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Woatching Bran Nue Dae

Catriona Elder

(The University of Sydney/Visiting Professor from Australia, The University of Tokyo)

As the Visiting Professor of Austra-
lian Studies at the University of Tokyo I
taught an Australian themed course for
senior students in the winter semester.
The course, called Australian Multicul-
tures, was designed to introduce stu-
dents to some key concepts and theories
about race, racism, pluralism and nation.
I included lessons on the British colo-
nists, the Indigenous peoples who were
here when they arrived and the more
recent non-British migrants whose pres-
ence was often unwelcome for the Brit-
ish migrants.

There were parts of the course that
were quite intense. Scholars of Austra-
lia, and scholars of nations that have
anything to do with Australia, know this
former British colony has a long history

of racism. From the early moment of
colonialism in the late eighteenth cen-
tury when Aboriginal peoples began to
be moved from their country in a violent
process of dispossession, through the
mid-nineteenth century anti-Chinese
laws and on to the Immigration Re-
striction Act of the new nation in 1901
there have been concerted efforts to
keep Australia ‘white.” The effects of
these policies, campaigns, and everyday
activities have had a negative impact
on many different groups of non-white
peoples. Given this history, in our week-
ly classes we often dealt with some
difficult topics and episodes from Aus-
tralia’ s past and also present. We also
dealt with some difficult concepts. So
altogether this sometimes made class a

little intense.

In recognition of this double burden
I wanted to end the semester with some
‘easier’ material and so for our last two
classes we engaged with a quite recent
Australian film — Bran Nue Dae (2009).
I chose this film because of its loca-
tion — the very multicultural district of
Broome in Western Australia — as well
as its well-known Aboriginal director
Rachael Perkins. It was also selected be-
cause it is funny. It is a musical. Based
on a very successful stage show of the
same name, and written by Jimmy Chi
I knew it had catchy-tunes, some good
slap-stick comedy as well as delivering
a dose of the history of race relations.

Just before screening the film I
was suddenly a little worried that the
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Australian humour of the film would not
translate to this very multicultural group
of learners. I worried that the Japanese,
Chinese, Russian, German and Italian
students would not respond to the film.
So I spoke to them about this before-
hand — reminding them that we were
watching the film as sociologists — and
that next week we would discuss some of
the issues — especially ones about cultur-
al difference — that emerged in the film.
Half an hour into the screening I was
not sure the students were totally watch-
ing the film as sociologists. There was
plenty of laughter as the comical story
of going home unfolded. The end-titles
of the film rolled over as class ended
and as students prepared to leave the
room | waved the handout I had given
them with the questions about the film
they needed to consider.

When we began to discuss the film
the next week the chat began with our
initial reactions. Students responded
that they had enjoyed the film and that
it was funny. We relived some of the
scenes that had stuck in their minds —
there is one where a string of sausages
are stolen that is pure physical comedy.
There were some questions about the
product placement of the “Cherry Ripe”
chocolate bars. What did they mean?
But then one of the students said that
they were surprised that the film was
a comedy. Her issue was not whether
it was funny or not, but that the genre
was comedy. She said she expected
films about Aboriginal people to be se-
rious. Other students agreed with her
and though they had watched the film
and seen the underlying stories of child
removal and broken families, of the
impact of assimilation policies they
did not expect to see them packaged as
comedy.

In this article I will explore why
Indigenous issues in Australia today
are understood to be best represented

as serious, that is to be presented in

terms of trauma and with a focus on
the traumatic moment. Using some
concepts from Critical Whiteness Stud-
ies I will present an argument that might
help explain why many people — non-
Indigenous people — find it hard to laugh
with (or even at) Aboriginal peoples
doing funny things. Using Perkins
film Bran Nue Dae and my students’
reactions [ will try to clarify how the
careful attendance to issues of race
and pain that are often the way non-
Indigenous people engage with Indig-
enous peoples and issues, can create
more pain as much as alleviate it. My
argument is not that there is not a sig-
nificant level of trauma and pain in
the lives of many Indigenous peoples,
past and present; it is that many non-
Indigenous people only know how to
engage with Indigeneity in terms of this
trauma.

Rachael Perkins has made a series
of successful films, many of which
have a vein of humour running through
them, but most deal with quite serious
issues. Her early film Radiance (1998),
was based on a Louis Nowra play about
three sisters reuniting around the time
of their mother’s death. One Night the
Moon (2001) has some similarities to
Bran Nue Dae as it is also a musical.
However, in this melancholy movie the
story is about a missing child and the
racism that leads to her unsuccessful
recovery. More recently Perkins has
directed for television. She has made a
documentary series on Aboriginal peo-
ple (First Australians, 2008) a televi-
sion movie about land rights activist
Edie Mabo (Mabo, 2012) and episodes
for the new gritty urban television
drama Redfern (2012-13).

Perkins’ oeuvre powerfully presents
the history of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples’ struggles for
justice. Perkins notes about her film
Mabo: “This is the classic David and
Goliath struggle... I grew up in an ac-

tivist family, so I know a little about
how much personal sacrifice can go
into a struggle” (cited in Callaghan
2012). This sacrifice is represented in
some searing scenes where Edie Mabo
fights for equal rights — for example
sitting in a ‘whites only’ bar with a sign
demanding he be served, and also his
epic struggle for the legal recognition
of his ownership of his land. Similar-
ly talking about the documentary she
made with Darren Dale, Perkins says of
the First Australians that it produces
a ‘why weren't we told" response as
viewers learn about the missing stories
of the Indigenous past (Sista Girl Pro-
ductions, 2009).

One Night the Moon is based on
a true story of a white child who gets
lost in the bush. The child’ s father re-
fuses the help of an Aboriginal tracker
to assist in the search for the child.
The child is found dead, only half a
kilometer from her home. In an in-
terview about the film Perkins says:
“the fact that a child’s life was lost
because of the racial divide between
black and white, or cultural divide, is
a real tragedy.” In all of these artistic
representations the viewer is invited
to engage with some of the saddest,
iconic events of Australian race rela-
tions. Though the stories display the
resilience and courage of Indigenous
peoples, they also represent them in
difficult and heart-rending struggles
with non-Indigenous peoples and their
laws and prejudices.

This is not surprising. Most nation-
al stories are organized around drama
rather than comedy (Dhoest 2004;
Stempel 1996). And furthermore the
history of Indigenous peoples in Aus-
tralia is a litany of injustices many of
which were erased from dominant his-
tories of Australia. So it is important
to make them visible. This project was
undertaken in a series of films made
from the mid-1990s. Perkins’ piece One
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Night the Moon was one in a string
of films that examined race relations:
The Tracker (2002), Australian Rules
(2002), Black and White (2002) and
Beneath Clouds (2002) were others
(Collins & Davis 2004). Perhaps the
most successful of all these films was
Rabbit Proof Fence (2002). Phillip
Noyce's drama traces the trek of a
group of young girls who escape from
a children’ s home and make their way
back to their community and family.
For non-Indigenous peoples watching
this film a common viewing technique
was to align oneself with the children
escaping the violence of their insti-
tutional lives. Another technique was
to imagine oneself in the shoes of the
family — especially the mothers — who
waited at home. The feel-good, triumph-
over-evil understanding of the film, in
tandem with a viewpoint aligned with
the oppressed characters might fit with
what has been seen to be the process
of making “feel-good entertainment”
out of “feel-bad experience[s] of the
20th century (J. Hoberman cited in
Bratu Hansen 1996, 297)." Most non-
Indigenous Australians who watched
the film were touched by the tragedy;
crying for the losses of the children and
empathising with the mothers. What
most of us did not do was align our-
selves with the oppressors — the white
people who designed, produced and
participated in the system of child
removal. In this context, serious and
tragic films of Indigenous people’s
lives are places for white people to
suggest they are learning from the past
by identifying with the pain of an op-
pressed minority.

This is not the only mode of re-
ception for these difficult films about
race relations. They also produce spaces
for discussion about the colonial past
(Collins & Davis 2004). They provide
room for Indigenous people to be cen-

tre stage and speak about their histories.

What Perkins (ABC 2001) notes as the
‘why weren’ t we told" effect comes
into play. Citizens begin to reassess the
history they recognise and tell. However,
perhaps over time non-Indigenous Aus-
tralians have become comfortable with
this mode of connecting with our vio-
lent and racist past. We may now know
how to manage hearing and seeing In-
digenous pain.

Indeed I would suggest that in many
contexts we have begun to associate
Indigenous communities with tragedy
and drama. One of the key ways In-
digenous people intrude into the Aus-
tralian public sphere is in moments of
tragedy and as a disordered group or
individual (Hartley & McKee 2000). A
significant number of non-Indigenous
Australians engage with Indigenous
peoples, through media, only at mo-
ments of crisis. Indigenous people come
to our attention as front-page stories
of criminals or victims of violence. We
consume stories of Indigenous people
at moments when their communities
are figured as broken or substandard.
This was most evident in the high levels
of media reporting around the Little
Children Are Sacred Report (Northern
Territory Government 2007). In this
case the issue of possible sexual abuse
of Aboriginal children set off a cascade
of reporting that continued for years.

In this context an argument could be

made to suggest non-Indigenous peo-
ples (like myself) might be more com-
fortable with these tragedies. Indigenous
peoples in this context can often be
groups to admire as they survive in the
face of adversity. So conversely it is
sometimes shocking to see happy-go-
lucky Indigenous stories and people
(The exception for this is sport. See
Hartley and McKee 2000 (chapter 8)
for more discussion on this topic). To
return to Bran Nue Dae, the plot of the
film involves a teenaged Aboriginal boy
running away from a cruel situation in
his city school and making his way
north to his home and girlfriend back
in Broome. This is the kernel of the
plot of Rabbit Proof Fence. However,
unlike Rabbit Proof Fence this is a
riotously funny trip that involves the
stolen sausages, a kombi-van and two
wide-eyed hippies, a Rolf Harris cas-
sette tape, a singing football team and
a very funny uncle.

To refuse to see Indigenous peoples
as ordinary can be a way of refusing
their similarity with other Australians.
Just as the process refusing to think that
Indigenous peoples can do bad things
or dumb things is a form of racism that
excludes this group from the normal and
everyday of non-Indigenous peoples;
so the fear of being caught laughing at
Indigenous peoples or laughing when
their tragedies are presented as comedy
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can seem inappropriate. In Bran Nue
Dae one of the most dazzling scenes is
one where the hero is about to be pun-
ished for a minor infraction. After being
lectured at by the Head of the School
Willie is told to hold out his hands and
accept a beating while acknowledging
the inferiority of his community. At the
last moment Willie withdraws his hands
and refutes the idea that his people are
inferior. The chapel, where the punish-
ment was to be administered, is turned
into a riotous tableau of dancing and
singing teenage boys, each crooning that
there is “nothing they would rather be
than an Aborigine.”

As Perkins noted when she was
marketing this film not everything about
Indigenous people has to be serious.
She said of the film: “T hope it becomes
another voice in the conversation about
what Australia is about. Because ulti-
mately cinema reflects the stories of
a people and a country and there are
many voices in Australia and Bran Nue
Dace is one of them (ABC 2001).”

Learning to expect Indigenous
voices in comedy as well as in art gal-
leries, in politics and education, in up-
market shopping centres and gay and

lesbian events, in television soap operas
and lkea stores — is part of the process
of undoing the power of the colonial
past. It is a way unshackling Indigenous
people from primarily being our access
points or guides to an unsettling and
painful past.
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@Professor Alison Bashford visited CPAS in early
January 2014 as a guest of Visiting Professor in Aus-
tralian Studies Associate Professor Catriona Elder.
Professor Bashford has long association with the
Department of History at the University of Sydney
where she has a chair in modern history. Bashford
will take up the Vere Harmsworth Professorship of
Imperial and Naval History at Cambridge University
in 2015.

Professor Bashford is an historian of British impe-
rial history who brings world history, environmental
history and medical history together in her scholar-
ship. She has held fellowships in the United States
and United Kingdom, most recently in 2009/10 at
Harvard University and has used these intensive
moments of collaboration and interaction to develop
a geographically-inclined approach to imperial
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and world history. This has culminated lately in her latest book Life on Earth: Geopolitics and the World
Population Problem (Columbia University Press, 2013). It was around this book that Professor Bashford
ran a masterclass for CPAS postgraduate students on the topic of world population and Australia. Here she
introduced students to some of her ideas about historical visions of continental geography; colonial health
and environmental history; as well as the intellectual links between economy and global political ecology.

During her visity Professor Bashford also had conversations with academic members of CPAS on a project
she is undertaking with Professor David Armitage, Lloyd C. Blankfein Professor of History at Harvard
University. Their recently released book Pacific Histories: Ocean, Land, People (Palgrave Macmillan,
2014) was a starting point for discussions, with Professor Yasuo Endo, on increasing scholarly links and

focus between Australian and Japanese scholars on the Pacific World.

@ January was a busy time for CPAS with a number of Australian
scholars visiting the Centre. One visitor of note was Professor Fiona
Paisley from Griffith University (Queensland). Professor Paisley is an
esteemed historian in Australia and her work focuses on internation-
alism in the 1920 and 1930s. Though Professor Paisley’ s research
is often centred on Australia, she undertakes work that encompasses
humanitarianism and social movements from around the world.

As a guest of Associate Professor Elder and the Centre Professor
Paisley met with postgraduate students in the CPAS graduate pro-
gramme, but also some from further afield in the Faculty of Arts at
Komaba Campus. She discussed issues of international associations
in the 1930s as well as engaging with students undertaking work on
the topic of colonialism and Indigenous rights, national identity and

gender.

Professor Paisley is best known for her recent publication on AM

Fernando an Aboriginal social activist. This research was published
in The Lone Protestor: AM Fernando in Australia and London (Abo-
riginal Studies Press, 2012). This innovative research was also

EXDTA - FU7PY - AZREER (X
JURIVYRE) . T4 7T - RA XU —3u%

shared through an online exhibition that enables readers to engage
with some of the archival material unearthed by Professor Paisley.
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