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ABSTRACT 

Australian Aboriginal literature has always reflected the marginalization and 

displacement that indigenous voices have experienced within Australian society 

since the arrival and establishment of the first settler colony. Indigenous people 

were displaced and dispossessed of their own land, culture and traditions. 

Aboriginal writers have sought to determine their own identity by tracing their 

family history and restoring ties with their birth communities. The present paper 

is a journey which takes us from current Australian literary production, through 

Aboriginal literature and right up to Kim Scott and his semi-autobiographical 

novel, Benang, in order to understand the problem of racism and how the “white” 

subject still affects generations of light-skinned aboriginal people of mixed 

descendance. 
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“This is my story: it is a story about not being from the desert,  

not speaking my traditional language and not wearing ochre. [...]  

But my story is of the journey of being a proud Wiradjuri woman,  

just not necessarily being the Blackfella –the so-called ‘real Aborigine’ – 

some people, perhaps even you, expect me to be”.  

Anita Heiss 
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1. JUSTIFICATION  

The national literature of a country tells about its people, their identity and the 

way in which they look at the world. Australians are striding the global stage with 

unprecedent confidence in all manner of fields. And when it comes to Australian 

literature, the new generations prove that the literary scene is alive and well. 

Trying to understand the nature of the Australian identity, and more particularly, 

differentiate it from the British, I was aware of the importance of having a good 

knowledge or appreciation of this Australian literature, so interesting and 

unknown at the same time. Although it might be difficult to find an Australian 

literary canon, in the same way that Shakespeare, Dickens or Milton are part of 

the English literary one, Australia has accomplished interesting and distinctive 

goals along its literary history which are worth knowing about. In fact, one of the 

most appealing aspects of choosing Australian literature is knowing that there is 

a whole new world within it to discover: Aboriginal literature, with voices who are 

willing to open to the world in order to tell their own story. Choosing this topic as 

my master’s dissertation’s topic has certainly been a challenge and a fruitful 

experience. 

2. INTRODUCTION  

It was in January 1788 when the first books arrived in Australia with Governor 

Phillip’s First Fleet, together with paper and ink, and all the necessary 

components to start creating a “proper” Australian culture identity. However, the 

land in which they were disembarking was not some terra nullius, or any kind of 

empty space waiting to be expanded into, as the colonial discourse described the 

territory. In spite of being sometimes referred to as a young country, Australia 

was home for the most antique and richest culture of all the earth’s continents, 

which has been transmitted by Australia’s original Aboriginal inhabitants from one 

generation to another, following mainly an oral tradition. 

For a long time, many of these aboriginal authors were regarded as marginalised 

voices, and Australian Aboriginal Literature was just relegated to the margins of 

Australian Literary Studies. But in the last decade, recent events have provoked 
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an increasing interest in this new field in academic studies, which is receiving 

both national and international attention. 

3. OBJECTIVES 

The overall goal of this research is to identify and underline the effects of the 

British Empire on Australian Aboriginal culture and society with the settlement of 

the penal colony in 1788. More specifically, the objectives that I have established 

for the present master’s dissertation are: 

- To explore the origins of Australia as a white colony and its consequences 

for future generations. 

- To determine the policies implemented by government affecting Aborigines. 

- To differentiate between Australian literature and Australian Aboriginal 

literature in order to highlight the marginalization that Indigenous voices have 

experienced throughout history. 

- To identify the main exponents and current production in Australian 

Aboriginal Literature.  

- To analyse the marginalization and displacement suffered by indigenous 

people and their struggle to determine their own identity, as it is portrayed in 

Kim Scott’s Benang. 

4. METHODOLOGY 

Although methodology is not a recipe, it acts as a guide with regard to the 

difficulties we can expect, the specific points to pay attention to, or the way to 

approach a problem. In this case, the type of research carried out is the qualitative 

research, which was chosen to gain an understanding of the ideas and opinions 

portrayed in the field of study of the present paper. Through documentary 

analysis, data was obtained from existing documents, to be analysed and 

developed afterwards. Due to the relevance of historical events for the formation 

of a national literature and identity, this research was started by analysing those 

incidents happened in the history of Australia, which left a mark in the lives of 

future generations.  
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Afterwards, the centre of attention was moved towards contemporary Australian 

literary production and Australian Aboriginal literature, and we determined the 

most important figures and current trends. Considering the latter an 

indispensable realm in the present research, we continued with the analysis of 

relevant literary reviews and written articles concerning Aboriginal Literature, and 

more specifically those related to the work published by Kim Scott. Thereupon, it 

was brought into focus the figure of Kim Scott regarding Aboriginal affairs, as well 

as his contribution to Australian Aboriginal literary production with his work 

Benang, among others.      

Finally, once all the information had been gathered, we determined the factors 

affecting Aboriginal authors when facing the political, social and cultural 

background by which they were surrounded and the role they played in the 

formation of their own identity. 
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5. BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO AUSTRALIAN HISTORY 

As we all know, Australia, as a modern community, had its origins in a penal 

experiment which settled in the island around 1788. However, the arrival of 

Australia’s Aboriginal people, the original inhabitants of the Australian continent, 

Nyoongars among others, goes back to 60,000 years ago, which is the reason 

why they are considered the oldest living culture on Earth. 

By 1770, Captain James Cook had already outlined the east coast of Australia 

and claimed it for Great Britain, even though Dutch navigators had mapped some 

parts of the continent in the 17th century. From 1788, the first penal colonies were 

established in New South Wales, Tasmania and Western Australia. These were 

followed by a number of free settlers who mainly established in South Australia 

in the 1830s. At the end of 19th century, the gold rush brought immigrants from 

all over the world, but mainly Europe, because of the white policies established. 

Later, when the Constitution of Australia came into force, on 1st January 1901, 

the six separate British self-governing colonies of Queensland, New South 

Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia and Western Australia became states 

of the federal Commonwealth of Australia. 

At the outbreak of World War I, more than 400,000 Australians came forward to 

enlist, and Aboriginals also answered the call, even though they were exempt 

from military service. It is not known what motivated Indigenous Australians to 

join this force, but the incentive of receiving a wage and experiencing in the army 

equal treatment for the first time in their lives probably played a part. But the first 

apparition of Australia as a nation was not a success and nearly 9,000 Australian 

lives were lost. Despite the failure of Australia’s first major campaign in Gallipoli 

in 1915, its commemoration became an important element for the emergent 

Australian national identity and it is celebrated every 25th April to commemorate 

all the Australians and New Zealanders fallen in the wars. This national holiday 

is known as the ANZAC day.  

However, this commemoration is not exempt of criticism by those who argue that 

“this myth suppresses parts of Australian history that are difficult to deal with, (…) 

a means of forgetting the origins of Australia, where Aboriginal population is 

conveniently absent” (Martin Ball, What the Anzac Revival means, The Age, 24 
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April 2004). Among the implications of celebrating this day might be found the 

fallacious consideration according to which Australia was some Terra Nullius, an 

empty territory, a blank page, to start building a nation. 

A national referendum was held on 27th May 1967 and removed references from 

the Australian Constitution which discriminated against Indigenous people and 

excluded Aboriginal people from being counted in the census. This referendum, 

together with the High Court decision on 3rd June 1992, recognised Indigenous 

people’s entitlements to possession, occupation, use and enjoyment of their 

traditional lands. Later, in 2008, the Australian Parliament passed a motion of 

Apology to Australia’s Indigenous Peoples for past mistreatment and injustices, 

especially the Stolen Generation, Indigenous children forcibly removed from their 

families.  

(National Museum Australia, Government of Australia, www.nma.gov.au). 

  

http://www.nma.gov.au/
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6. ASSIMILATION POLICIES 

The idea of assimilation had been circulating in Australia since the 1930s, but it 

was not adopted as an official policy until the 1950s. When this measure became 

official, not only was it applied to Aboriginal people, but also to foreign migrants 

coming to Australia, who were expected to abandon their old way of life and adopt 

a “more British” way of life. Moreover, when it came to migration, there had been 

a “White Policy” by which only people from Europe (and preferably coming from 

Britain, Ireland or Nordic countries) were allowed to migrate to Australia.  

Thus, in this first half of the 20th century, right up until the 1960s when the 

conference mentioned previously was held, the Australian government strove for 

the creation of a single white Australian nation, pursued through the 

implementation of assimilation policies, which took no account of the value and 

resilience of Aboriginal culture. Aboriginal people were not allowed to maintain 

their own languages, traditions or lifestyle, so these policies had overwhelming 

effects on the Aboriginal community. 

a. ABSORBING BLACK INTO WHITE. 

During this period, it was commonly thought that the Aboriginal population in 

Australia was destined to die out by “breeding black out of them” with the 

successive half-castes (a term now considered derogatory for those people of 

Aboriginal and white parentage). The “mixture” between Aborigines and white 

people was a fact, but some thought that these considered “half-castes” were just 

a process of purification, a “passing phase, an incident in history, an interesting 

event in what we call “progress”, a natural transmutation in (…) cultural evolution” 

(“The Half-Caste: Means of Disappearance”, in West Australian, 22 July 1933).  

Many of these so called “progressive” used this opportunity to act like gods and 

start an experiment to create the “first-white-man-born” and prove, according to 

them, the “superiority” of the white man. This was Ern’s amateur eugenic project, 

raising and educating his grandson Harley, eliminating any other influence upon 

him, in an attempt to breed white from black.  
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b. SEGREGATION LAWS. 

The protection and assimilation policies on Indigenous people included separate 

education for Aboriginal children, whose entrance was not permitted in white 

schools, mainly motivated by white parents, as we see in Benang when Harriette 

tries to defend her children’s right to education.  

They had also been imposed town curfews, by which they were obliged to move 

in order to be relocated in separate living areas or camps on the outskirts of cities, 

between rubbish dumps and sanitation depots. Life on these reserves was 

oppressive and the sanitary conditions made impossible for parents to grow their 

children there, so authorities used that as an excuse for the removal of their 

children. 

 

Aborigines were considered dirty and smelly “aberrations”, with no education or 

manners, so alcohol bans were also imposed on them (they could not drink 

alcohol on the street or be served in public places) alleging that drinking alcohol 

would never serve as a means to improve their behaviour. Apart from this, they 

were refused the access to other community services, such as swimming pools 

or cinemas, where they could only in specific seats, as well as hospitals, so they 

were denied a social security. 
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Even if they really wanted to adapt to the British lifestyle and prosper, they could 

not, because it was difficult for them to find work in the towns and cities due to 

the prevalent racism. Most of times, they enjoyed lower wages than the rest of 

workers, and in some cases, they even work just for food and shelter.  

Indigenous Australians were “encouraged” to adopt European customs and 

beliefs to achieve the same standard of living as white Australians. However, 

rather than being assimilated, Indigenous people were usually forced to live with 

no resources and on the fringes of towns, because of the displacement applied 

on them. 

c. CHILD REMOVAL: THE STOLEN GENERATIONS. 

Another major feature of these assimilation policies was enhancing the forcible 

removal of Aboriginal children from their families and their placement in white 

institutions or foster homes, in which, most of times, they suffered from abuses. 

Between 1910-1970, generations of Indigenous children were removed under 

these policies, and they have become known as the Stolen Generations. 

In fact, Aboriginal child removal was not a practice hidden from the wider 

community. In many cases, Aborigines tried to keep their offspring in secret 

places out of the sight of authorities, seeking to save their children from removal. 

“Half-caste” children were particularly vulnerable to these measures, because it 

was thought that, due to their lighter skin colour, they could be more easily 

assimilated into the white community. 

Fostering and adoption programmes for Aboriginal children were advertised in 

the press as the best way to achieve assimilation into mainstream society. The 

employment of Aboriginal young girls as “maids”, as it was the case of Kathleen 

or Topsy, or the many other girls who were victims of Ernest Scat’s sexual desire 

in Scott’s Benang, occupied headlines in the articles published by newspapers 

and magazines: “Try an Abo Apprentice”.  
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In some mission literature 

such as the United 

Aborigines Messenger, it 

was openly expressed the 

need “to segregate (half-

caste children) from the 

natives before the age of 

five” in order to transform 

them into Christian and 

turn them into “civilised” 

young men and women. 

(Anna Haebich, 2001:81). 

However, the policies of child removal only left a legacy of trauma and loss that 

still today affects people of Aboriginal descendance, as we will see throughout 

this paper. 

In some cases, there was even a strong desire for assimilation, when Aborigines 

(mainly half-castes) rejected and refused any kind of contact with their Aborigine 

communities and own culture (as it was the case of Daniel and Harriette’s 

offspring once they had married white couples), having sometimes even their 

names changed in order to be accepted within the white community. In fact, after 

the Second World War, they could apply for a certificate known as the 

“exemption” certificate, according to which they could be exempted to be a person 

of Aboriginal descent as long as they gave up all ties with their Indigenous 

communities. 

Even so, all these policies of assimilation, including child removal policies, failed 

in their attempt to improve the life of Australian Aborigines. As contradictory as it 

may seem, they were expected to adapt to a white lifestyle, but they were never 

given the same rights and opportunities to do so and were always rejected by the 

community. It was not until 1997, when the Bringing Them Home Report was 

published by the Federal government, that those children saw their plight officially 

recognised.  
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7. POST-COLONIAL LITERATURES 

To a greater or lesser extent, colonialism has fashioned the life of more than 

three-quarters of the people living in the world today. As we have just seen, this 

experience has exerted a strong influence in many different fields of study, but 

mainly in the perception they have of life itself, which is commonly expressed 

through literature.  

Post-Colonial literature is the term used to cover the literary production created 

by the countries which have suffered the process of colonization by the British 

Empire from the moment of colonization to the present day, and which shows the 

impact of the colonial experience, in many cases even painful, as well as the 

adoption of the English language and other cultural constituents.  

Thereupon, the literatures of African countries, Bangladesh, Canada, Caribbean 

countries, India, Malaysia, Malta, New Zealand, Pakistan, Singapore, South 

Pacific Island countries, Sri Lanka and Australia can be all considered post-

colonial literatures. That said, we will focus on this last one, Australian literature, 

in order to create the appropriate literary background for the work which is to be 

introduced afterwards.  
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8. CONTEMPORARY AUSTRALIAN LITERATURE 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, when the Australian British colony 

was still convulsed and on the search for their own national identity, some writers 

began to ponder on the possibility of the creation of a national literature and its 

idiosyncratic features. Much was the debate, but it was agreed that it should be 

“racy of the soil and conscious of her destiny”, in the words of Bernard O’Dowd. 

This meant that it had to be set in the bush (Jose 19) in order to defend the sense 

of belonging. 

Today, those circumstances have obviously changed and that national spirit is, 

by far, more consolidated, but it was their lives and experiences what laid the 

foundations of contemporary Australian literature, which explores themes such 

as egalitarianism, democracy, national identity, mateship, Aboriginality, 

migration, Australia’s unique location and “the beauty and the terror” (as in 

Dorothea Mackellar’s “My country”) of life in the Australian bush, referring to the 

iconic Australian landscape whose uninhabited areas and folk nature have so 

much inspired writers. 

Including here all the literary production that has been published in the last 

decades might became a difficult task. However, we can highlight the most 

relevant contemporary Australian authors and works, which in some way or 

another will bring us closer to our final objective. 

John Kinsella (1963) is a very prolific writer and significant force in international 

poetry, who is strongly influenced by landscape and describes himself as a 

“vegan anarchist pacifist”. His experimental poetry has been collected as Doppler 

Effect (2004). His poetry is often anti-pastoral in nature, as seen in collections 

such as The Hierarchy of Sheep (2001) and The New Arcadia (2005). 

Thomas Michael Keneally (1935) has been a prominent figure in Australian 

literary life for many years and an active member in a number of political causes, 

most notably as a committed advocate of Aboriginal rights. Following that line, 

we can find The Tyrant’s Novel (2003) which addresses in a critical way the 

treatment of asylum seekers by the Australian government. He is best known for 
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writing Schindler’s Ark (Booker Prize winning novel, 1982) which would later be 

adapted to Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List. 

Leslie Allan “Les” Murray (1938) is internationally recognised as Australia’s 

most successful poet. In his poems and anthologies, Murray seeks the widest 

audience, fusing the rural, urban and Aboriginal strands of Australian culture, 

which can be seen in his earlier collections, such as Ethnic Radio (1977). He is 

one of the most significant exponents of the pastoral mode, with poems which 

figure the bush as a source of social cohesion, as in Translations from the Natural 

World (1992). 

John Maxwell “J.M.” Coetzee (1940) was born in Cape Town, South Africa but 

he moved to Adelaide in 2002 and became an Australian citizen. His fiction 

explores the politics of imperialism, colonialism, race and the situation of the 

outsider. Doubtlessly, Coetzee deserves to appear in this list because his most 

recent novels, Elizabeth Costello (2003), Slow Man (2005) and Diary of a Bad 

Year (2007), have been set and engage in various ways with Australia. 

Kate Grenville (1950) is an Australian author whose books have been awarded 

many prizes, among others, Britain’s Orange Prize and the Commonwealth 

Writer’s Prize for The Secret River (2005), where Grenville uses material from 

her own convict ancestors to dramatize the early settlements in Australia, telling 

the story of the dispossession of Aboriginal people without demonising the 

settlers, most of them were taken there as convicts at the mercy of British 

government. 

Peter Carey (1943) is an Australian novelist who has won the Miles Franklin 

Award (a prize awarded to a novel of the highest literary merit which presents 

Australian life in any of its phases) three times and the Booker Prize, twice. One 

of his favourite clusters of subject matter is the fraud, the hoax, the impersonation, 

and their relation to art, as he showed in his novel Theft: A love story (2006). He 

is also frequently named as Australia’s next Nobel Prize in Literature. 

Frank Moorhouse (1938) is an internationally known author whose works have 

been translated into German, Spanish, French and Chinese, among others. He 

is best known for winning the 2001 Miles Franklin Literary Award for his novel, 
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Dark Palace. He is also considered a controversial author, because of his own 

androgyny, chronicled in his book Martini: A Memoir (2005). 

Murray Bail (1941) is an Australian novelist and short-story writer best known for 

Eucalyptus, a fable of Australia with structures and motifs of folktale, including 

the absurdities of taxonomy and classification, which won the Miles Franklin 

Award in 1999. He is said to be, together with Peter Carey and Frank Moorhouse, 

one of the chief innovators in Australian short-story writing. 

9. CONTEMPORARY ABORIGINAL LITERATURE 

Aboriginal literature as it is known today had its origins in the late 1960s, with the 

success of the 1967 constitutional referendum, which recognised Aboriginal 

people as citizens of Australia and implemented different policies to benefit them. 

Although still reflecting the struggle against the overtly assimilationist legislative 

regimes endured by Aboriginal people for almost two centuries, this recognition 

of their rights and the commitment for the preservation of their cultural heritage, 

increased Aboriginal self-confidence. 

From this moment, Aboriginal literature began to play a leading role in the 

expression of Aboriginal cultural and political life, with new challenging works in 

the fields of prose and poetry which combined the traditions of protest established 

a century before and the new energy of the “Black Power” movement. 

During the 1980s, many Aboriginal communities continued to suffer severe social 

and economic adversity, so Indigenous authors still maintain their rage against 

the system. Aboriginal authors and activists, such as Oodgeroo Noonuccal, were 

the responsible of leading these upheavals, which gave way to the resurgence in 

the confidence of Aboriginal culture. With the recognition in the Australian law of 

Aboriginal rights to land in the 1992 Mabo decision of the High Court, admitting 

the falsehood of the 1788 assumption that Australia was terra nullius, that is, an 

empty space, Aborigines were acknowledged the impact of colonization on their 

culture, gaining widespread public attention for their voices. 

Thus, autobiographical narratives and testimonial fiction became the key 

storytelling genres during the 1990s, and still today, Aboriginal literature remains 

rooted in the shared experiences of the Indigenous men and women who fought 
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for the recognition of their culture, land and own identity. Their works also 

demonstrate one of the persistent and now characteristic elements of Aboriginal 

literature, the nexus between the literary and the political. Hereafter we are going 

to study some of the most relevant contemporary Aboriginal authors . 

Glenyse Ward (1949) is an Aboriginal writer who was removed from her parents 

at the age of one by the Native Welfare Department, and sent to an orphanage. 

Later, she would be sent to Wandering Mission, where she was grown under 

strong German influences. Her novel Wandering Girl (1992) is a memoir of her 

years as a domestic servant after finishing her education in a Catholic mission. 

Patricia “Pat” Torres (1956) is a writer, illustrator, community worker and 

Aboriginal administrator who has published some autobiographical works, stories 

for children, poetry, such as “Gurrwayi Gurrwayi, The Rain Bird” or “Wangkaja, 

The Mangrove Crab”, and critical writing and is involved in recording Kimberley 

oral history to preserve the Aboriginal culture. 

Lionel Fogarty (1958) is a prominent poet and political activist involved on issues 

such as Land Rights, Aboriginal health and deaths in custody (related to the 

disproportionate number of Indigenous Australians who had died in jail after being 

arrested by police). Inspired by the growing “Black Power” movement, in the 

1970s, he became increasingly aware of the injustices suffered on the reserve. 

His poems demonstrate a commitment to Aboriginal social justice and for a future 

without oppression. Some of his books include: Yoogum, Yoogum (1982), 

Kudjela (1983) or New and Selected Poems: Mnaldjali, Mutuerjaraera (1995). 

Doris Pilkington Garimara (1937-2014) was an Aboriginal author who was 

removed by authorities from her home and sent with her mother to Moore River 

Native Settlement. Her novel Caprice: A stockman’s daughter (1991) won the 

David Unaipon Award in 1990. However, she was best known for her 1996 

autobiographical book, Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence, which tells the story of 

three Aboriginal girls who escaped from the settlement where they had been 

located. 

Mudrooroo Nyoongah (1938), born Colin Thomas Johnson and of African-

American descendance, is a novelist, poet, essayist and playwright who was 

grown in a Christian orphanage and remained a ward of the state until he was 
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eighteen. His experience as a non-white in a racist society had a strong influence 

on him and his own work. Doctor Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the End 

of the World (1983) is recognised as the author’s masterpiece. It deals with the 

attempt to exterminate Indigenous Tasmanians in the early nineteenth century. 

In 1996, a controversy related to Mudrooroo’s identification as Aboriginal 

Australian arose, confirming that, after a genealogical research conducted by his 

sister, no Aboriginal ancestry was found in the family. 

10.  KIM SCOTT 

a. BIOGRAPHY  

Kim Scott is an Australian 

novelist of Aboriginal ancestry, 

descendant of the Noongar 

people of Western Australia 

(also known as Nyoongar, 

term which he commonly uses 

along his novel, Benang). He was born on 18th February 1957 in Perth and grew 

up near Albany, where he was witness of the impact of racism on the Nyoongar 

community. He is the eldest of four siblings with a white mother and an Aboriginal 

father. His Nyoongar family is best known by the family name “Roberts”, given to 

one of his ancestors, who worked for a policeman called Robert, becoming 

Robert’s boy. 

After leaving school, he completed a Bachelor of Arts Degree and a Graduate 

Diploma in Education at Murdoch University. Here, he became deeply concerned 

with the economic and cultural poverty of Aboriginal Nyoongars, who were denied 

opportunities and facilities and had to face the disintegration of their culture. 

Having obtained his degree, he started to work as a secondary school teacher of 

English, but later, he turned to writing full-time. His teaching experience includes 

working in Portugal, and in urban and rural Australia, where he spent some time 

teaching at an Aboriginal community. This experience led him start to research 

his own family history, and at the same time, a quest for his own identity. 
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He began working on his first novel, the semi-autobiographical True Country 

(1993), while he was still teaching at the Aboriginal community in Kimberley 

region. Its success made him gain widespread critical acclaim for the way in 

which he explores and exposes his own questions on identity and race, and for 

his attempt to preserve Aboriginal culture and heritage, connecting the ancient 

tradition to contemporary life. He has always asserted that, through his writing, 

he is not trying to speak “for anyone else”, yet he is aware that, in doing so, he is 

representing the experiences of many other Aboriginal people. 

In 2000, Scott became the first Indigenous author to win the Miles Franklin 

Literary Award (sharing the prize with Thea Astley) for his novel Benang: From 

the Heart (1999), which also won the Western Australian Premier’s Book Awards 

in 1999 and the RAKA Kate Challis Award in 2001. Both novels seem to have 

been influenced by the research carried out by the author for more than five years 

tracing his own family history. The themes approached in them are also common: 

the problem of self-identity which light-skinned Aboriginal people (the so called 

“half-castes”) have had to face and the cultural oppression through assimilationist 

policies applied to Aboriginal people during the first half of the twentieth century. 

Scott is Noongar elder Hazel Brown’s nephew, with whom he co-wrote in Kayang 

and Me, published in 2005. Working on this project meant finding a way to record 

all those oral stories and turn them into written facts; life and historical stories 

which uphold the connection of Aboriginal people with their land and the 

consequences of that severance. Thus, this is a non-fictional oral-based history 

of Scott’s Nyoongar family in the south coast of Western Australia. In 2011, he 

won both the Miles Franklin and the Australian Literature Society’s Gold Medal 

for his latest novel The Deadman Dance (2010). 

After completing a PHD in Creative Writing at the University of Western Australia 

in 2009, he has been a member of the Centre for Culture and Technology 

(CCAT), leading its “Indigenous Culture and Digital Technologies” research 

programme, and is involved with the Wirlomin Noongar language and Story 

Project. 

He is currently living in a southern suburb of Fremantle with his wife and two 

children and is working as a Professor of Writing in the School of Media, Culture 
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and Creative Arts at Curtin University. As regards to his literary production, he 

has just published his latest novel, Taboo. 

b. MAIN WORKS 

Novels 

• True Country (Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1993): A young school 

teacher, Billy, arrives in Australia’s remote far north in search of his own 

history, his Aboriginality, and his future. He finds himself in a region of 

abundance and beauty but also of conflict, dispossession and 

dislocation. On the desperate frontier between cultures, he must find his 

place of belonging. 

• Benang: From the Heart (Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1999) 

• Lost (Southern Forest Arts, 2006): It is a detailed description of tress 

(presented as ghosts which have been used to provide material for the 

crosses on graves) coming back to take revenge on the settler 

community, where they surround a house with a woman waiting for the 

return of a search party, like a ghost army. 

• That Deadman Dance (Picador, 2010): The story revolves around Bobby 

Wabalanginy, his people and the shifting alliances that link him to the. 

The novel is haunted by tragedy, as most stories of first contact between 

European and native peoples are. But through Bobby's life, this novel 

exuberantly explores a moment in time when things might have been 

different, when black and white lived together in amazement rather than 

fear of the other. 

Non-fiction 

• Kayang and Me, with Hazel Brown (Fremantle Arts Press, 2005): With 

the participation of Kim Scott’s elder, Hazel Brown, this is the 

representation of the family history of the Wirlomin Noongar people. It is 

a powerful story of community and belonging, revealing the deep and 

enduring connections between family, country, culture and history that lie 

at the heart of Indigenous identity. 
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Short stories 

• "An Intimate Act" in Summer Shorts by Peter Holland (Fremantle Press, 

1993) 

• "Registering Romance" in Summer Shorts 3: Stories – Poems – Articles 

– Images by Bill Warnock, et al., (Fremantle Press, 1995) 

• "Into the Light (after Hans Heysen's painting of the same name)" in 

Those Who Remain Will Always Remember: An Anthology of Aboriginal 

Writing by Anne Brewster, et al., (Fremantle Press, 2000) 

• "Damaged but Persistent" in Siglo no.12 Summer (2000) 

• "Capture", in Southerly (pp. 24–33), vol.62 no.2 (2002) 

Children's picture book 

• The Dredgersaurus (Sandcastle Demoliter Books, 2001) 

c. 2017: TABOO  

Taboo is Kim Scott’s most recent novel, published on 

July 25th this year. Although it takes place in the 

present day, in this new project, he returns to his 

ancestral Noongar country in Western Australia, back 

in 1880, to a taboo place, in order to recreate a 

massacre that followed the assassination of a white 

man who had stolen a black woman. As in the rest of 

his novels, Scott doesn’t try to look for revenge, but to 

move the reader and raise awareness of the 

oppressions of past times in order to make a 

contribution to the reconciliation process. For all this, Taboo is a story of 

expunging sins and cleansing morals; something necessary to face future with 

hope and renewal. 
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11.  BENANG: FROM THE HEART 

a. ABOUT THE NOVEL  

Benang: From the Heart is Scott’s second novel and, 

as True Country -also semiautobiographical-, it is 

based on the research of his own family history and 

archival material from the assimilationist period. It was 

written at a time when some authors of Aboriginal 

descendant were having their indigenous identities 

challenged. Like them, Scott needed to reflect his own 

experience facing cultural dislocation, the sense of not 

fully belonging to either culture, Nyoongar nor English. 

According to Scott himself, in the interview carried out by Susan Midalia in 2005, 

writing Benang he was “pursuing a double purpose”: exploring his place in his 

own family history, and expressing the pain and oppression inflicted on Aboriginal 

people.  

Even though the Aboriginal community felt doubtful about Scott’s real intentions 

when writing about Aboriginal issues, reading Benang one can feel his real 

implication in this journey. He is aware of the fact that his work could sometimes 

be perceived as offensive, painful or even uncomfortable by the reader. Although 

that is no his real intention, Scott highlights the necessity of bringing out people’s 

emotions and sensations to make them conscious of that past and present reality. 

As he said, “It is no good if it doesn’t move people” (Midalia, 2005:2). But this is 

a novel of contrasts, and the rage that one can feel at the beginning because of 

the injustices committed against the Indigenous community, turns into a more 

positive feeling, the pride of sharing an indigenous heritage which is “still” alive. 

And through this journey from anger to compassion and forgiveness, the author 

is laying the foundations for the process of reconciliation between Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal people. 

But this is in fact a “real” journey, the one that Harley, Benang’s main character, 

makes together with his uncles Jack and Will in order to find himself and repair 

that unsettling feeling of not belonging. In this experience, they are also 
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accompanied by Harley’s disabled white grandfather, Ernest Scat, the precursor 

of that experiment of turning his grandson into the “first-white-man-born” by 

erasing all the traces of his indigenous lineage. Through the stories that both 

uncles tell him about his antecedents and the visit to places which keep a special 

connection with the Aboriginal people, he will strengthen the links with his 

Nyoongar community, up to the point of hearing the spirits (“Mambara”) of his 

dead ancestors in the nature: “Listen to the voices in the trees”, Jack tells Harley 

(2003:171). 

Benang is a story told “from the heart” and to be educative in both historical and 

emotional terms. Kim Scott realises that the history of Australia is a complex topic 

because of the differences between Aborigines and Non-aborigines, yet 

Australians must learn to live with unresolvable tensions. As Scott writes, “there 

is no other end, no other destination for all this paper talk but to keep doing it, to 

keep talking, to remake it” (2003:472).  

And what does Benang mean? Where does it come from? Benang is Harley’s 

Aboriginal family name, the name of his great-great grandmother, Fanny Benang, 

the deceased black woman who will tell him some of the stories he hears along 

his journey. This name has been translated in the novel as “tomorrow”, the future 

that both Kim and Harley long for their Nyoongar people. A future which will only 

be achieved if the two parts are able to establish a dialogue to pave the way 

towards “a more ethical definition of Australian identity” (LE GUELLEC, 2010:43-

44).  

b. ANALYSIS: 

i. PLOT: 

Benang is the story of a young man, Harley, a mixed-descendant of white and 

Aboriginal origin, who is brought up by his white grandfather, Ernest Solomon 

Scat (“Ern”). As an admirer of A.O. Neville’s theories and following the eugenicists 

conventions, Ern makes Harley part of a process to “breed out the colour” so that 

he becomes “the first white man born”. After a car accident, where his father, 

Tommy, dies, and being injured, he starts a journey with his old grandfather and 

his Aboriginal uncles Jack and Will in search of his Nyoongar ancestry and to 

reconnect with his Aboriginal community. Along that journey, he is told stories 
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about his ancestors and he visits the land where those events happened. This 

experience makes him reconcile with himself and find his own identity. 

ii. CHARACTERS: 

Harley’s genealogy and Benang’s set of characters is full of confusion and 

uncertainty. In his search for his ancestry, a lot of names appear throughout the 

novel, but the reader can only manage to give them some sense and connection 

once the novel has been finished. For example, Ern refers to Harley as “My son” 

and he replies “Thanks, Dad” (2003: 14), when he is in fact his grandfather, or 

when Harley refers to Kathleen as his mother and he immediately rectifies saying 

“I mean Aunty Harriette” (2003:126). If and only if, the reader has fully read the 

novel, will we understand these confusing familiar bonds. To that end, I enclose 

an appendix (page 48) with a family tree of The Benang family.  

With regard to the type of characters that we can find in the novel, most of the 

characters presented are round, that is, well-developed characters whose most 

specific traits are shown at the same time they tell the stories in which they were 

involved. An example of this are Jack and Will, Harley’s uncles, who can be also 

considered their nephew’s confidantes, whom he trusts and reveals his feelings, 

thoughts and intentions. Harley’s name, narrator and protagonist, ironically 

appears only a couple of times throughout the novel. We can also consider him 

a dynamic character because of the change he goes through during the course 

of the novel: he starts his journey as an empty character full of rage and 

insecurity, but at the end we discover a more mature person who has found peace 

inside himself. Flat characters can be differentiated by the way in which they do 

not take part in the story, but they are just mere observers, as it is the case of the 

Constable or A.O. Neville himself. Ern is presented as a static character, 

someone who does not alter his personality or motivation, that is, he remains 

primarily the same throughout the story. Apart from this, he can be considered 

Harley’s antagonist, an opposed figure to the young boy’s intention to recover his 

Aboriginal linage. In most cases, these characters are not described by anyone 

else, but them. By letting his characters speak from themselves (including A.O. 

Neville), Scott avoids didacticism, blame or victimhood. 
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As it is not my intention to analyse thoroughly the innards of the novel, because 

that is something that I encourage future readers to do in order to enjoy reading 

this masterpiece, I won’t go deeper in them. 

iii. CHRONOLOGY: 

Kim Scott breaks away from the realist formulations and the chronological order 

of the autobiographical novel. To that end, he makes use of a fragmentary and 

non-linear story-telling technique by which the reader is provided with facts and 

memories with different time and space settings. Upon further reading, we are 

able to put together all these memories, thoughts and emotions presented in the 

novel, in order to build the frame of its action. By doing so, Scott is, in some way, 

supplying the pieces of a jigsaw that the reader will have to bring together in order 

to understand the importance of family ties and empathise with the character. On 

the other hand, this fragmented narrative technique is comparable to the 

fragmentation shown in many families whose children had been taken and their 

bonds broken.  

Harley’s story is, thus, made up of a succession of micro-narratives with no 

apparent chronology which are the result of his own confusion concerning his 

own family history: “Once again I am confusing things (…) not following an 

appropriate sequence” he admits (2003:97). Moreover, all this confusion, 

information gaps and time shifts are no more than the result of the difficult task of 

Harley’s search for self-identity. All things considered, “Scott generates a 

revitalising narrative from fragmented and dispersed stories” (Slater, 2005:71) 

through a circular narrative, like the circle of life. At the beginning and end of the 

story, there are scenes in which our character, Harley, sings above a campfire 

(symbolising also these circular feature), so the novel ends the same way that it 

began. But we know that he is not the same Harley because all that process that 

he has gone through has enriched him greatly. 

iv. SETTING 

❖ Time: 

Regarding time, the novel covers about a century. We range back in time to the 

middle of the 1800s, not long after the first white settlement, when Sandy One 

Mason, a near-drowned survivor, is saved by a young Aboriginal woman called 



28 
 

Fanny, up to 1930s with Harley, Sandy One Mason and Fanny’s great-great 

grandson. However, time is a cultural concept, and, while westerners tend to 

focus on chronological time almost as a resource, for Aborigines, time is a 

concept that moves across past, present and future. In other words, time cannot 

be drawn as a horizontal line, but rather in a vertical position in relation to the 

present, so the past is within the present. According to this, individuals are in the 

centre of ‘time-circles’ and events are placed in time according to their relative 

importance for them and their respective community. For this reason, we can see 

in the novel that elements from the past are intertwined with elements from the 

present, which is also used as a technique to stress and emphasize the continuity 

of the links between the narrator and his family.  

Moreover, people and land become eternal through the concept of “Dreaming”. 

An aboriginal term related to mythology which expresses that time cannot be 

measure when moving from “dream” (the past time) to reality, and comprises the 

significance of place. Therefore, in some cases, we will find that time and place 

become fused. Aboriginal culture highlights the strong links between ancestors 

and descendants, together with plants, animals and the land, so the relation 

among them is what connects these two concepts. For this reason, when western 

authors come into contact with ancestral cultures, they tend to break with the 

dividing barriers common in the western convention. 

❖ Place: 

The towns at the centre of Benang are Wirlup Haven, on the coast, and Gebalup, 

50 km inland, which might correspond today to the towns of Hopetown and 

Ravensthorpe in the heart of Wirlomin country. Other towns mentioned are Kylie 

Bay and Fredericktown, which seem to correspond to Bremer Bay and Albany. 

Due to Harley’s tendency to float, the story takes us to a great variety of places 

which are described in accordance with the character’s feelings and attitudes 

towards that place. We can find an important difference between urban and rural 

spaces. With regard to cities, they are often described associating them with 

concepts such as injustice, lack of rights or racism, because, in most cases, 

Aborigines were not allowed to enter cities, so they do not consider them their 

place. As for rural spaces, the land is their home, so it is associated with terms 

such as freedom, tradition or purity. Consequently, the landscape is described 
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thoroughly, not only attending to places, but also to colours, shapes, smells, 

feelings and states of mind associated. When Harley starts floating above his 

land, he highlights the value of sea, bush, caves, rocks and creeks, because that 

is, not only the story of his Aboriginal ancestors, but also the story of their land. 

As in the following paragraph: 

“Far away (…) a pool of dark-sky-blue showed where the creek rested 

as it twisted its way to just short of the sea. The sunlight sank into the 

water, and reflected just the one heavy star back at us. It was shady 

down there, we could tell; cool and moist. We saw the white sand of 

the beach between river and sea” (2003:418). 

v. LANGUAGE: 

Kim Scott has always struggled with the fact of how to define himself (Half white? 

Half Aborigine? None of them?) and the doubt if his writing revealed his 

Aboriginality the way he meant. The first problem that Harley has to face, indeed, 

is trying to write about a world from which he has no language because he has 

been estranged from that environment. And, in fact, that is the same difficulty that 

Scott himself wanted to reflect: How to express the Nyoongar reality through the 

English language, a language which is a legacy from the British settlers?  

He is aware of the fact that his mastery in English is a result of colonization and 

the assimilationist practices. Even so, he deploys English as a means of 

transmission to reconnect different Indigenous people. But we can say that this 

is not his only motivation, apart from this, he perfectly acknowledges that he is 

writing for a predominantly white, educated audience because the literacy 

problems among most Aboriginal readers is a sad truth. 

At the beginning, when Harley starts telling his “simple family history” his memory 

is still poor and the only language that he employs is just a reflection of Ern’s 

unsympathetic language and conviction of black inferiority. More specifically, we 

can find a very racist discourse in A.O. Neville’s real letters provided by Scott 

along his writing, fruit of his documental research. This is how Scott describes 

Neville’s goal of complete absorption: “He wanted to show, really, how there was 

no place for us. Not in his community. He wanted to extinguish us (…)” (Fielder 
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2005:1). And, in fact, he never condemns this type of language explicitly. On the 

contrary, he expects the readers to draw their own conclusions.  

Regarding symbolism, we can find some relevant metaphors in the novel. The 

first one is the metaphor of the mirror, “Hovering before a mirror I saw a stranger” 

(2003:12) which symbolizes the emptiness of his soul and the lack of roots by 

which he is unable to conform his own identity. The second one is the metaphor 

of the house, when he is determined to pull down his grandfather’s house, the 

one which symbolizes the foundations of his white upbringing. Related to this, the 

tree that Harley is told to pull out by the roots also has a symbolic meaning. But 

in that process, those roots resist to come out and Harley feels like the branch 

“from which the rest of the tree has been cut and carted away” (2003:145). In this 

case, the roots of the tree represent Harley’s Aboriginal roots, which remain 

unalterable, and the branches, all the descendants who were separated from their 

families but still feel that belong to that “tree”. Finally, water is described 

throughout the novel as something “still flowing”, representing that their culture is 

still alive, as in: “Rain still falls, water still gathers” (2003:165). 

Even though, the richest language is found in the great variety of terms used to 

design full-blood Aboriginal people and the so called “half-castes”, going from 

“black”, “nigger” or “nigro”, passing through “darky”, “chalky bones” or “creamy” 

and up to “pale”, “tanned” or the unoffending “light-skinned”. As we will see later, 

all these designations are closely related to the fractions used by Eugenics to 

categorize Aboriginal people. 

Scott also uses some Nyoongar words within very detailed contexts or situations. 

For instance, when Harley explains, through the example of the mirror, his 

insecurities and the feeling of emptiness caused by his lack of roots, Jack warns 

Harley of the risks of looking at oneself in the mirror and advises him to throw it 

away: 

“You need to throw that away,” he said. “You know, a mirror -or even 

if it’s water- a mamari, a little devil man, he sees himself in it, that’ll 

stop him. Make him think too much, dance around, not know what to 

do. It’s not that different for some of us.” (Scott, 2003:161). 
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According to this, whenever we look at us in it, there is a mamari (a little devil, 

part of Noongar tradition) trying to see his image there as well. Jack might be 

referring to those expectations that we have when looking at us in a mirror, which 

might not always be positively fulfilled. In the case of the white man, he is referred 

to as wadjela. 

As previously mentioned, many of the terms that appear in the novel belong to 

the field of nature, as it is the case of kurt-bujar referring to an island and which 

can be translated as “heart-land”, or the names of some animals, such as, the 

yonga (kangaroo). But Scott pays a special attention to the word kaya which, 

according to him, represent best the Noongar people. He argues that its 

importance lies in its meaning and the possibility of being translated as “yes” and 

“hello”, providing the interlocutor with both confidence and generosity, at the 

same time. 

In general terms, we can say that Scott uses a very descriptive language 

expanding on nature, where content prevails over form. 

vi. THE NARRATOR: 

Benang’s main narrator is an omniscient narrator who, literally, floats and soars 

above in the sky in search of the truth of his own Nyoongar community. However, 

he is also characterised by abruptly switching between first and third-person 

narration, as in the following passage: “I began, I believe, with how I found the 

seed of myself (…) in Grandfather’s study. He had fallen ill. He fell, I did not push. 

Ernest Solomon Scat fell seriously ill. He was not pushed. His grandson was 

staying with him (…)” (2003:31). The use of a multi-voiced narration and the shifts 

of perspective guarantee that all the voices that had been quieted by the colonial 

ideology are put together to hear the histories of Nyoongar people and in order 

to protest against the injustices accomplished. Apart from this, and as mentioned 

above, by doing this, Scott avoids pronouncing himself explicitly about certain 

characters such as A.O. Neville. 

Ironically, the use of a first-person narrator (I) has always been associated with 

European rather than Aboriginal literature, which is traditionally communal (We) 

rather than individualistic. The use of this first-person (singular) narrator pursues 

to build bridges between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal ways of knowing and 
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envisioning the world. Since colonial times, many white authors have told their 

own experience and version of history. Now, the focus in on Harley, an Aboriginal 

descendant: “I found myself wishing to reverse that upbringing, not only for the 

sake of my own children, but also for my ancestors, and for their children in turn. 

And therefore, inevitable, most especially, for myself” (Scott, 2003:19). 

c. UNDERSTANDING BENANG: 

i. AUSTRALIA, “TERRA NULLIUS”. 

The colonial discourse provided an image of Australia as Terra Nullius, by which 

Australia became an open space to be expanded into at colonizers disposal. A 

“new country” represented as an opportunity to show the “natural right to rule” of 

the white man based on his “superiority”. However, in the novel we can observe 

that, not only do they feel that they can settle, name and organise the land as 

they please, they also think that the original settlers of the territory, the Aboriginal 

people, who were just “numbers” for them, are in need of taming and that their 

mission is to civilise them. Actually, Scott denounces how, despite being declared 

that there was nobody there, “a great many of us who officially did not exist died 

through disease (and) massacres…”. And as argued by Quinlivan, the loss of 

Indigenous oral culture can be difficult to quantify, because “in the Southeast and 

Southwest 95% of the indigenous population was gone with 50 years” at the 

hands of colonizers (2001:4), and A.O. Neville’s official figures also support this. 

The Aborigines’ indignation is promoted by the fact that they were reduced to 

“nothingness” and in the best-case scenario, just numbers. They feel they are 

invisible to white people, who don’t see them the way they are. They feel that 

their memory has been deleted and their lives, emptied. And for this reason, when 

in the novel they try to find their image in a mirror, they don’t see anything or just 

a blurred vision of them. Therefore, Aborigines feel the necessity to speak out 

loud that they (the white people) are the strangers in the Indigenous community 

because “the people who did create a society in Australia were Aboriginal 

Australians”, or as Jack states: “We been here forever, all along this coast. This 

is our country” (2003:188). 
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ii. NOONGAR LANGUAGE AND CULTURE. HOW TO EXPRESS THE NOONGAR 

REALITY IN ENGLISH. 

  Although Noongar is 

identified as a single 

language, there are several 

ways of pronouncing it, which 

is reflected in the spelling: 

Noongar, Nyoongar, Nyungar, 

Nyoongah, Nyungah, Nyugah, 

Yungar and Noonga. Noongar 

language is made up of 

fourteen different dialects, 

which have changed over 

time, incorporating and mixing 

with English. Even in the novel, Harley refers to the difficulty that he finds when 

differentiating them: “I may well be djanak, or djangha -so much so that I stumble 

at what is the correct dialect” (2003:163).  Many Noongar people of today grew 

up speaking English in school and Noongar at home. The kurrlongurr (children 

who were taken away to missions, that is, those belonging to the Stolen 

Generations) were forbidden from speaking their Noongar language and obliged 

to use English. In some cases, their thinking was said to lack cohesion because 

of their lack of fluency in the new language. However, it was just another way 

from white settlers to prove black inferiority. 

Noongar or Nyoongar (as it is referred to in the novel) means “human being” and 

is a regional name referring to the Indigenous people of southwest Western 

Australia and their language. Noongar people were generally considered a semi-

nomad community not bound to any specific place and used to trading, but very 

specially related to “the bush”. They lived in harmony with the natural 

environment. Noongar social structure was focused on the family with Noongar 

family groups occupying distinct areas of Noongar Country. For the Noongar 

people in the Perth area, the main source of food came from the wardan (ocean) 

and they used to make a living by hunting and trapping kangaroos, possums or 

wallabies. In the novel, we are told that with the arrival of the first settlers and the 
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imposition of their own laws and policies, they are pushed into limited camps and 

forbidden to hunt. Therefore, they feel that their special ties with the land are 

broken. 

The Noongar community holds great respect for their Elders as keepers of the 

kaartdijin or knowledge that is transmitted from generation to generation and 

which contains the unwritten laws of the community. In Benang, this figure is 

represented by Fanny, who, even deceased long time ago, transmit that kaartdijin 

to her great-great grandson. Apart from this, identity plays a very important role 

in the Noongar community because it symbolizes the connection to the country 

through their traditions, songs and stories, which are part of the community’s 

identity. This same idea is portrayed in Scott’s Benang, describing a journey in 

search of the protagonist’s identity, as a way to recover that connection with his 

own community. 

Considering that Nyoongar language “is best transmitted orally” (Scott, 2005:12), 

his dilemma has always been how to make use of it in writing the story without 

compromising it, due to the difficulty to translate or express certain concepts in 

English. Today, the Noongar language is argued to be endangered, despite the 

efforts of several elders and schools throughout Perth and the South West to 

keep it alive. 

iii. PURSUING WHITENESS: A.O. NEVILLE AND EUGENICS. BREEDING WHITE 

FROM BLACK. 

A.O. Neville was the boss of the variously named “Aborigines Department” for 

about three decades of the twentieth century. He played an important role for the 

field of science that he represented, Eugenics, “the science of improving the 

qualities of the human race, especially the careful selection of parents” which 

aimed at improving the genetic quality of mixed descent. According to this, white 

people were superior to the rest of individuals. However, this was not the only 

scientific theory in this period supporting this assertion: monogenism, 

polygenism, phrenology, Darwin’s theory of evolution, social Darwinism as well 

as socio-biology, shared their mainly racist essence, apart from some 

discriminatory postures on gender, sexuality, class and disability. 
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During the Victorian Age in Britain, some thinkers had started to use Darwin's 

theory of evolution to form their own social, economic and racial theories. By the 

late 1870s, the phrase ‘social Darwinism’ began to be heard from those who 

applied Darwinian concepts to the human community. Many Victorians 

recognised in that evolutionary thinking a vision of the world that seemed to fit 

their own social experience. The impact on people’s lives of industrialisation, 

urbanisation and technological innovation, was unprecedented, so the idea of a 

‘struggle for existence’ that was central to Darwin’s theory of biological evolution 

was a powerful way to describe Britain’s competitive capitalist economy in which 

some people had become enormously wealthy and others struggled to survive 

poverty. Eugenics made also significant advances during the Edwardian period. 

In 1907, the Eugenics Education Society was founded in Britain to campaign for 

sterilisation and marriage restrictions for the weak to prevent the degeneration of 

Britain's population. 

Back to the colonial settlement, Neville’s eugenicist manifesto Australia’s 

Coloured Minority: Its Place in the Community is a “continual source of 

inspiration” for Scott, who quotes him directly from the colonial archival material 

researched. When Scott introduces him into the novel, Neville has just been 

promoted to the position of Western Australian Chief Protector of Aborigines, 

position in which he served from 1915 to 1940. Neville appears as the imagined 

cousin of Harley’s grandfather, Ern. In Oost’s view, when Earns arrives in 

Western Australia, he is determined to make his mark in history and, following his 

cousin’s ideas, starts a project to produce a white descent through a controlled 

breeding programme amongst Nyoongar women. In other words, he plays God. 

Benang’s protagonist, Harley, narrates how he discovers the records that his 

grandfather Ern had kept from this amateur eugenics’ project and the way in 

which all that time he had been attempting to “breed white from black”. Ironically, 

those are the same documents which will help him trace his Nyoongar family and 

connect with his community. 

The black will go white. Early administrators used to defend that the “Aboriginal 

problem” would disappear over two or three generations, when older generations 

died out and the young people were absorbed. This absorption of black into white 

was sometimes referred to as “a small stream of dirty water entering a larger clear 
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stream”. The colour of the smallest is eventually lost. Ern gives this allegory a 

sexual connotation when he relates that “small stream” to the sexual act: “He 

thought of a reversal, of small white streams entering black” (2003:75). Ern’s 

obsession to finally have a white descendant and delete any trace from black 

Indigenous people even takes him to wash his grandson with bleach or make him 

use gloves. As for Harley, when he has just started that journey to find his real 

self, he feels “absorbed, barely alive” (2003:35), defeated because his 

grandfather might have achieved his abhorrent goal. But he will try to reverse that 

process of absorption by reconnecting with his Nyoongar relatives. 

iv. THE MATTER OF HYBRIDITY: FROM “THE FRACTIONS ALLEGORY” TO THE 

FIRST WHITE MAN BORN. 

When, at the age of sixteen, Harley discovers Ern’s notes, he also finds some 

diagrams and photographs which lead him to think that he has been the object of 

an experiment. In the captions to those photographs, Ern had specified “full-

blood” (referring to Aborigines), “half-caste” (referring to the first cross of 

Aborigines with white people: ½ proportion of Aboriginal blood), “quadroon” and 

“octoroon” (resulting from subsequent cross-breeding of “half-caste” with white 

individuals: ¼ and 1/8 proportion of Aboriginal blood, respectively). Harley 

realises: “I was a fraction of what I might have been” (2003:26). 

Scott begins Benang with Harley conceived as “the first white man born”: “So, by 

way of introduction, here I come: The first white man born” (2003:10). He is the 

expected end product of that genetic absorption, his grandfather’s fantasy. No 

traces from a darker skin or a wide nose, which he sometimes pressure in front 

of the mirror to simulate what might have been. Although he refuses to accept 

that reality, he is aware of the fact that, at that moment, a white appearance and 

a white upbringing and education are the only things left that he has. Has his 

father really got to erase all trace of primitivism from him? 

Through the novel, we learn that Assimilationists and eugenicists always insisted 

on the existence of one unique reality, the uniformity of bodies, knowledge and 

language. However, Benang becomes a model of acceptance of other legitimate 

modes of being, when Harley finally recovers his Aboriginal roots and effaces his 

white heritage, accepting his own hybridisation. 
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v. SAMENESS VS OTHERNESS. 

The idea of ‘otherness’ is central to understand how majority and minority 

identities are constructed. In any given society, the representation of the world is 

controlled by a group of people that have a greater political power and assumes 

the responsibility of establishing the boundaries between what is common to them 

and, therefore, accepted, and what differs from them and, therefore, a menace 

for that common perception of life considered the right one. When the first 

colonizers, the ones to be called to represent western civilization, set foot on 

Australia and have the first encounter with Aborigines, they considered that they 

had the mission to civilize those savages. Forthwith, Indigenous people were 

considered that unknown otherness, the defiant alterity that had to be mastered 

in order to produce uniform national subjects. In this process of purification, 

sameness was “the only desirable goal on the national horizon” (Le Guellec, 

2010:35). And as Scott writes: “It was what they were all engaged in here, in 

various ways; taming, controlling, elevating the whole bloody country so that it 

might achieve its potential and become part of the civilised world” (2003:193). 

Those first settlers and following generations never intended to bridge gaps with 

the Aborigines. Their positions were clear: “us” and “them”. Indigenous people 

differed so much from what they were and they knew, that they were unable to 

understand and, therefore, accept them. When Constable Hall notices Fanny 

(Harley’s full-blood great great grandmother) he mentions that “Even her stare 

was in a different language” (2003:196) alluding to the way in which their most 

common habits were a nuisance for them. The ideas of similarity and difference 

are central to the way in which we achieve a sense of identity and social 

belonging, and the civilization they intended to build did not have those features. 

Consequently, Aborigines became strangers in their own country. The 

assimilationist reduction of otherness to an idealized white identity as sameness 

was set in motion with the implementation of the first policies. 

Today, political, social and literary movements advocate the necessity to be 

“open to otherness” and that “one’s self is composed from encounters with 

otherness”, as Lisa Slater highlights (2005:149). In other words, the urgency of 

striving for a more inclusive “us”. 
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vi. ERN VS FANNY 

Ernest Solomon Scat and Fanny Benang represent the perfect opposites. Two 

ends meant to never be found, two beings destined never to understand each 

other. 

Ern, Harley’s white grandfather, embodies the longings of assimilationists for a 

“White Australia”. More than just an amateur eugenicist, Ern participates actively 

in the project of seeking to breed a race of white children out of Aboriginal 

mothers. He personally takes on this whitening task by maintaining sexual 

relations with the Aboriginal domestic servants and children who come under his 

care, who are represented as meres machines or incubators of the foetus. He 

treats them as objects and is unable to love any of them. In fact, Topsy (Harley’s 

grandmother) is seen by Ern as a mere vehicle towards the “first white man born”. 

As to Fanny (Harley’s Aboriginal great-great grandmother), she represents purity, 

in part, for the lack of mixture in her blood, but mainly for her transformation into 

a free spirit who talks to Harley about his ancestors and makes him breath the 

Nyoongar world to which he starts being connected. Apart from this, she 

personifies tradition and the knowledge or kaartdijin that, as clan Elder, she is 

meant to transmit. She is given her name by Sandy One Mason (her life 

companion), whom Fanny saved after a shipwreck: “She recognised him by his 

blond hair, that Sandy One" (2003:463). 

To put it another way, Ern symbolizes the western masculinity, someone who has 

abandoned all the children conceived with Aboriginal women (but one) depending 

on his established plans, whereas Fanny exemplifies the female Aboriginal 

resistance who provides for her family and struggles for her people’s rights to be 

recognised. 

vii. THE LAND AS A CREATIVE FORCE. TAMING THE LAND. 

The concept of land means different things to Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people. For non-Indigenous people, the land is an asset to make profit from, a 

means of empowering related to economic wealth, whereas for Aboriginal people, 

it is a living being with which they are connected through physical, spiritual and 

cultural bonds. They don’t own the land; the land owns them. Actually, Aborigines 

consider that “the bush” (iconic term in Australia referring to rural areas) is much 



39 
 

more than a place. Rocks, trees, rivers, animals and humans were all formed of 

the same substance, so the health of the land is central to their culture because 

they can feel the pain inflicted to them as their own pain. The land is their mother, 

and in the same way the land takes care of them, they are responsible to take 

care of it. Unlike non-Aboriginal people, Aborigines live with the land, not off it. 

The land is like a second skin for them, a reflection of their own shadow, so 

without that strong link to land, Aborigines feel they cannot create. No life, no 

music, no dance or no painting can be engendered if that sense of belonging is 

broken. For this reason, it is of vital importance to maintain that connection in 

order to pass on substantial learning to younger generations. An example of this, 

is Harley’s trip through his ancestors’ land. Once he is there, visiting the places 

where his antecedents were born, where they traded with other tribes and where 

they learnt to listen to the land, he feels that his loneliness and emptiness start to 

disappear, that he is, in fact, a Nyoongar. 

When European settlers arrived, they approached the geography of Australia in 

a different way. As their attempt to tame people into submission, they would 

perceive that same land as something to be conquered or subdue, full of 

challenges, extreme weather patterns and wild landscape.  

viii. THE LACK OF ROOTS AND HARLEY’S PROPENSITY FOR ELEVATION. 

Colonialism was justified as an altruist form to introduce Indigenous people into 

modernity. From the words of A.O. Neville in Benang: “As I see it, what we have 

to do is uplift and elevate these people to our own plane (…)” (Scott 2003:11), we 

can understand that colonizers meant to “uplift the native” as a form of care and 

protection provided by the “advanced” race, with the purpose of proving the 

superiority of the white settlers. 

After having been stripped of his Aboriginal ancestry and provided a “white” 

education, Harley is supposed to have been “uplifted” to the level of “white 

person” (he is considered “the first white man born”). This metaphor is literalised 

and he finds that he has a tendency to float. This capacity for levitation and 

continuous threatening to float away into the air is often attributed to the colonial 

regime’s project, to raise the native up. But, from his point of view, that elevation 

reflects the dislocation from his culture, language and family history, that is, a sad 
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emptiness motivated by his lack of roots and broken ties with his family ancestors. 

He usually complains about his floating (a consequence of Ern’s project) because 

prevents him from concentrating on his task: tracing his family history and finding 

himself. 

Although through elevation, Harley is disconnected from the ground to which 

Aboriginal people belong, ironically, floating also gives him an aerial perspective 

of the land of his ancestors, characteristic of Aboriginal spiritual vision. And, like 

a marban, he feels he has the ability to change shape and form, and travel 

through different spatial and temporal zones.  

ix. WHITE EQUALS DEATH. 

As pointed by Pons, although in many western cultures, black is the colour 

referring to death and mourning, in this novel, Scott associates white with 

destruction, starting with “the pale invaders”, the colour of the remaining bones 

of dead bodies – “Bones white like the skin of the young ones” (2003:176)- or 

when he describes: “on either side of us, trees, dying, turning white” (2003:34). 

White man destroyed Nature and massacred, vilified and dispossessed 

Aboriginal people. Sickness comes with white people because white people only 

bring destruction. 

This negative view of western perspective is based on Scott’s documental 

research into his own genealogy. Through this piece of fiction, he is trying to 

adopt a critical approach of Australian historiography in order to denounce the 

policies implemented in Australia. He doesn’t mean to create a disjuncture, but 

the only way to smooth things over and achieved a national reconciliation is by 

accepting the past. Only by doing that, will they be able to start again as a new 

country. 

x. “THE BLIND ACCEPTANCE”: THE INNOCENT STATE OF MIND. RAISING WHITE 

AWARENESS. 

After the publication of the Bringing Them Home report in 1997, and the public 

apology in 2008 of the Prime Minister of Australia, Kevin Rudd, to the Stolen 

Generations, this issue has become one the most debated topics in contemporary 

Australia. Nevertheless, few of this Australians seem to remember those past 

events. As it is collected in Haebich’s article “Between Knowing and not 
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Knowing”, a woman sobbed at the 1997 National Adoption Conference in Perth: 

“I’m sorry I just didn’t know” (2000:70). In some cases, the debate is whether 

these forcible removals can be constituted as genocide or if that relocation was 

carried out for the children’s own good. Although most voices evoke the trauma 

of separation, describing the acute sense of physical and emotional displacement 

suffered by the victims of this policy. 

Considering that this measure was carried out by the government openly and in 

front of everyone, the attitudes and actions of the “bystanders” towards “victims” 

and “perpetrators” have been called into question. A denominated “blind 

acceptance” of the events that now most choose to deny and forget. This 

historical silence is, therefore, linked to an “innocent state of mind” (Haebich, 

2001:75) by which they knew what was happening around them but, as an 

uncomfortable truth, it was denied. Hence, they were all part of a spiral process 

of dehumanization, and their passivity transformed them into accomplices of this 

genocide.  

Thus, Scott is contributing to raise white awareness of the oppression inflicted on 

Aborigines in Western Australian history. Through his writing, he is also helping 

in the reconciliation process and the novel itself can be considered a kind of 

appeasement: “I have written this story wanting to embrace all of you, and it is 

the best I can do in this language we share” (2003:494). 

xi. BENANG: “TOMORROW”. 

At the beginning of the novel, after Harley’s car accident, he starts to reconsider 

his life. He begins by interrogating his identity from his in-between status as “part” 

Aboriginal. Although he realises that his appearance is that of a white person, he 

feels that his Aboriginality is still alive, like him, despite the serious car accident 

that he had just had. Among the many signs of lament and uncertainty, the voices 

of assertion and resilience stand out of them. 

Addressing the question of the relationship between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal Australians, the novel, whose title and last word is Benang 

(“tomorrow”), symbolises a new approach in that reconciliation process 

mentioned above, initiated in the last decade of the twentieth century; an 

acknowledgment of the fact that Aborigines haven’t succumbed and that they will 
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have to be taken into account. Therefore, that last line: “We are still here, Benang” 

(2003:495) becomes an echo of the cry “We have survived”, which was uttered 

by Aborigines at the time of Australia’s Bicentenary in 1988. 

As a matter of fact, the meaning of the word is given by the narrator, Harley, who 

gives it as his great-great grandmother’s name: “Her name: Pinyan, Benang”, and 

he adds: “There is a Nyoongar word, sometimes spelt, benang, which means 

tomorrow. Benang is tomorrow” (2003:464). For this reason, we can say that 

Fanny represents, not only the future of her own family, but also the future of 

other generations of Nyoongar, and in a more general sense, the future of 

Aboriginality, because she keeps it alive. There is still hope for “benang”. 

xii. THE CONCEPT OF IDENTITY: THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE SELF. 

Harley’s desperate necessity to write his family story is closely related to his 

attempt to reconstruct his own depleted identity. As the first white man born, his 

grandfather has supposedly erased all trace of Indigenous linage, but he 

doesn’t seem to find his own self as a white person. Through the metaphor of 

the mirror, “Hoovering before a mirror, I saw a stranger” (2003:12), he admits 

that he does not recognise the person he has in front, the person that 

everybody says he is, the person he identifies with. As a descendant of two very 

different and conflicting entities, whites and Aborigines, he feels that he does 

not fit in any of them. With regard to white people, he would always find some of 

them who would consider him an “aberration” and they would never let him 

forget about his Indigenous roots. As for Aborigines, they might not find easy to 

trust him because of his appearance, among other features, his white skin. 

According to Lisa Slater, “the exposure to the other reveals the radical social 

construction of our self” (2005:148) and sometimes we need the acceptance of 

our peers to feel that we belong. But only full similarity among peers brings 

acceptance. The rejection that he feels from both groups leads him to assert “I 

am no white man” (2003:494), which is not quite the same as saying “I’m 

Aboriginal”, in that case, it would be untrue. For this reason, when he tries to 

identify himself in the mirror, he won’t find neither one nor the other, because he 

is just the result of one of the most perfect melanges of all, a human being. To 
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put it another way, our character, Harley, is unable to denominate himself 

because the rest of society is unable to classify him either.  

Although identities are often thought to be natural or innate, they can be altered 

by society. Social identities reflect the way individuals and groups internalise 

established social categories, such as their class, culture or ethnicity within their 

societies. These social categories shape our ideas about who we think we are 

or how we want to be seen by others, and the groups to which we want to 

belong. In other words, social identities are created through our ongoing social 

interaction with other people and our self-reflection about who we think we are 

according to these social exchanges. We adjust our behaviour and our self-

image based upon our interactions.  

Hence, only the moment he is recognised as Nyoongar by his uncles, he 

identifies himself as aboriginal. He needs their approbation to feel that he fits in 

there: “Uncle Jack said to me, “To start with, what you are is a Nyoongar”” 

(2005:494), or when his ancestors talk to him: “You can’t hide what you are”. In 

that moment, Harley needs to highlight his black inner self, forget his 

insecurities and uncertainty and demonstrate that race cannot be defined as the 

colour of one’s skin. His apparent whiteness and the identity imposed on him by 

the white oppressors should not make him feel less authentic, less Aborigine, 

because now he has the support of his Nyoongar people. 
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12.  CONCLUSIONS 

When in 1788 white settlers disembarked in Australia, they became determined 

to erase any kind of trace in the island and start to draw their own history, as if 

the land to be conquered was a blank page. Thus, by obviating the existent 

Aboriginals and their powerful connection to the “bush”, they started to seize the 

Indigenous’ lands, properties and lives. Their present would not belong to them 

anymore, and neither would their future. Actually, the traumatic removal of the 

Stolen Generations, documented in several academic researches and the 

Bringing Them Home Report of 1997, has been at the centre of Australian politics 

for around two decades. This interest was concluded with the official Apology of 

2008 from the Government, which would try to put an end to those feelings of 

uncertainty and incomprehension. However, after carrying out this research, we 

can conclude that the consequences of those events will never show the real 

damage inflicted on Aboriginal people. 

Generation after generation, Aborigines have felt strangers in their own home. 

After having been denominated Terra Nullius, they witnessed the denial of their 

existence and how they were reduced to “nothingness”. They have been 

marginalised and displaced from the land of their ancestors, a land which does 

not belong to them but it is just part of them, and the place where their history is 

written. Considering the great importance that they give to life lessons coming 

from their Elders, they feel as if the tracks and remnants left by them had been 

erased, or, to put it another way, as if their book of memories had been emptied. 

However, there is strong evidence to suggest that they have survived oppression 

and they are still alive. 

From the research that has been undertaken, we can assert that it is now when 

Australian Aborigines are allowed to provide a different version of past events; it 

is now that they feel enough strength and support from individuals and authorities 

to call for justice, and that implies the admittance of the injustices committed 

against them. One of the means chosen to make themselves heard and express 

such tensions is literature, something necessary to reflect their cultural heritage.  

Quoting Miles Franklin, as Kim Scott himself did in his conference at Curtin 

University, “Without an Indigenous Literature, people can remain alien in their 
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own soil”. Hence, this paper has clearly shown that Australian Aboriginal writers 

are now more preoccupied with their own past than they have been at any other 

stage in their history. 

Apart from this, it has been demonstrated that this generation of writers is the 

result of the failure of the assimilation policies implemented nearly a century ago. 

The paternalism and arrogance in the unrealistic goals imposed by assimilationist 

governments gave rise to the trauma and loss caused by growing with their back 

to their land and their own community. They are also a reflection of the repressed 

rage felt against those who turned a blind eye, unable to feel any sense of guilt 

and responsibility over the treatment of Aboriginal Australian. However, it is not 

revenge what they are claiming, but recognition. From the research carried out 

on Kim Scott’s work, we can assert that Aboriginal writers are only seeking to 

face future with hope and renewal, and nothing can be built on a lie. 

Reading any of the Aboriginal authors mentioned, one can be bewildered by the 

way in which such complex events are told in their novels. Despite the brutality 

and cruelty described in their stories and the distress caused, one can feel the 

pain relieved in the writing process, like a therapy for them, survivors of that unfair 

past, and the rest of us, witnesses of it. With this in mind, there is strong evidence 

to suggest that this new generation of Aboriginal writers is ready to become a 

milestone in Australian history. With regard to Kim Scott, he projects a privileged 

perspective because of his condition as mixed descendant from the Aboriginal 

and Anglo-Saxon culture. From that special position, he is able to provide a wide 

range of approaches and value the issue of colonialism and aboriginality from 

different points of view. 

In conclusion, this research has shown that this process of reconciliation between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people also implies, in the case of mixed 

descendants, conciliating their own selves, that is, accepting their Indigenous 

linage without demonizing their white roots. As we have seen throughout the 

paper, they need to accept their own hybridisation and reconstruct their own 

identity on that concept, leaving insecurities aside.  Only by admitting who they 

really are, the struggle and resilience of their people will have meant something. 

And, as argued by Scott, only then, there will be a hope for a new future, a hope 

for “benang”.  
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