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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. 
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