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Abstract

Dominant society discourses and images have long depicted the Aboriginal people of the
town of Wilcannia in far Western New South Wales as having no ‘culture’. In asking what
this means and how this situation might have come about, the thesis seeks to respond through
an ethnographic exploration of these discourses and images. The work explores problematic
and polemic dominant society assumptions regarding ‘culture’ and ‘Aboriginal culture’, their
synonyms and their effects. The work offers Aboriginal counter-discourses to the claim of
most white locals and dominant culture that the Aboriginal people of Wilcannia have no
culture. In so doing the work presents reflexive notions about ‘culture’ as verbalised and

practiced, as well as providing an ethnography of how culture is more tacitly lived.

Broadly, the thesis looks at what it is to be Aboriginal in Wilcannia from both white and
black perspectives. The overarching concern of this thesis is a desire to unpack what it
means to be black in Wilcannia. The thesis is primarily about the competing values and
points of view within and between cultures, the ways in which Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people tacitly and reflexively express and interpret difference, and the
ambivalence and ambiguity that come to bear in these interactions and experiences. This
thesis demonstrates how ideas and actions pertaining to ‘race’ and ‘culture’ operate in
tandem through an exploration of values and practices relating to ‘work’, ‘productivity’,
‘success’, ‘opportunity’ and the domain of ‘art’. These themes are used as vehicles to
understanding the ‘on the ground’ effects and affects of cultural perceptions and difference.
They serve also to demonstrate the ambiguity and ambivalence that is experienced as well as
being brought to bear upon relationships which implicitly and explicitly are concerned with,

and concern themselves with difference.

vii



viii



This is to certify that this thesis has not been submitted for a higher degree to any
other university or institution. All work contained within this document is

original and my own, unless otherwise acknowledged.

Lorraine Douglas Gibson

Date: »Z/ 0/9' Oé_

ix






Acknowledgements

There are many people who have contributed to the work of this thesis. First and foremost I
wish to acknowledge and thank the people of Wilcannia and Broken Hill without whom this
work could not have been produced, some of whom sadly are no longer with us. I continue
to be enriched by these friendships and experiences. My special thanks go to Badger Bates,
Murray Butcher and William Bates for their generosity of spirit and their interest in and

contribution to this project, and to Jenny Thwaites for her hospitality.

I would like to acknowledge Dr Jennifer Biddle an impressive theorist and my initial
supervisor during the early stages of the thesis. Dr Biddle provided the valuable advice that a
PhD does not get completed by thinking alone, but by ‘writing, writing, and more writing’. I
am deeply grateful to my main supervisor Dr Kirsten Bell who gave so freely of her time and
intellect and, who offered constant and regular encouragement and feedback. I enjoyed our
discussions immensely and they have enriched this thesis in many ways. Dr Bell’s
engagement with my work and ideas, her recognition of and attention to the very real
‘deadline’ pressures of that ‘new beast’ — the four year anthropology PhD - is much
appreciated as was her pastoral care. [ am extremely grateful and feel privileged to have had
Dr Jeremy Beckett generously take on the role of adjunct co-supervisor in the last year of my
candidature. Dr Beckett’s experience, candid and insightful comments are much valued and

have benefited the final product in no small way.

I was fortunate to have been a candidate at Macquarie prior to the recent retirement of some
eminent scholars who enlivened my sense of anthropology and its possibilities, and whose
generosity of intellectual spirit will be hard to replace. I am especially grateful to Dr Ian
Bedford who has been something of a mentor to me throughout this ‘anthropological’ life,

offering sound advice and encouragement.

To my co-postgraduate friends and colleagues, Anjalee Cohen, Rochelle Spencer, Martina
Wardell and Kristina Everett, and to those in the ‘old guard’, Jennifer Deger, Jovan Maud,
Malcolm Haddon and Rosemary Wiss, I have enjoyed the camaraderie, the discussions and
the sharing of our respective journeys enormously and know that this will continue. Thank
you also to the staff of the Department of Anthropology for stimulating my thinking, and to
Frances Happ for her support and understanding of the PhD process.

X1



I am grateful for the financial assistance which facilitated the fieldwork and writing up
process, namely, the provision of a Macquarie University Research Area and Centre for
Excellence (RAACE) scholarship, funding from the Macquarie University Postgraduate
Research Association (MUPRA), the Division of Society Culture, Media and Philosophy
(SCMP) and a substantial grant (G2003/6777) from the Australian Institute of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Societies (AIATSIS). The completion of this work would not have
been possible without this support.

Last but not least, my thanks go to Paul, Emma and Fraser who have helped in the
production of this thesis in more ways than they know, as has Mr De-Bortoli’s refreshing

evening input.

Xii





