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Australia - "an unfinished western colonial project’

Baden Offord

(Southern Cross University / Visiting Professor from Australia, University of Tokyo)

These musings are a response
to a foreword that the late Indian-
Australian scholar J. Vin D’Cruz
wrote just before his death and
now published in an Australian
Studies reader. In an extensive
autobiographical account of his fifty
years as an Asian-Australian scholar,
D’Cruz (2009) says:

I’ve lived in Australia for
over half a century and though
an individual person’s life
experiences may not be the
last word on the subject, in the
marrow of my bones I feel that
Asia, or any essential part of it,
was ever the object of genuine
puzzlement on the part of literary
or any other Australia. Australia

had cut itself off from Asia...

D’Cruz argued strenuously that
Australia would be successful in
working out a satisfying and coherent
identity in its multi-cultural regional
neighbourhood only after it had found
a way to live with ease within its
own multi-cultured Australia, which
of course begins with Indigenous
Australians, and includes Asian-
Australians, Oceanic-Australians,
and the like. Thus, when Australia
has learned to live amicably with the
other within, it will have also learnt
to live with the other outside. It was
Stephen Fitzgerald who said ‘The Asian
challenge for Australia is not economic
or commercial. It is intellectual, and
the issues are political and cultural’

(1997: 4). To achieve this would
require significant attempts in hastening
decolonizing processes, yet to be fully
realized in Australian contemporary
values and attitudes.

I write this at a time when
contemporary belonging in Australia
is still being framed through a
colonialising context. The former
Howard Government’s push
(putsch) from 1996 to 2007 was for
an emphasis on social cohesion at
the expense of support for cultural
diversity and multiculturalism.
For Howard, the viability of the
conservative social context was
through the maintenance of borders
- physical, psychological, political,
cultural - framed through so-called
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“Australian values”, derived from
the dominant Anglo-Celtic tradition.
These borders continue to scaffold the
Australian polity in the post-Howard
era of Rudd and Gillard, despite the
long awaited apology to Indigenous
Australians in 2008.

Indian scholar Ashis Nandy’s
1983 account of The Intimate Enemy
persuasively outlines how colonialism
is not just the conquest of space (terra
firma or marine), but that it forms
the content of cultures and societies,
becoming indeed, a mindset. Not
merely an event, but more profoundly
a structure of thought. He writes:
‘This colonialism colonises the mind
in addition to bodies and it releases
forces within colonised societies to
alter their cultural priorities once and
for all” (Nandy, 1983: 11).

The Howard era systematically
and strategically worked towards
the maintenance of such a “colonial
mind” whose construction, both formal
and informal, was always structured
and pervasive. As a consequence, the
Lebanese-Australian anthropologist
Ghassan Hage has soberly commented
(2001: 350),

This is what constitutes
the objective difficulty of the
Australian situation. For a
long time to come, Australia is
destined to become an unfinished
Western colonial project as well
as a land in a permanent state of
decolonisation.

Three examples illustrate the
effects of this “difficulty” and form
a specific axis of border control
over the nation. First, support of a
culture of whiteness in Australia
has developed despite the demise
of the White Australia Policy over
thirty-five years ago. Cultural critic
Ien Ang writes (2003: 65): ‘what
seems to be the object of anxiety
today is the maintenance of the
culture of white Australia’. Second,
the Howard Government’s 1990s
rejection of multicultural Australia
as a reality, and the downgrading of
the policy of multiculturalism has

been systematically sustained through
the production of a culture of border
security and protection, fashioned
around the motif “we decide who
comes here.” Third, when the Howard
Government legislated change to
the Marriage Act in 2004, to ensure
that marriage can only be between a
man and a woman, it represented a
consolidation of conservative anxieties
about the maintenance of the culture of
heterosexual and patriarchal Australia.
I saw Baz Lurhmann’s epic film,
‘Australia’ (2008), on the very same
day as the funeral of my friend and
colleague Vin D’Cruz. The narrative
of this sweeping film, set during the
onset of the second-world war in
the Northern Territory, is certainly
cliched, and the stereotyping of
characters is unambiguous. But the
idea behind this film (intentional or
accidental) appears to be based on
recognition of Indigenous ontological
belonging, which is one of the most
important ethical claims put forward
by Indigenous scholars such as Irene
Watson and Aileen Moreton-Robinson.
As I watched the film, I wondered
what Vin would have thought about
the central character, an Aboriginal
boy called Nullah, and his story of
belonging, about his returning to
country. Here was a narrative firmly
in mainstream popular culture that
empathised with the Indigenous
experience and way of knowing and
being, which presented “history” in a
stylised, dreamlike fashion interwoven
with myth, nostalgia and memory.
The narrative brims over with inter-
textual references to the effects of
enculturation, for example The Wizard
of Oz; and the counter-hegemonic
references that are linked to the
interventionist, activist representations
and artwork of Tracey Moffat. |
was surprised and delighted by the
centrality of Aboriginal experience
at the heart of the film. It was
unexpected. There has been much
debate about the value and veracity
of the film itself, but I found myself
thinking about how this story had been

made, at this time, and in this era.

Ashis Nandy has remarked that ‘it
is important not to remember the past
objectively, clearly or in its entirety’
(2001: 206). This film, perhaps, is an
example of this. At its best it offers
a cultural re-orientation, saying that
the problem of reconciliation is
squarely not an Aboriginal problem
but rather a settler problem. This
film, I suggest, is an example of
how settler imagination might be
re-imagined and re-oriented towards
a continuous living story - the fact of
Aboriginal ontological belonging. It
is a story that is experienced through
other windows of existence. As the
Catalan intercultural philosopher
Raimon Pannikar has remarked,
such (de-colonising) stories of
the other can be listened to, even
if not experienced. This has the
possibility of activating de-colonising
knowledges and understandings.

This film made me reflect on
the extraordinary contribution
made by Vin D’Cruz to Australia’s
interpretation of itself. For over fifty
years he had tirelessly brought his
intellectual endeavours to confront
the collective amnesia of Australian
colonialism; to vigorously argue
that at the heart of the Australian
consciousness was a rejection and fear
of the other; what he came to in fact
conceive of as the rejection and fear
of the necessary other.

He introduced through his work,
such as in his landmark 2003 book
Australia’s Ambivalence Towards
Asia, a critique of Australia’s relations
with Asia and its Indigenous peoples.
Vin argued for local, lived narratives
and “little cultures” that are too often
erased from nationalist histories,
literary or otherwise, precisely
because they stand in dissonant
relation to homogenising accounts. He
drew on Australian anthropologist and
historian, Greg Denning (1997: 30),
who has stated:

Living histories and cultural
memories have more than the
rhetoric of all the varieties
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of institutionalised histories.
Living histories are part of the
theatre of life. Living histories
recognise the significance
of things more than their
explanation. Living histories
are more likely to well up in
tears than in words, or come
out in shouts and screams,
or solemn silences. Living
history does not belong to the
artificiality of learning and
schools but to human realities.
It is about truth, not accuracy.

Returning to Ghassan Hage’s earlier
comment that Australia is destined to
become an unfinished Western colonial
project as well as a land in a permanent
state of decolonisation, I do think there
are valuable attempts being made,
culturally, socially and intellectually,
towards deeper conversations within
Australia. Gestures such as the national
apology to Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islanders; re-imaginings such as
the film ‘Australia’; and mainstream
debates about global citizenship,
asylum seekers and ‘boat people’; are
some of the indicators of shifting sands
within the colonial mindset.

There are certainly positive
intellectual responses happening
in Australia. In her recent article
in the Griffith Review issue (2008)
entitled ‘Re-imagining Australia’, Ien
Ang makes the eloquent argument
for an approach in Australia to its
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internal diversity that is based on a
cosmopolitan multiculturalism. She
concludes that notions of shared
values are always problematic, and
that new ways are needed to negotiate
the complexity of cultural contexts
in which we now find ourselves.
Ang’s suggestion is to foster a
culture of reaching out and making
conversation.

What I find valuable about Ang’s
suggestion, reflecting on Vin D’Cruz’s
cosmopolitan multicultural life and
his profound contribution, is that
at the core of change, conflict and
convergence in Australia’s definition
of itself and in its articulation of its
values to the region and the world,
there is always a need for sustained
creative and intellectual work that
crosses borders and boundaries,
that powerfully reaches through and
beyond the crossroads of contemporary
Australian identity and belonging.
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[20104¢]
5H17H  Lisa McGirr (Professor of History,
Harvard University): “Prohibition and the
Making of Modern America” (CPAS & D JEAi)
6H8H  Linda Gordon (Professor of History,
New York University): “Dorothea Lange and
Visual Democracy” (CPAS & D 1i)
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[20114]

3H9H Gary Gerstle (Professor of History,
Vanderbilt University): “The Nation and
Obama: America’s Third Reconstruction?”

3H11H  Gary Gerstle (Professor of History,
Vanderbilt University): “Radical Democracy
and Monied Influence on American Politics: A
Historical Perspective” = X > | : Sven Beckert

(Professor of History, Harvard University)
(CPAS & D3A)
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Prohibition and the Making of Modern America

Case of the Special Broadcasting Service

America, 1650

Learning to
Visual Culture of the United State

Philadelphia as ‘the Edinburgh of America’
and Sources of the American Enlightenment

Investigation of Australian Cosmopolitanism

Politics: A Historical Perspective

Women as ActorsBaSr(v:(]j Subjects in Religion: Protestant

Lisa McGirr
(Harvard University)

Linda Gordon
(New York University)

Ariela Gross
(University of Southern California)

Gay Hawkins
(The University of New South Wales/
CPAS ZEHIF)

David D. Ha
(Harvard Unlverslty)

Multicultural Broadcasting and Australian Citizenship- the

Toleration. Pluralism. the Church and the State: the Origins
of Religious Liberty in Eighteenth-Century British America

Look: Using New Medla for Understanding the

: the Character

Cultural Survival and Decolonisation: A Postcolonial

David Armitage peti==22S
(Harvard University)

Joyce Chaplin RS
(Harvard Unlverslty)

Joyce Chaplin IEREEZELE
(Harvard Unlverslty)

David Armitage &) |1 fREs
(Harvard University)

Ned Landsman &) | e
(State University of New York, Stony

Brook)

David Jaffe BRI
(Bard Graduate Center)

Ned Landsman BRI
(State University of New York, Stony
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