt flat land and push the Valiant home’ (183–4). 

Once again, different religious beliefs are shown to be tolerated but it is Aboriginal 

spirituality which gives sentience to the land and better serves Will’s needs.  
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The priest’s monologue continues and turns to politics and mining. Although he 

must be aware of Will’s anti-mining activity, he is too self-absorbed to mention it. His 

description of the ‘heavy vehicles loaded with mine machinery headed for the mine’ 

(185) as ‘road bandits’ indicates his view of the mining operations as lawless. The 

talkative priest continues, ‘“[t]here were laws that protected the public user of public 

roads,” he said [...] “It’s what happens when men lose their vision of democracy. [...] 

It’s gone too far this time Will, too far, this mine, using technology to control people. 

Very unwise. They cannot crush people just because they have the power to crush the 

landscape to smithereens”’ (185). The use of the past tense suggests law does not stand 

in the way of the extractive industry, and the priest’s impotence in the face of 

neoliberalism is clear: ‘So many good words were wasted that day as Will Phantom 

stared past kunbulki and into the past itself’ (185). The word ‘waste’ can be read at 

different levels but there is irony in the priest’s appeal to Australian law which has 

overridden traditional law for centuries. Just because something is legal does not mean 

it is right. Through the priest, Wright is also satirising liberal democracy. However, 

the gap between the priest, who refuses to listen to any views but his own, and Will is 

clear: they believe in different ‘laws’. The priest’s language, reminiscent of the spoken 

word, has passion rather than anger, the repetition of ‘too far’ emphasising Father 

Danny’s feelings on the matter. Nevertheless, it is clear from the passage that the priest 

has a more symbiotic relationship with the Aboriginal community than either the 

Desperians or the mine employees. Like Oblivia in SB, Will’s only worthwhile 

response to this kind of imposed assimilation is silence. Wright is suggesting that until 

settler Australia is prepared to listen to its First Peoples, grant them the rights they are 

asking for and allow them to tell their own story, there cannot be reconciliation.  

The priest is disempowered by humorously exposing his human frailty; his sense 

of belonging in the Gulf is complex, he lacks self-awareness and self-reflection which 

Wright suggests is also absent in contemporary mainstream Australia. Nevertheless, 

the priest and Will do share something in common, namely, their powerlessness in the 

face of global resource extraction and neoliberalism, and both react in the same way – 

with violence. As Castro-Koshy observes, humour in C ‘invites the reader to look for 

a humanization of relationships beyond destructive, cliched expressions and unjust 

realities.’230 The juxtaposed styles and registers, and ironic comedy throughout this 
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episode emphasise orality and allow the reader to process the scene and ponder 

important questions about history, ideology, religion and politics. The overall impact 

on the reader is both affective and effective.  

Stories and vignettes like the Father Danny episode, many but by no means all of 

them humorous or farcical, are woven throughout C in the same way that the oral 

storyteller takes the listener on divergent journeys that subtly but inevitably link back 

to the core of the story being told. Although there are several comic scenes and 

humorous sketches throughout C, there are others that are tragic and heartbreaking, 

such as the death in custody of the three little boys, or the racist attack on an already 

disabled Kevin Phantom, or Angel Day’s departure: ‘[h]er fate, bizarre and twisted it 

seemed had arrived out of hell, in the form of a shiny, black road train, hauled by a 

Mack truck. Truckies inside, of course’ (435). A reminder of the many Aboriginal 

women who disappear and are never traced (see Chapter 4.6). Mozzie’s men arrive too 

late to save Angel, and ‘their lives went off into another story’ (435). Thus Wright uses 

a metafictional technique to draw readers’ attention to the distinction between fact and 

fiction, reminding them that this is ‘just’ a story, but ‘Sometimes, the edges of fact and 

fiction blur, and the stories we conjure begin to come true.’231 

4.11 Eliciting Reader/Audience Response in The Swan Book 

Reflecting the changing national political environment and the intensification of global 

warming, the dystopian SB is darker and more satirical than C. The narrative voice 

lacks the warmth and friendliness of the earlier novel; instead, it tends to be acerbic 

and its tone sarcastic. There is still humour to be found but in general it is mordant or 

tragic rather than light-hearted. For example, the scene in the chapter ‘City Swan’, 

when Oblivia is in the Christmas House being fitted for a wedding gown, is tragic 

comedy, and the episode surrounding Warren Finch’s funeral in the chapter 

‘Travelling Roadshow’, towards the end of the novel, is also comedic. It opens with a 

short epigraph-like, two-sentence paragraph that sets the tone for the humour that 

infuses this chapter: 

It was a terrific funeral. Everyone was saying just how marvellous it 

was. Best speeches. Good old-people’s songs like: Through the ages 
I will remember blue eyes crying in the rain … someday when we 
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meet up yonder, we will stroll hand in hand again. Still the best 

bloke, that old Hank Williams, and others like him. But things took 

a turn for the worse after that. (285) 

Wright’s use of orthography, the narrator’s conversational tone, the repetition of 

Hank Williams and country and western music that are also present in C highlight 

Wright’s privileging of oral tradition, as does the informal, idiomatic ‘turn for the 

worse’ of the narrative voice. It may seem out of context that a funeral can be ‘terrific’ 

or that Hank Williams’s songs provide the entertainment, but by framing opposites 

together and in a contextually inappropriate way Wright creates humour while 

debunking the idea of acceptance of a powerful male Indigenous leader at the helm of 

mainstream Australia. In fact, his funeral rites under Australian custom involve a 

commercialised, tourist-industry roadshow in which his hearse is a ‘Fresh Food 

People long-haul semitrailer attached to the Mack’s cab’ (294), and the comic irony 

reinforces the nation’s capitalist values over those of Aboriginal custom. 

The narrative voice in SB offers different views of Warren Finch’s Brolga Nation. 

Wright’s views on allowing themselves to be co-opted into the mainstream is reflected 

in the naming of Warren Finch. The name Warren Finch also carries an environmental 

message. The name Warren, with its connotations of rabbits – either as a place where 

they are kept and bred, or as the underground burrows these invasive and ecological 

pests inhabit – is negatively connected to destruction of the indigenous environment, 

while Finch, a small European songbird contrasts with the large, unique and strikingly 

beautiful indigenous black swan. Through the name of their exceptional son, the 

Brolga Nation remains a site of containment and their opting into the mainstream is 

more delusion than reality. Early in the novel, in ‘News from the Sea’, the narrator 

delivers a lengthy description that satirically parodies negative national discourses 

about Aboriginal people. It begins with the informal but sarcastic and idiomatic: 

it was only poking a twig at the tight-fisted ball of their status quo, 

for whatever it took to deal with people from the outside world 

coming along with great ideas for fixing up the lives of Aboriginal 

people, or wanting to take something else from them, mostly in the 

form of traditional land and resources, they agreed by presenting 

themselves as being well and truly yes people who were against 

arguing the toss about Aboriginal rights. (96) 

Here the twig, rather than the usual ‘stick’, suggests that it took very little effort 

to interfere in Brolga people’s affairs or take their land and resources. ‘The outside 
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world’ is a euphemism for all kinds of government appointed experts, consultants and 

public servants, as well as the media and academics that were used, especially in the 

Howard years, to pave the way for the Intervention and generate a negative and racist 

national discourse about Aboriginal peoples. Although the Brolga were ‘yes’ people, 

it made little difference since their decisions were of little consequence and would 

have been anyway, as ‘arguing the toss’ confirms. The narrator is just getting going 

with this long sarcastic sentence and follows up with a pithy idiom and creative simile:  

They could rock the grey matter – like a peloton riding in the slip-

stream of the agreeable – just like the majority of Australia, while at 

the same time be just like anyone else – . (97) 

Making use of punctuation marks, Wright is able to mock both the Brolga Nation’s 

and the Australian nation’s intelligence, and cleverly group the Brolga people together 

with other Australians not accepted within the nation. The ‘peloton’ simile cleverly 

turns an adjective into a noun with the use of a determiner and has a pleasantly 

destabilising effect on the reader. With the simile sandwiched between the dashes, it 

creates a visual image of the main field of cyclists in a cycle race. The incomplete 

thought is continued after the dash when the narrator launches into a long list of 

national attributes using the anaphoric prefix ‘anti’, followed firstly by things 

Indigenous Australians have fought for – ‘culture’, ‘sovereignty’, ‘human rights’, 

‘black armband history’232 – continuing next to global institutions that advocate for 

and/or uphold human rights and Indigenous rights, namely ‘the United Nations’, and 

‘Amnesty International’.233  

The narrator’s list continues, the asyndeton paused briefly only to resume with 

activities the Intervention claims to be addressing: ‘pornography’, ‘paedophiles’, 

‘grog’ (colloquial for alcohol) and ‘dope’ (marijuana). The list of things the Brolga 

 
232 The term ‘history wars’ refers to ideological conflict and ensuing public debate about the 

interpretation of the history of the European colonisation of Australia and the development of 

contemporary Australian society. It was first framed by Prime Minister Paul Keating (1991–1996); see 

Helen Fordham, ‘Curating a Nation’s Past: The Role of the Public Intellectual in Australia’s History 

Wars’, M/C Journal, 18:4 (2015) < https://doi.org/10.5204/mcj.1007>. The ‘culture wars’ is 

associated with Prime Minister John Howard’s tenure in office (1996–2007) and continued the history 

wars from the ideological position of the right. The ‘black armband’ debate concerns whether or not 

accounts of Australian history gravitate towards an overly negative or an overly positive point of 

view; see Geoffrey Blainey, ‘Drawing Up a Balance Sheet of Our History’, Quadrant, 37 (7–8) 

(July/August 1993), pp. 10-15.  
233 In July 2007, after the release of the ‘Little Children are Sacred Report’ and the Intervention, 

Amnesty International passed a motion to undertake domestic Indigenous rights within the Northern 

Territory. 

https://doi.org/10.5204/mcj.1007
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Nation is against becomes more ridiculous: ‘littering’, ‘having too many dogs and 

pussycats’. By now the narrative voice is so angry and energised, and the pace of the 

narrative moving so quickly there is almost no time for the reader to notice that the list 

turns to things relevant to Australian politics during the Howard era and considered 

more or less important, depending on one’s political ideology: ‘any kind of diseases 

or ill-health’, ‘welfare’, ‘poverty’, ‘anyone not living like a white person in their 

houses’, ‘having their own people building their proper houses unless the white 

government says it’s okay’. There is then a balancing of narrative structure typical of 

oral tradition, when the narrator, breathless by now, sums it all up in one long sentence: 

‘They wanted to be good black people [...], and if it meant being anti all these things 

to prove that they loved their children, and could get on, and if this is what it meant to 

be reconciled – Well! So be it’ (95–6). The pace of the text has slowed, the narrator 

has caught a breath, and the reader is brought to a sudden stop by a sarcastic and 

exasperated narrative voice. The exclamatory interjection and the declarative 

statement are conversational and the orality is further emphasised when the outburst 

does not end. The narrator, who here can easily be taken for the author, is only getting 

a second wind, a moment to allow the reader to recover and herself to gather her 

thoughts: ‘What else? What else did they have to say to make things okay so they could 

get on with everyone else? Well!’ (97). And the narrator continues with renewed 

energy and anger, and the anaphora and asyndeton allow the pace to pick up again, 

albeit the inclusion of phrases prevents the previous speed and the reader has more 

time to grasp the resentment towards Aboriginal demands for land rights, recognition 

and justice.  

When the Intervention was imposed, Australia was still in the grip of what is 

referred to as ‘the history wars’ when irrationality and fear of the Other was abroad. 

The effects of Howard’s legacy are still felt, the Intervention is still in place, 

assimilationist policies are still being devised and implemented, and as in reality, many 

Indigenous people now see native title ‘to be a massive sleight-of-hand trick to 

extinguish Aboriginal Law’.234 Wright ridicules what Aboriginal people must do in 

this context in order to be allowed to govern themselves. The Brolga people have to 

become: 

 
234 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 244. 
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anti about whatever there was to be anti about if white people say 

so, and even if they seemed to be just a bunch of negative people, or 

uncle Toms, or coconuts, the upshot was that their highly successful 

and self-defined Aboriginal Nation Government was designed from 

such, and was as much. (95–6) 

The use of the progressively derogatory and racialised references to the Brolga 

people’s subservience to white Australia needs to be contextualised. The ‘bunch of 

negative people’ is merely an informal description, the next term, ‘Uncle Toms’, is 

American in origin, the eponymous novel a derogatory epithet for an overly 

subservient person (a slave in the novel), and the final ‘coconut’ is used in Australia, 

Britain and New Zealand as a slur to accuse someone (nonwhite) of betraying their 

culture or race, and thus embodying the institutions and systems that are designed to 

oppress them. The use of polysyndeton here adds emphasis to each metonym and the 

various Anglophone origins and usage connects them all to imperialism. While more 

persiflage than outright humour, there is a vibrancy and dynamism to the passage. The 

way in which it creates near hysteria and a herd mentality among mainstream 

Australians is shockingly funny and the understandably angry narrative voice is 

powerful. Beneath Wright’s understanding of how Indigenous individuals can allow 

themselves to be co-opted into the mainstream, it is possible to detect if not anger, then 

demoralisation. 

There is affect in this passage and, since humour also has a cognitive bias and lists 

in oral tradition cause people to remember information, the passage has the potential 

to have an effect because this long list of past and contemporary policies ‘not only 

complicates readers’ perception of Australia because it requires them to look into these 

policies to get a grasp of what the narrator is recounting, but also informs their 

understanding of its political space’.235 Ultimately, it is up to the reader to decide how 

to interact with the words Wright puts on the page. It should be noted that this passage 

gives the impression of a monologue, which is rare in Aboriginal yarning except ‘when 

a senior person is telling a long story, or an angry person is airing grievances’,236 which 

Wright is doing with SB. Therefore, it also foregrounds Aboriginal storytelling 

tradition. Wright subverts the status quo and attacks the Howard government’s policies 

and legacy that point towards a future that is destructive of both Aboriginal culture and 

 
235 Temiti Lehartel, ‘Perception Revitalisation and Resistance in The Swan Book’, Commonwealth 

Essays and Studies, 44:2 (2022), (para. 5 of 23). 
236 Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 138. 
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the natural environment. In a passage such as this, Wright is writing history from an 

Aboriginal perspective. She is questioning how reality is constructed (and whose is to 

be believed). Her writing carries a warning about what the future holds for Aboriginal 

people if they lose their sovereignty of mind. They have already lost their ‘rights as 

human beings, as Australian citizens, as the First People of the Land’, and have had 

‘removed from [them] all control over [their] communities and [their] lives’. 168 Their 

‘lands have been compulsorily taken’ and they feel they ‘have been left with 

nothing’.168 Sovereignty of mind is the only thing they have control over. 

4.12 Conclusion 

In light of the entanglement of body, country and story in Aboriginal epistemology, it 

makes sense to examine how the body of the reader and the body of the text also come 

together. As Littau argues, ‘a book’s material forms, just as a text’s physical 

“formatting”, have very palpable effects on interpretation and reading.’237 The physical 

formatting of Wright’s novels are shaped by oral tradition and an understanding, like 

that espoused in Edouard Glissant’s ‘Poetics of Relations’ that via ‘“a relationship with 

all of the senses of telling, listening, connection” a writer could aspire to “transform 

mentalities and reshap[e] societies”’.238 To achieve this requires the writer to challenge 

post-Enlightenment literary criticism that downplays the ability of literature to touch 

the reader emotionally and the reading practice shaped by modernity that allows only 

‘hasty and impressionistic’239 reading, and that we might say also demands that the 

writer package it in ways that make it easily accessible, packaged for ‘their’ 

understanding without much effort on their part. Wright’s style of writing does indeed 

refuse such a reading practice in the way it privileges oral and rhetorical tradition. 

Distinguished South African novelist, essayist and poet Andrew Brink argues that 

the key to a ‘full experience of engaging’ with the postmodernist novel lies in narrative 

language, and since language is an expression of one’s consciousness, the means of 

expressing it is unique to every novel.240 In this chapter, the emphasis has been on 

 
237 Littau, Theories of Reading, p. 25. 
238 Edouard Glissant as cited in Alexis Wright, ‘On Writing Carpentaria’, pp. 217–234 (p. 118 n2). 
239 Littau, Theories of Reading, p. 45. 
240 Andre Brink, The Novel: Language and Narrative from Cervantes to Calvino (New York UP, 

1988), p. 5. 
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exploring how Wright’s language choices and patterning both affects and effects the 

reading experience and creates literary meaning. Wright’s narrative language is 

copious, mnemonic and full of alternating vernaculars and humour that energise the 

reader and the text. It incites the kind of performance where ‘the whole body “sways 

to the cadence of sentences” and labours to express through voice, intonation and pitch 

the sense of a phrase’.241 Wright intends her novels to be as much listened to (or read 

aloud), as to be read in silence; they are not intended, like conventional novels, to lure 

the reader into believing that fiction is fact, but rather to denote movere, ‘to move and 

stir, to agitate, provoke and disturb’242 the reader so that they see the world and their 

relationship with it afresh and from new perspectives. Stories are powerful because 

when fact and fiction become overly blurred, the imagined can begin to become true. 

So, we can create stories that help us address global warming as something we can 

survive, or as the end of life on Earth. 

 

 
241 Alberto Manguel, A History of Reading (1996), p. 45, as quoted in Littau, Theories of Reading, p. 

37.  
242 Latin Dictionary <http://www.latin-dictionary.net/search/latin/movere> [accessed 21 May 2022]. 

http://www.latin-dictionary.net/search/latin/movere
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Conclusion 
 

Ireland may have come late, as Seamus Heaney suggests, ‘to the moment of transition 

from the sacred to the profane’, that is, ‘from a condition where your space, the space 

of the world, had a determined meaning and a sacred possibility, to a condition where 

space was a neuter geometrical disposition without any emotional or inherited 

meaning’.1 On the other hand, Manchán Magan argues that the Irish language 

‘developed before humankind decided to limit reality to the parameters of the rational 

mind – to believe only in a corporeal existence – and it has managed to hold on to 

some essential attributes that we risk overlooking or even forgetting.’2 There are many 

people in Ireland who feel viscerally the exploitation and pollution of the natural 

world/their homelands.3 It is this deep connection to an elemental place-based culture 

that Wright revivifies for the non-Indigenous reader. Simultaneously, at the very heart 

of Wright’s work is a belief in the ‘Indigenous spiritual sovereignty of land’, and its 

degradation is tied to the pain and injustice of the Indigenous lived experience in 

Australia. Stories in the Irish language resemble Aboriginal stories in being tied to the 

land and seascapes of a place. Colonisation destroyed native tongues and imposed only 

the most basic levels of English. However, as Irish writer John Banville observed 

recently, out of this imposition ‘came wonders’ in the shape of ‘Ireland’s many great 

writers’, and this, Banville argues, ‘was our real rebellion […] This was our revenge 

for colonisation.’4 We might say that Alexis Wright’s writing back to settler Australia 

sets her in the same literary sphere as the Irish writers Banville has in mind.  

 
1 Randy Brandes, ‘Seamus Heaney, An Interview’, at The Richard Ellman Memorial Lectures, Emory 

University, 15 April 1988, Salmagundi, 80 (Fall 1988), pp. 4–21. 

2 Manchán Magan, Thirty-Two Words for Field: Lost Words of the Irish Landscape (Dublin: Gill 

Books, 2020). 

3 In Northern Ireland there are no National Parks, no law to reduce climate-changing gas emissions 

and no independent Environmental Protection Agency. Our waterways, air and soil is polluted. 90% 

of protected areas are badly damaged by agricultural pollution. All of Ireland is open to global 

extractive industries:  25% of land in Northern Ireland is covered by mining concessions, and 27% in 

the Republic of Ireland where the largest zinc mine in Europe is located. Environmental campaigners 

see mining as a form of neocolonialism. Sources: <https://friendsoftheearth.uk/northern-ireland>; 

<https://www.friendsoftheearth.ie/> & <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/jul/25/fears-

island-ireland-faces-new-carve-up-mining-companies.> 
4 Steven Heaney, ‘John Banville says the work of Ireland’s great writers is “revenge for 

colonisation”’, Irish Examiner, 18 June 2022 <https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-

40898855.html> [accessed 24 June 2022]. 

https://friendsoftheearth.uk/northern-ireland
https://www.friendsoftheearth.ie/
https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-40898855.html
https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-40898855.html
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 As a non-Indigenous, white researcher of Indigenous texts, I make no claims to 

fully comprehend all dimensions of Indigenous works. Unlike those academics who 

are concerned with in(commensurability) between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

ways of knowing, I am of an age and an Irish culture that still believes in in-between 

worlds that cannot, indeed, need not be explained. It is not important to me, at a 

personal level, that every aspect of Aboriginal ways of knowing are made available to 

me. I lived through thirty years of civil strife with its roots in colonisation, competing 

versions of history and struggles over identity, and spent a career fighting injustices 

and inequality. The Indigenous narrative of everyday life and relationship to land are, 

perhaps, more assimilable in my Irish imaginary than that of the white Australian. I 

hope that, at the very least, it positions me as a good ally in the fight against racism 

and environmental destruction. Without a fully developed indigenized literary theory 

an analysis of Indigenously-encoded works may be limited but need not lack cultural 

sensitivity. In turning to yarning I hope to have dislodged, at least a little, the 

dominance of Western critical analysis. Increasingly, large numbers of people are 

coming to recognise that systemic change – especially economic and financial – are 

needed if over-consumption and inequality is to be addressed. I share this ideological 

disposition, count myself an environmentalist, and believe that local communities 

connected in networks of action to fight for the rights of the natural world, within and 

across countries and continents, may be the only way to save the planet and ourselves.  

My approach to Wright’s work has been necessarily multi- and inter-disciplinary. 

Initially, the absence of a unifying theoretical perspective felt as though it might be a 

limitation. However, the wide range of approaches I adopt allow me to explore the 

multifaceted and interrelated nexus between culture(s) and climate change. Overall, 

this has facilitated the examination and interrogation of Wright’s fiction and non-

fiction in the context of local, national and international socio-political, economic, 

historical and eco-environmental developments. The literary critical theories and 

approaches that underlie my study are based in ecocriticism and reader-response 

theories. The key methods and tools I have used are close reading, metafictional 

analysis and style-study. However, these are complemented by Walter J. Ong’s work 

on orality, Tyson Yunkaporta’s explanations of Aboriginal knowledge systems, and 

Jo-ann Archibald’s storywork methodology.  
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Wright states that ‘The genius in every individual’s story is lost forever when you 

lose the ability to tell your own story.’5 In Chapter One I adopted a biographical and 

historical approach to highlight what might be termed ‘the making of Wright’ the 

writer. I also relied on her now substantial body of non-fictional and often more 

polemical writing which I supplement with qualitative data gathered during a study 

trip to Australia in early 2020, including an interview with Wright. I identify the factors 

and influences behind her fiction and her willingness to risk rejection by the literary 

system for refusing the kind of ‘easily recognizable fiction’ that is ‘immediately 

assimilable into the existing Australian canon’.6 Chapter One provides a useful 

resource for other researchers interested in Wright’s life. 

In Chapter Two I adopted an interdisciplinary approach through the framework of 

PST  and recognition of the use peculiarities of the use of book history in the Australian 

academy to trace the evolution of the literary system in the context of neoliberalism. 

A systems-based approach allowed me to consider the many factors affecting the 

evolution of the Australian literary system in particular the production functions. I 

found that despite changes within many factors that shape the literary system, the 

forces of neocolonialism continue to make it a challenging environment for Indigenous 

writers. Wright has had to fight for the discursive space to give voice to her people and 

their presence. Even more remarkable, then, to find that Wright negotiates her way 

through it and is rewarded by the literati for great writing in the sense Harold Bloom 

judged such literature. However, the success of her work has not yet been accepted as 

central to Australian mainstream culture.  

As climate change (with its roots in Western materialism) intensifies, and interest 

in how we respond grows, Wright offers guidance, explicitly in her non-fiction, and 

implicitly in her fiction. Yet, publishers seem to prefer the sort of self-help books in 

which usually non-Indigenous writers attempt to explain Indigenous knowledge to 

mainstream audiences. Although book history studies are available they are seen as 

limited in their scope and nationalistic in their intent. Sandra Philipps’s doctoral thesis 

includes information on Wright’s publishing history but only Per Henningsgaard’s 

 
5 Alexis Wright, ‘Telling the Untold Stories: Alexis Wright on Censorship’, Stephen Murray-Smith 

Memorial Lecture, Overland, 234 (Autumn 2019) <https://overland.org.au/2019/02/telling-the-untold-

stories-alexis-wright-on-censorship/> [accessed 2 March 2021]. 

6 Katie Valenta, ‘Ambiguity in Alexis Wright’s Plains of Promise’, The Journal of the European 

Association of Studies on Australia, 3:2 (2012), pp. 47–58 (p. 49). 

https://overland.org.au/2019/02/telling-the-untold-stories-alexis-wright-on-censorship/
https://overland.org.au/2019/02/telling-the-untold-stories-alexis-wright-on-censorship/
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useful 2019 article focuses exclusively on Wright’s publication history.7 The study of 

a writer’s publishing history integrates economic, cultural and historical aspects, as 

well as the actual phenomena of text-based communication. My research therefore fills 

a gap in knowledge about this aspect of the literary system. The findings of the first 

two chapters were fundamental to my analysis of meaning in Wright’s text in Chapters 

Three and Four. 

The textualisation of nature in Indigenously signed texts differs to that of 

mainstream literature yet it continues to be evaluated in terms of mainstream critical 

theory. Through a close reading of both novels in Chapter Three, Wright’s unique 

storytelling mode is shown to blend and revitalise yarning – the principles and practice 

of Aboriginal storytelling – and older Western ways of thinking, as the English 

Romantics did, of the material and spiritual aspects of perception. The insistence on 

reading Indigenous texts through the lens of mainstream theories is exposed and its 

adequacy as a critical approach to Indigenous texts is challenged. My examination of 

how Wright blurs the dichotomy between the oral and the written through identifying 

how the principles of the oral tradition manifest themselves in her fictional form is a 

new approach to the evaluation of her work.  

I identified the extent to which Wright reminds non-Indigenous readers of 

important things our own (Western) post-Enlightenment, neoliberal, consumerist 

tradition once appreciated but has mostly chosen to forget. Kate Rigby reminds us that 

Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), a futuristic vision of human extinction via 

plague, can be read ecocritically as a warning that air pollution caused by human 

activity ‘might alter the climate and eventually destroy the Earth’s ability to sustain 

human life’.8 Elsewhere, Rigby argues that ‘William Blake’s apocalyptic poetic 

visions of the impact of industrial development is an environmental vision literary 

criticism chose to side-line’.9 Ecocriticism has not yet sufficiently reversed this critical 

direction. As the whole of humanity now searches for a response to surviving a 

 
7 Katherine Bode, ‘Publishing and Australian Literature Crisis, Decline or Transformation?’, Cultural 

Studies Review, 16:2 (2010), pp. 24–48; Sandra R. Philipps, ‘Re/presenting Readings of the 

Indigenous Literary Terrain’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Queensland 2012); Per 

Henningsgaard, ‘Alexis Wright’s Publishing History in Three Contexts: Australian Aboriginal, 

National, and International’, Antipodes, 33:1 (2019), pp. 107–124.  
8 Kate Rigby, Dancing with Disaster (Charlottesville & London: Virginia UP, 2015), p. 80. 

9 Kate Rigby, ‘Imagining Catastrophe: Utopia and Dystopia in a Warming World’, Arena Journal, 35–

36 (2011), pp. 57–77 (p. 60). 
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warming planet Wright’s Indigenously encoded literature has a part to play because it 

endorses an ethic of care for the planet and for humanity. However, this ethic differs 

in seeing the relationship with the earth as a contractual one, whereas in Aboriginal 

ontology and epistemology, the human is ‘in and of’10 the earth. 

Ecocriticism, which might be expected to offer an alternative criticism for 

Aboriginal texts that are inherently ecological, when applied to Wright’s The Swan 

Book, explicitly concerned with climate change, is found wanting because it has not 

escaped its traditional theoretical roots. I have identified that the Aboriginal oral 

storytelling principles of yarning, which informs Wright’s fiction, contain the 

foundations of an Indigenous pedagogy. I argue that by developing this perspective 

and implementing it alongside conventional criticism, the true value and wisdom for 

living as custodians of the planet embedded in Wright’s literature can be better 

understood. Chapter Three shines a light on the need for reading Wright through an 

Indigenous critical lens that is, as yet, undeveloped in Australian theoretical criticism. 

I argue that an Indigenous critical framework has the potential to decolonise criticism 

because Indigenous epistemologies go against the grain of a world in which the 

intellect dominates. Therefore, my thesis contributes to new directions in Australian 

Indigenous literary criticism and Indigenous Studies. 

The kind of reading experience that can shift readers’ ecological and 

environmental consciousness is to be found in Wright’s aesthetics, which were 

examined in Chapter Four using a style-study approach. Using this close consideration 

of the linguistic patterns and the visual form language can take on the page, I identified 

important aspects about the nature and meaning of the novel as a whole. I argued that 

Wright rehabilitates aesthetics in the service of both a counternarrative to the 

postcolonising environmental destruction of country and an affective reading (and 

listening) experience that might contribute to a postcolonising re-engagement with the 

natural world through the eco-environmental imaginary. Style-study reveals some of 

‘the farthest ranges of [her] art, the depths of [her] emotional experience, the heights 

of [her] spiritual insight’11 to expose key themes and concerns related to Aboriginal 

lived experience and the impacts of climate change globally. The novel approach I 

 
10 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up To The White Woman: Indigenous Women and Feminism, 

(St. Lucia: UQP, Anniversary edition, 2020), p.xi. 
11 Graham Hough, Style and Stylistics (London: Routledge), p. 39. 
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adopted in this chapter highlights the way that reading for affect can shift the reader’s 

consciousness. 

I have shown that Wright gives us transgressive counternarratives that write back 

to neoliberalism and Australian racism, and to conventional literary classifications of 

Aboriginal writing. From an Indigenous perspective, problems related to climate 

change are not just academic issues for human will-power to solve; instead, the relation 

to the natural and other nonhuman worlds arise as a living impulse and because it is an 

urge of one’s own being, it is compelling. If Aboriginal culture continues to be 

assimilated rather than celebrated and cherished, the eco-environmental knowledge 

contained in the millennia-old stories will be lost and the destructive impact of 

neocapitalism and global warming will challenge Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples’ chances of survival on planet Earth. 

And yet Wright’s project is for the collective good. Wright states, ‘I feel that the 

true art of imagination for a writer is to be challenging in interpreting ideas, worlds, 

questions, understandings, and to actively interrogate and try to understand what is out 

of reach, or unreachable’.12 She recognises that if non-Indigenous readers are to be 

educated, persuaded and enabled to see their relationship with the natural world, 

including the now damaged natural world, from new and different perspectives, they 

must seek points of contact in their own culture. She therefore crosses epistemological 

divides to write the new stories needed ‘to bring forth the wisdom of the ages, to help 

us figure out how we can be saved from ourselves’. 13 Arguably, she offers a survival 

manual in these extraordinary times that is more entertaining, more thought-provoking, 

and more authentic than the many current self-help manuals, usually written by non-

Indigenous writers, making claims to Indigenous knowledge and thinking. At the same 

time as she unmoors Western readers from their own, usually more dominant, ideas 

and values, she reinforces Indigenous readers’ beliefs in their own cultural values, and 

subversively opens every reader to new ways of imagining our relationship with the 

planet by seeing it from different perspectives. 

 
12 Alexis Wright, ‘The Ancient Library and a Self-Governing Literature’, SRB, 28 June 2019 

<https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/> 

[accessed 1 August 2019]. 

13 Alexis Wright, ‘The Inward Migration in Apocalyptic Times’. Essay read by Alexis Wright in 

Emergence Magazine, 27 January 2021 <https://emergencemagazine.org/story/the-inward-migration-

in-apocalyptic-times/> [accessed 14 June 2021]. 

https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/essay/the-ancient-library-and-a-self-governing-literature/
https://emergencemagazine.org/story/the-inward-migration-in-apocalyptic-times/
https://emergencemagazine.org/story/the-inward-migration-in-apocalyptic-times/
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My thesis shows that Wright forces us to ask whether art without the sacred, and 

language without transcendence, has contributed to human enlightenment, but also to 

think about the ethics and politics of reading. However, more research is needed to 

develop an Indigenous Australian pedagogical methodology for the evaluation of 

Indigenous Australian literature. Care must be taken that this works alongside 

conventional literary criticism in a way that neither assimilates nor segregates work by 

Indigenous writers. I would urge that it be undertaken in collaboration with Indigenous 

students, intellectuals and scholars. More research in the field of print history and an 

inclusion of sales data would contribute further to a system-thinking perspective on 

Wright’s book history. Wright has noted the importance of reviving the many 

Aboriginal languages lost through colonisation. The Irish language, too, needed a 

revival, and in the same way that Magan and others such as Darach Ó Séaghdha14 bring 

to life the ties that words have to the natural world and particular places, comparative 

research for how Aboriginal languages do this would be interesting and timely. 

I have argued that Wright’s fiction is an effective mode of response to the 

complexities of global warming. I make no attempt to measure the extent of such 

affect, believing, as Wright does, that thousands of years of storytelling, poetry and 

literature of all kinds proves literature’s power to be ‘the axe for the frozen sea within 

us’.15 By adopting a multidisciplinary approach, my thesis demonstrates that as a 

novelist and critic, Alexis Wright has found a unique way to realise the deep, rich 

spontaneity of the Aboriginal oral storytelling tradition in literary language that 

inspires Indigenous and non-Indigenous readers alike by appealing to our senses as 

well as to our sense-making. This is how culture and literature can help humankind 

survive in a warming world. 

 

 
14 Darach Ó Séaghdha, Motherfoclóir (London: Head of Zeus, 2017); Craic Baby: Despatches from a 

Rising Language (London: Head of Zeus, 2018). 

15 Alexis Wright, ‘The Power and Purpose of Literature’, Boisbouvier Oration, Summer 2018 

<https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/> [accessed 4 May 2020]. 

https://meanjin.com.au/essays/the-power-and-purpose-of-literature/
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