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Abstract

This thesis sets out to demonstrate that literature that uses dialogic and
syncretic methods to describe a collectively shared experience contributes to
cultural memory by recalling the absent and the forgotten and by proposing
alternative ways to access and represent the past. | further argue that the
intertextual nature and memory work of the texts | evaluate as memorial novels
build a complementary and reciprocal relationship with each other and with other
texts that respond to Australia’s past to allow for the growth and dispersal of
meaning. Understanding how literature contributes to cultural memory has

significance for contemporary understandings of Australian culture.

As literature is involved in a continuous looping back to establish and reinforce
cultural memory | argue that it takes a particular type of literature to challenge the
common opinion and to insert into cultural memory alternative voices and stories,
rather than reinforce official culture that insists on fixed or hierarchical forms and
adheres to strict boundaries between genres. Following shifts in historical
consciousness and theoretical debates about memory in the nineteen-eighties and
nineties, there was a corresponding shift in Australian novels that respond to our
past, particularly our violent past. The result was a number of what | call memorial
novels, novels that articulate the interplay of history, trauma and memory in an
effort to move beyond the familiar and the universal, to step outside official history,
language and modes of storytelling, and through a process of reimagining the past
recognise and expose narrative and linguistic frames of remembrance, and

sometimes propose new ways of remembering.

| use Renate Lachmann’s theory of cultural memory and intertextuality to trace
the way the mechanisms of forgetting and remembering in literature construct
cultural memory and how literature as a memory medium recalls previously
silenced knowledge, restores outdated knowledge and reintegrates knowledge that
was once considered unofficial, such as oral history and family memories as well as
those aspects of the past that had been silenced, forgotten or misunderstood. The

narratives are pluralist, ambivalent, heterogeneous and unresolved as narrators



and characters re-imagine the past to transgress the traditional boundaries of form
and content. Memorial novels rely less on the common polarities of good and evil,
left and right, and black and white and recognise that Australian culture has “layers
of identity” that can exist in a “pluralist and united world” (Pearson, “White Guilt”
245). History, trauma and memory come together in narratives that use hybrid
storytelling modes to re-imagine the past, celebrate survival and offer hope for the

future.

To support my thesis | present a new evaluation of some well known Australian
texts and evaluate some more recent texts against my definition of the memorial

novel.
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Introduction

Introduction

The duty of memory is not restricted to preserving the material
trace ... but [that it] maintains the feeling of being obligated
with respect to these others ... not that they are no more, but

that they were. (Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting 89)

There’s nothing you could really get hold of if you were trying
to write a proper historical account of it all ... No wonder they
have to erect rather artificial structures of one sort or another
in its place. No wonder it is those artists who recreate life
rather than try to recapture it who, in one way, prove the good

historians in the end. (RAF flyer Robert Kee qgtd. in Fussell 311)

Literature that uses dialogic and syncretic methods to describe a collectively
shared experience contributes to cultural memory by recalling the absent and the
forgotten and by proposing alternative ways to access and represent the past.
Following Maurice Halbwachs’s theory of collective memory in which he argues that
an individual’s memories are socially constructed (On Collective Memory), cultural
memory comprises the shared memories or remembrances of groups that range
from small social groups through to nations and is produced by public and mediated
representations of the past (Rigney, “Plenitude” 16); that is, like individual memory,
cultural memory is socially constructed and is in a process of perpetual motion,
continually being made and changed. Individuals remember, but social groups
determine what is memorable for their culture and the selection of memories for
inclusion in cultural memory is indicated by a group’s specific values, interests and
political needs in the present (Meyer 177; Assmann and Czaplicka 130; Assmann

113).

In Australia throughout the nineteen-eighties and nineties there was a shift in
historical consciousness brought about by a combination of the bicentennial
celebrations in 1988 and the international debates about memory. As a result there

has been a gradual shift in literature that responds to the violence of contact
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between Aborigines and settler Australians from portraying Aborigines as victims
and doomed to extinction to celebrating the survival and growth of Aboriginal
people and their culture and offering hope for the future. The novels that | evaluate
in my thesis were all published after 1988 and are concerned with the history of
violent contact as | consider this to be the most contentious element of the nation’s
past that continues to impact on the present. Literature is important to cultural
memory and reconciliation for two reasons. Firstly it gives voice to those who may
otherwise be silenced and forgotten, assigned the role of victim or as belonging to a
dying race. And secondly literature encourages imaginative engagement with
characters who are different from ourselves, and promotes the possibility that
there are other voices and other worlds. Memorial novels belong to what Kim Scott
describes as a “recovery narrative which is to do with healing for all of us” (K. Scott,

“Indigenous Author Wins Miles Franklin Award”).

Understanding the past is important, but understanding how we respond to and
represent the past underpins that understanding and the continuing impact of the
past on the present. Readers and listeners can only receive the contents of new or
changed historical material if they are ready and willing to absorb the changes.
Dialogic and syncretic texts create moments of “undecidability” replacing our
earlier certainty with regard to our nation’s history, which gives rise to “differences
of meaning” (Lachmann, Memory and Literature 31). The intertextual nature of
memorial novels provokes readers to re-evaluate other material that responds to
the past as they foreground the ambivalent and multi-voiced nature of Australian

culture and cultural memory.

Jan Assman defines cultural memory as what survives when the eyewitnesses
are dead and society relies on stories and other reminders of the past (qtd. in
Rigney, “Plenitude” 14) and he argues that institutions are required to preserve and
transmit these memories (111) and these include museums, memorials, memorial
rituals and celebrations, historiography, art, and literature. However, Renate
Lachmann argues that literature is memory par excellence, that it is literature that

underpins and stores cultural memory (“Cultural Memory”). Literature acts as a
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medium of remembrance, an object of remembrance and as a means for observing
the way cultural memory is produced (Erll and Rigney, "Literature and the
Production of Cultural Memory" 112); literature stores the information required for
cultural survival, bears witness to the past and is the bearer of memory. “Not only
do we need convincing that a particular absence in collective memory warrants
attention, we also should be persuaded that locating such absence in books rather
than monuments, or, in films rather than parades makes sense” (lrwin-Zarecka
122). Nevertheless, not all books are able to convince us of absences in cultural
memory. | argue in this thesis that memorial novels as syncretic and hybrid forms of
literature allow for new ways of representing the past that reflect a broad range of
values, interests and political needs that go beyond official narratives and not only

show the gaps in our cultural memory, but begin the process of re-imaging the past.

Memory discourse began to emerge internationally in the nineteen-sixties
following decolonisation and the search for “revisionist histories” (Huyssen, Present
Pasts 12). By the nineteen-eighties in Australia there had also been a shift in the
theoretical methods used to think and talk about the past as a consequence of the
international debates around memory: the role of memory in history, memory as
witnessing, and how memory is constructed and transmitted. Much of the
theoretical debate around memory in the nineteen-eighties focussed on the
individual and was concentrated on Holocaust memory. The debates around
collective memory and cultural memory gathered momentum a little later, towards
the end of the nineteen-nineties (Olick, "Collective Memory" 25) and cultural
memory has now been taken up by many groups of people as the “principal mode

of interpreting the past” (Hamilton, “Memory Studies” 83).

The field of memory studies has since expanded across almost every academic
discipline, although internationally the study of literary representations of cultural
memory is a relatively new field (Rigney, “The Dynamics of Remembrance”) and in
Australia, theories of cultural memory are more usually applied to historiography
than to literature. In this thesis | evaluate literature as a cultural memory medium;

traditional historical fiction, and testimony and trauma literature as contributing to
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official culture; and several Australian novels that | call memorial novels that

challenge official culture.

Memorial Novels

Memorial novels are dialogic, syncretic texts that articulate the interplay
between history, trauma and memory in an effort to move beyond the familiar and
the universal, to step outside official history, language and modes of storytelling.
They foreground the process of creating and maintaining cultural memory and seek
to make our cultural memory more inclusive by extending the meaning and
boundaries of official cultural memory that insists on fixed or hierarchical forms and
adheres to strict boundaries between genres. Through a process of reimagining the
past they recognise narrative and linguistic “frames of remembrance” (Irwin-
Zarecka) and propose the possibility of remembering the past in new ways. Each of
the novels that | describe as memorial novels has a different emphasis and taken
individually they may exhibit weaknesses in their ability to shape cultural memory;
however, their intertextual nature and memory work build a complementary and
reciprocal relationship with each other and with other texts that respond to
Australia’s past to allow for “ramifying growth” and “dispersal of meaning”

(Lachmann, Memory and Literature xxi).

Particular features of memorial novels are their openness to questioning, and a
drawing back from seeking closure, providing answers or a definitive version of the
past. Although memorial novels respond to the political and social context at the
time of their production, they remain open to later re-reading by entering into a
dialogue with other representations of the past, both fiction and non-fiction. As a
memory medium memorial novels recall into cultural memory previously silenced
knowledge, restore outdated knowledge and reintegrate knowledge that was once
considered unofficial (Lachmann, “Cultural Memory” 173). Memorial novels seek to
preserve the memory of the dead, to celebrate and honour their lives, and to
maintain “the feeling of being obligated with respect to these others” rather than
to simply preserve the material trace of the past (Ricoeur, Memory, History,

Forgetting 83).



Introduction

Memorial novels do not stand in opposition to or act as a replacement for
historiography, but defy genre boundaries. Whereas historiography is largely
restricted by the archive and facts, memorial novels are free to mix the known and
the imagined, and draw on other texts and voices to create an ambivalent meaning,
a space where uncertainty and different views can exist, in contrast to official
versions of the past that depend on at least a degree of certainty, and which are
often a single homogeneous interpretation in service of a single homogeneous
group. Memorial novels do not seek to overturn other texts, either fictional or non-
fictional, that respond to the past, but instead they enter into a dialogue with those
texts. In this thesis | seek to understand the nature of the intertextuality employed
within my selection of memorial novels and how they contribute to cultural
memory. | argue that reading the narratives of memorial novels as the interplay
between historiography and fiction rather than as traditional historical fiction
throws up the possibility of there being multiple meanings and multiple ways to
respond to the past, challenging the notion that there is a singular, official history. It
is important that we are aware of the language we use to talk about the past,
regardless of the medium, that we do not cling to outdated ways of speaking, but
constantly review and question our understanding of the past and how it is

represented.

Memorial novels shift the focus from the history to the narrative and the role
that narrative plays in producing cultural memory resulting in texts that re-tell
stories about the past and at the same time bring awareness to the
constructedness of such stories, to the language that we use to talk about the past
and to those who have a voice or are silenced with regards to the past. This puts
memorial novels in opposition to traditional historical fiction and foundational
narratives that seek to reinforce and perpetuate official history. | also investigate
other literary forms for recalling and recording the past to identify their limited
capacity to extend cultural memory beyond the official. This official history is not
necessarily limited to historiography produced by professional and academic
historians, but extends to the popular history of traditional historical fiction and

foundational myths. Although the novels | describe as memorial novels and use as
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evidence of my argument respond to or represent past events and interweave
history and fiction, | argue that they operate more effectively as memorial novels
than as traditional historical novels and that as memory work they are significant to

a contemporary understanding of Australian culture.

Methodology

The philosophical framework for my thesis is provided by Renate Lachmann’s
theory of cultural memory, intertextuality, and the role of literature in recording
and contributing to cultural memory. Lachmann’s theory draws on Bakhtinian
theory, which | sometimes refer to directly. | have adopted Lachmann’s theory with
few exceptions or reservations. | believe that using Lachmann’s theory (she is a
German theorist who specialises in Russian literature) brings a fresh approach to
the study of Australian literature to provide a more rewarding way to read
Australian literature that responds to our violent past because it is positive and

inclusive, reflective of a desire for healing and reconciliation.

Lachmann’s theory employs a number of terms that are useful for a new reading
of Australian texts that respond to the past, which | outline in detail below. These
terms include syncretism as the reconciliation of different belief systems,
intertextuality and dialogism. Lachmann argues that culture depends on and
proceeds from literature and that the literary text is a repository for cultural
memory. Culture does not exist as such, but is a complex communicative process,
which for Mikhail Bakhtin is the “interplay of matter and sign” and the resulting
cultural artefacts become an ideological or cultural reality that has its own language
and methods of communication (Lachmann, “Bakhtin and Carnival” 136). The
choice of literary communication between the epic, traditional historical fiction,
classical literature, the carnivalesque, Menippean satire, or memorial literature will

affect the reception and meaning of the signs they contain.

Jan Assmann splits collective memory into communicative memory that is
information about the past that is maintained through daily communication, and

cultural memory that is conserved in symbolic forms such as monuments, museums



Introduction

and literature (111). Oral communities rely on communicative memory and literate
communities rely on monuments and written records for preserving the past.
Communicative memory depends on personal interaction and shared memories
and is inclusive of individual biographies in contrast to cultural memory which tends
to be exclusive, relying on institutions to carry memories that are common to the
group. Anthropologist Jan Vansina has observed that in oral societies there is an
understanding of the recent past that extends back no more than three
generations, or about eighty years, and the remote past that is concerned with the
origins of the world; the intermediate time is a “floating gap” that moves with each
generation (qtd. in Assmann 113). This floating gap exists in the living memory of
both oral and literate societies, with literate societies drawing on school texts and
monuments for evidence of the intermediate past (ibid). Syncretic texts break down
the boundary between cultural and communicative memory by combining

individual biographies and institutional memory, and giving each equal importance.

Throughout the thesis | draw connections between fiction and history as | make
the claim that literature and historiography influence and are in turn influenced by
cultural memory. Historiography and literature are two of a number of means by
which cultural memory is transmitted and there is a clear link between fiction that
responds to the past and historiography. One striking example of this intertextuality
between history and fiction is the new reading of Thea Astley’s 1996 The Multiple
Effects of Rainshadow prompted by the publication of Chloe Hooper’s The Tall Man
in 2009. | make no claim that literature stands in for historiography or that it is a
better means of transmitting stories of the past, | do make the claim that literature
contributes to cultural memory as part of a complex web of texts that includes

historiography.

Lachmann’s theory of cultural memory and intertextuality traces the way the
mechanisms of forgetting and remembering in literature construct cultural memory
by presenting images of how we may conceptualise the past (Memory and
Literature 5). She posits the idea of memory as more than an act of storage;

memory is instead “a structuring schema” (23) that both forms and represents
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culture. Her theory provides the means to understand novels that respond to
Australia’s past, particularly violent aspects of our past, free from the historian’s
constraint to represent the past as close as possible to what really was and free
from any “obligation to perpetuate monologic univocality” (39) that persists in
official narratives. The dominant culture in Australia is literate which means that
the oral culture of Aborigines needs to be accommodated within written texts in
order to be included in the nation’s cultural memory. This process requires
Aborigines to adopt written forms of cultural memory that preserve the integrity of
their oral culture while at the same time reaching as many mainstream readers as
possible. | argue that readers within the dominant culture must also adapt their
reading expectations to accommodate new styles of writing and be willing to
include other ways of representing the past in cultural memory. Approaching the
past as a collectively shared experience and representations of the past as a means
of recalling the absent and the forgotten rather than the material trace contribute
to cultural memory and helps us to find a new language to talk about the past that
although initially unfamiliar will, to use Richard Rorty’s words, “strike the next

generation as inevitable” (29).

Key Terms

Some of the key terms that | use throughout the thesis warrant some definition.
| frequently use the word “official” in connection with history, historiography,
culture and foundational narratives. In many ways the term official is equal to the
terms “dominant” or “privileged” as a description for a particular perspective of the
past that tends to preclude the perspectives of the other or of minority groups. The
term “official culture” comes from the writing of Mikhail Bakhtin and is described
by Lachmann as writing that takes “the fixed form of an archive and [which] insists
on a hierarchical arrangement of forms and strict boundaries between them”
(Memory and Literature 179). | extend the idea of official culture to include official
historiography and official narratives about history that also insist on an hierarchical
arrangement and strict boundaries. When | refer to trauma | have in mind Sigmund

Freud’s description of trauma as “any excitations from outside which are powerful
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enough to break through the protective shield ... [and are] bound to provoke a
disturbance on a large scale ... and set in motion every possible defensive measure”
(“Beyond the Pleasure Principle” 301). | define as violent any action that causes
physical and emotional harm as well as dislocation, disruption and destruction,
usually on a large scale. | use the term historiography to describe the writing of
history to differentiate written texts about the past from history as past time. | also
use a number of terms such as “half-caste,” “full blood,” “doomed race,” “breed
out the colour” and “Aboriginal problem” as they have occurred in historical
documents and previous contexts. | do not always use inverted commas for these
terms throughout the thesis; however, it should be understood that these are not

my terms.

While the terms Aboriginal and Aborigine are problematic, | have decided to
follow the Australian Bureau of Statistics and use these terms to refer to people
from the Australian mainland and Tasmania as well as Fraser Island, Palm lIsland,
Mornington Island, Groote Eylandt, Bathurst and Melville Islands and the Torres
Strait Islands (“Population Clock”). | also use the ABS definition of an Aboriginal
person as someone who is a descendant of an Indigenous inhabitant of Australia,
identifies as an Aboriginal or is recognised as Aboriginal by members of the
community in which she or he lives. Where texts refer to Aboriginal people by other

n u

names, | use that term. | use the term “British settlers, settler

|II “"
’

non-Aborigina

n” "

Australians,” “white Australians” or “mainstream Australians” and sometimes
European to refer to other Australians who are not Aboriginal, depending on the

context.

Chapter Outline

To support my thesis that memorial novels describe a collectively shared
experience, contribute to broadening cultural memory by recalling the absent and
the forgotten, and open up the means to access the past in new ways, | put forward
a new evaluation of some well known texts including: David Malouf’'s Remembering
Babylon, Thea Astley’s The Multiple Effects of Rainshadow, Kate Grenville’s The

Secret River, Kim Scott’s Benang: from the heart, and Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria. |
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also evaluate two more recent texts including Grenville’s The Lieutenant and Scott’s

That Deadman Dance.

| begin by explaining in detail the various facets of Lachmann’s theory of memory
and literature and how it relates to Australian literature. Then, as | argue that there
is a clear link between the literature that | evaluate in this thesis and politics |
provide a brief overview of several novels published between 1929 and 1987
tracing the link between literature, the official national narrative, and Aboriginal
politics from assimilation, through integration and self-determination to
reconciliation. Next | evaluate Sally Morgan’s My Place and Doris Pilkington’s Follow
the Rabbit-Proof Fence as Stolen Generations narratives as | investigate the
problems associated with Stolen Generations narratives and their links with
testimonies, biographies and life stories, and trauma studies, and whether or not

these links may impede the texts’ inclusion within cultural memory.

| then examine particular elements of Lachmann’s theory in relation to several
novels. Remembering Babylon and The Multiple Effects of Rainshadow are two early
memorial novels that begin the process of exposing the ways that the Australian
official national narrative was created. Remembering Babylon examines how
language and naming defines our reality and resulted in Aborigines being excluded
from the national narrative as well as allowing the concept of terra nullius to take
hold. | then explore the process of intertextuality by examining the relationship
between The Multiple Effects of Rainshadow and Chloe Hooper’s The Tall Man and
the report from the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. This
chapter demonstrates the open ended nature of memorial novels that allows them
to be re-read against later texts, even as they continue to represent past time and
the time of their production. Astley’s novel explores the multiple ways we
remember and forget, and the limitations of fiction to challenge official memory. |
read the historical novels The Secret River and The Lieutenant as traditional
historical fiction. | explain Lachmann’s concept of classical or canonical literature
and how it corresponds with Australian traditional historical fiction, its relationship

to myths and epics, and how it reinforces and perpetuates long held
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understandings of the past, even as it attempts to expose past events and come to

terms with the past.

The final two chapters are concerned with three memorial novels that make use
of a number of Lachmann’s theoretical concepts: syncretism, dialogism, polyphony,
carnivalesque and Menippean satire. Benang: from the heart, That Deadman Dance
and Carpentaria incorporate Aboriginal storytelling methods within the novel form,
are intertextual, dialogic and syncretic. The carnivalesque and Menippean satire, a
sub-genre of carnival, act as counter traditions to the epic and to traditional
historical fiction, and polyphonic texts admit alternative voices to cultural memory.
That Deadman Dance is a polyphonic novel, Benang, from the heart uses
Menippean satire and Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria is a carnivalesque text that

suggests the possibility of other worlds and other stories.

11
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Memory and Literature

1. Memory and Literature

Lachmann’s theory of memory and literature rests on intertextuality which she
describes as “the contact between texts literary and non-literary” (“Cultural
Memory” 173), which produces a “semantic interchange,” builds relationships
between texts to open up new meanings, encourages multiple voices, and
promotes “a text’s inexhaustible potential” (Memory and Literature 36).
Intertextuality operates as externalised memory, mirroring neurological memory
where the brain links fragments of images to create a memory. Memorial novels
link fragments from other texts and sources — literary, non-literary and oral — use
reference signals that allow the reader to identify the referent text and in the
process create a dialogue that enriches all the texts with new meaning (ibid). In
other words, meaning is not located in the text by itself, but in the intersection and
interplay of texts, which indicates that there can be no fixed interpretation of the
past as meaning is in a process of constant change — as each new text is produced
the semantic interchange between it and all previous texts creates a new

interpretation of the past.
Intertextuality

Intertextuality, the interweaving of fragments from other texts or the contact
between texts, forms the text’s memory and is the way that meaning is constructed

IH

in literature and provides the “critical potential” to question “the previously
accepted concepts of literature” (Lachmann, Memory and Literature 29).
Intertextuality is concerned with “how meaning is constituted” (37) within the
understanding that all texts are restrained by culture and language (39). My use of
intertextuality is as both a deliberate literary function as well as the “anonymous,
untraceable, and yet already read” form of intertextuality that Roland Barthes
speaks of (160 italics in original). | further extend my application of intertextuality

by using Julia Kristeva’s reading of Bakhtin’s dialogism as intertextuality in which

writing is not only associated with the narrator, but also allows communication

13
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between the narrator and the other within the text, and between the text and

history and culture (68).

Lachmann describes three modes of intertextuality: participation or assimilation,
troping or transposing, and transformation (Memory and Literature 17), and each
mode of intertextuality has a different intention. The first mode of intertextuality is
participation as the sharing of a culture’s written texts, where the resulting texts
tend to be conservative (34). This form of intertextuality is concerned with
repeating and remembering previous written texts through imitation and those
who do not have a written culture are excluded, which in the Australian context
means the oral traditions of Aborigines are excluded. There are a number of
examples of Australian historical novels that imitate past texts to some degree or
faithfully reproduce historical documents within the text, particularly those
produced prior to 1988. Participation intertextuality shares some similarities with
Australia’s assimilation policies where the desired outcome was an homogeneous,

white community with a unified and singular history.

The second model of intertextuality is troping or transposing which turns away
from precursor texts in an attempt to re-present the past. These texts are
“authoritarian and usurpatory” in nature (Lachmann, Memory and Literature 34) as
their authors attempt to “surpass, defend against, and eradicate traces of a
precursor’s text” (17). In this form of intertextuality there is a struggle between
texts in a bid for control over a particular narrative of the past to break the
authority of one representation over another. The report from the Royal
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody in 1991, Bringing Them Home: “The
Stolen Children” in 1997, and the High Court’s decision in the Mabo case that
replaced the doctrine of terra nullius with the legal doctrine of native title (High
Court of Australia) are examples of textual troping in that the authors of the reports
have attempted to re-present the past in radically new ways as they turn away from
existing texts that respond to the history of contact between Aborigines and
mainstream Australians. Chris Healy considers that the Royal Commission report,
Bringing Them Home and the Mabo and Wik decisions undermined the central

foundations of the nation. In their attempts to address silences and omissions in
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the official historical narrative, they seek to eradicate precursor texts and to
introduce new narratives into historiography (Forgetting Aborigines). Stolen
Generations texts take up the narrative that was begun in particular by Bringing
Them Home to expose an aspect of Australia’s past that had previously been largely
ignored by official historiography. They are examples of troping intertextuality as
they attempt to defend against official historical representations of the past that
were silent on the removal of Aboriginal children from their families. However,
Stolen Generations texts also risk becoming authoritarian in their own right by
restricting and regulating dialogic interaction between texts and elevating Stolen

Generations texts to the status of singular and official representations.

Transformation, the third mode of intertextuality is in contrast to troping and
results in dialogical texts (Lachmann, Memory and Literature 34). Transformation is
when the author attempts to transform other texts through a process of playing
with, mixing and hiding precursor texts within their own (17). Memorial novels are
predominantly transformational intertexts; they are participating in the
historiographical narrative of the nation, often by including excerpts from
historiography and archival material, which they sometimes acknowledge in
authors’ notes, but they seek to transform these texts into memory sites; they are
less concerned with exhibiting and preserving the material trace and more
concerned with remembering. Transformational texts tend toward being esoteric,
cryptic, playful and syncretistic (Lachmann, Memory and Literature 17). The
carnivalesque and Menippean satire are the embodiment of transformational

intertextuality, which Alexis Wright and Kim Scott use in their memorial novels.

Although Lachmann describes three distinct modes of intertextuality, the
boundaries between them — participation, troping and transformation — are not
clearly defined and texts will often display elements of each as all texts “participate,
repeat, and constitute acts of memory” (17). Scott’s Benang: from the heart is on
the one hand a particularly good example of participation intertextuality in that he
has faithfully reproduced historical documents within the novel, but on the other

hand the meaning of the documents is transformed within the narrative through a

15
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process of playing, mixing and hiding, thus making the text’s intertextuality

transformational.

Double-coded signs, syncretism and dialogism

In her theory of memory and literature, Lachmann makes a strong connection
between intertextuality and dialogism. Drawing on Bakhtin’s theory in which he
argues that texts are in “a dialogic relationship” with other texts, Lachmann argues
that this relationship results in “semantic friction” (Memory and Literature 38). The
process of dialogism is an exchange of positions “correcting one another,
intensifying one another, even radicalizing one another” (180) and no text can have
the final word on any idea or event (102). Bakhtin’s notion of the novel is a place
where boundaries are crossed and many voices are represented, where ambivalent
meanings are produced in a dialogue potentially without end. He argues that
language is dialogic in nature and the struggle among “socio-linguistic points of
view” is played out in language (“Discourse in the Novel” 273). Bakhtin further
argues that the novel is a social phenomenon that acts as a rejoinder in an ongoing
dialogue that challenges dominant languages or voices. He cautions, however, that
novels are produced within an “already uttered” and “already known” environment

4 (II

and the novel’s discourse will tend towards the “common opinion” (“Discourse in
the Novel” 288). Literature is involved in a continuous looping back to establish and
reinforce cultural memory; therefore, it takes a particular type of literature to
challenge the common opinion and to insert into cultural memory alternative

voices and stories, rather than reinforce official culture.

Kristeva divides narrative types into dialogical and monological, distinguishing
monological discourses as descriptive, represented by the epic and traditional
historical fiction in which “the subject both assumes and submits” to rules, and
dialogical discourse which “transgresses prohibition” (77). Dialogical discourse
appears in memorial novels as the carnivalesque, Menippean satire and polyphony,
which also makes them ambivalent texts as they work toward rupturing the official
culture while at the same time seeking harmony between official and unofficial

culture (ibid). The “ambivalence of writing” that is created in memorial novels by



Memory and Literature

the use of dialogism “implies the insertion of history ... into a text and subsequently

of this text into history” (Kristeva 68).

The dialogic text acts as a social interaction that allows a plurality of cultures and
voices without privileging one over the other, standing in opposition to monologic
texts that take an authoritative or official stance. Historian Mark McKenna argues
that it is history’s “incompleteness and ambiguity” which give it life (“Writing the
Past” 108). | argue that memorial literature recognises the incomplete and
ambiguous nature of the past and our understanding of it, standing in opposition to
those texts that take a moral stance with regard to the difficult to accept parts of
our past in search of some form of closure or final position. The dialogic and self-
reflexive nature of memorial texts produces an interaction between narrator,
character and reader, and with other texts and their authors to highlight the
arbitrary nature of memory and challenge the common opinion while allowing the

past to live again within the pages of the text.

Lachmann uses the term syncretism to describe a particular method of
intertextuality used in novels that challenge previously accepted concepts, which is
brought about by the process of amalgamating and remodelling texts (Memory and
Literature 29). Syncretism is the reconciliation of different linguistic or belief
systems and brings together “further elements of intertextual work” (xxiii).
Syncretic texts blend different genres and periods, mix archival material with
imagination, and myth with history, transgress boundaries, combine styles, and
break rules. Again, the carnivalesque and Menippean satire are good models of
syncretic texts; however, elements of syncretism are clearly discernible in other

memorial texts that rely on less extreme literary styles.

Syncretic texts incorporate “foreign” references without erasing them — that is,
the foreign reference retains its original meaning with its “arbitrary nature intact”
(215), and they suspend “the classical concept of style” (xxiii). This foreignness in
the literature that | evaluate as memorial novels includes proposing alternative
means of accessing and representing the past, and incorporating Aboriginal

languages, voices and rhythms, and storytelling methods, which result in
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heterogeneous texts rather than homogeneous ones, representing a network of
cultures, beliefs and voices. This is particularly apposite for novels that respond to
contentious aspects of the past, because no single text or voice can adequately
represent that which it recalls. Literary syncretism can also be seen as an analogy
for the vision of a multicultural or multiethnic Australia. The syncretic project of
memorial novels seeks to reconcile different belief systems and voices which also
reflects the project of political reconciliation between Aborigines and mainstream
Australians: as Aden Ridgeway argues “the art of storytelling is at the centre of

reconciliation” (13).

The terms hybrid and syncretism are also used in post-colonial theory and
sometimes refer to the post-colonial experience (Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, and Tiffin
40) or to the “source of literary and cultural redefinition” that speaks of the
appropriation of writing (77). | argue that writing as such does not belong to a
particular group — indicated by Aboriginal writers adopting writing to complement
their oral culture. It is more the use to which writing is put that is changed by
writers such as Scott and Wright in particular in recognition that an oral society that
exists within a dominant written culture needs to use writing to pass on its stories
to the wider community, but that such use does not require strict adherence to any

rules associated with previously understood ways of writing.

Bonita Parry and other critics reject syncretism as nothing more than a “new
hegemonic totality” (qtd. in Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, and Tiffin 177). In post-colonial
theory, rather than viewing syncretism as the process of an equal amalgamation of
belief systems, syncretism is seen as “the condition within which post-colonial
societies operate” as the dominant culture subsumes minority cultures (Ashcroft, G.
Griffiths, and Tiffin 178). The resulting culture then perpetuates “the continuing
neo-colonial hegemonic formation of the day-to-day experience of those societies”
(178). This stance assumes an unequal amalgamation of cultures evident in official
narratives, but which is repudiated by memorial novels where the author steps

outside the official culture rather than writing from within it.
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Wilson Harris uses the term hybridity to describe a present that “is constantly
struggling to free itself from a past which stressed ancestry and which valued the
‘pure’ over its threatening opposite, the ‘composite’” (qtd. in Ashcroft, G. Griffiths,
and Tiffin 34). Harris considers the use of the term hybrid is linked to the past of
racial purity and eugenics where the half-caste was unnatural and a threat to the
dominant white race, when the hybrid was something to be eradicated. | use the
term in Lachmann’s sense to describe a process of hybridisation resulting from the
intersection of contexts to produce new meaning (Memory and Literature 116). The
Menippean satire and the carnivalesque allow for hybrid characters who represent
the joining together of “differing though mutually corresponding cultural acts”

(126), where the hybrid is celebrated rather than despised.

A text’s dialogue with culture, or the introduction of past texts into new textual
contexts, is achieved in three ways. Firstly the past texts appear as both manifest
and latent content, or secondly it is concealed within the text, or thirdly it is double-
coded. A double-coded text is not a passive container, but one which can be read as
an “uninterrupted account” while containing fragments from another text (Lotman,
Leo, and Mandelker 383). The more the meaning of the fragments of introduced
texts diverge from the meaning of the surrounding text, the more untranslatable
these fragments become when read alongside the new account, the more
perceptible is the new meaning given to both texts. In Scott’s novel Benang, the
historical documents he includes in the text that are in support of eugenics diverge
in meaning from the surrounding text to such a degree that the original documents
become almost unbelievable, less history than fiction, while at the same time they

make the novel’s fictional narrative all the more poignant and believable.

Double-coding means that meaning-making is not available exclusively within a
text, but additionally by and through its reference to other texts. Double coded
texts do not seek closure, but instead leave the reader with questions allowing a
move away from the persistent perception of Aborigines as either belonging to a
doomed race or as perpetual victims, towards belief in survival, change and hope

for the future. As double-coded texts memorial novels contain other narratives
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within their narratives, either by overtly responding to real places, people and
events by inserting citations or references, or by echoing other texts that have
recorded or responded to Australia’s past, creating an exchange of meaning and
carrying within the text an accumulation of experience and a continuation of the

process of re-presentation.

Memorial novels could also be considered double-coded in that they can be read
in two ways: firstly for the surface story that can exist without the need to
reference other texts, as traditional historical novels; and secondly as an intertext
that requires the reader to make the link between the novel and the referent text.
Read in the second way, memorial novels can provoke the reader to question the
referent text, in most cases historiographical or archival material as well as the
official foundational narrative, and thus disturb the idea of a fixed meaning in the
referent text without the need to resort to didactic or moralising modes of
discourse. The result of double-coding is a reading of the memorial novel that
cannot be satisfied with a single meaning either for the novel, the historiographical
texts it refers to, or the official historical narrative (Lachmann, Memory and

Literature 41).
Language and Voice

Polyphony is the incorporation of multiple languages and voices within a single
text and is a central strategy of syncretism (Memory and Literature 131). Along with
the production of new meaning memorial novels break down the idea of a single
“truth” or of agreement about representations of the past, which is then replaced
with a “reconciliatory dimension” that is associated with the Bakhtinian idea of
polyphony (307). Yury Lotman also argues that texts are richer in meaning when
“languages interact ... [and] interfere with one another” (378). In other words,
without the sounds of others the project of syncretism or reconciliation, of bringing
together different belief systems, fails. However, incorporating multiple languages
and voices is not a straightforward process and there is both a political and cultural
dimension to the problem. Mick Dodson, in his Foreword to the 2008 Macquarie

Pen Anthology of Aboriginal Literature, argues that “literature and its creation are
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so important to the lives of everyone. It can be and is used as a powerful political
tool by Aboriginal people in a political system which renders us mostly voiceless”
(xiii). The editors of the same anthology also refer to the “nexus between the

|II

literary and the political” in Aboriginal literature (Heiss and Minter 2).

In the early part of the twentieth century Australian literature tended to be
either realistic or romantic (Dorothy Jones qtd. in Daniel 48). Stories were written
by white Australians, focalised through British settlers and Aborigines were noble
savages who were a threat to the lives and property of the settlers. The desire for a
more acceptable past and the belief that Aborigines were a dying race permeated
fiction of this time, even as novels began to appear in support of Aborigines. Since
the nineteen-eighties, changes to historiography and the growth of Aboriginal
literature have brought about a change in the representation of Aborigines in
modern historical novels. However, although there is no question that Aborigines
and settler Australians have a shared history, how the Aboriginal voice is
represented in literature and who speaks is still problematic, for both Aboriginal

and non-Aboriginal writers.

The problem of representing a network of voices in novels presents on two
levels: one is at the level of language and the other is at the level of who speaks. For
non-Aboriginal writers there is the risk that the “dominant ideology of language”
may stifle the voice of the other in their text (Lachmann, Memory and Literature
177). For Aboriginal writers writing in English there is the problem associated with
using the language of colonialism rather than their own languages, and there is the
potential to lose the sounds and meanings of words from their Aboriginal
languages, particularly when narratives from an oral tradition are turned into a

written tradition in another language.

In order to reach a wide audience in Australia, writers and publishers have no
choice but to use English. However, writing in English does not need to preclude
other speech rhythms, styles, accents or inserting Aboriginal words into the English
text, nor does it need to stifle or silence the voice of the other; the novel genre

does have the capacity to represent multiple voices and meanings by including
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Aboriginal voices, as the sounds and rhythms of Aboriginal languages within
narratives in English. A number of the memorial novels | evaluate reproduce
fragments of Aboriginal languages and incorporate Aboriginal speech rhythms into
their syncretic project as a means of creating awareness of the stories’ original
languages. Multiple voices are brought together and in the process meaning is
produced, “decentered, pluralized, and decomposed” (Lachmann, Memory and

Literature 116).

Alexis Wright deliberately uses Aboriginal speech rhythms and storytelling styles
in Carpentaria to good effect, despite the risk that English speaking readers may
have rejected the novel as too difficult to understand. Grenville, Scott and Astley
have all inserted Aboriginal words into their texts; however, for varying purposes
and with varying results. Language and voice are integral to the strategies used by
Malouf, Scott, Astley and Wright, whereas Grenville deliberately drew back from
giving voice to her Aboriginal characters, so despite her novels being about contact
between early settlers and Aborigines they are strangely lacking in an Aboriginal

perspective or sound.

Malouf on the other hand was criticised for failing to give voice to Aboriginal
characters in Remembering Babylon even though the silence of the Aborigines in his
novel is integral to a story that seeks to understand the way settlers employed
language to name and therefore own the land and to exclude Aborigines both
physically and linguistically from the new nation being created. Although The
Lieutenant is about language and communication, Grenville has relied on material
contained in the two surviving notebooks of Lieutenant Dawes to provide the
linguistic interaction between Rooke and Tagaran. Grenville’s justification for not
giving Aborigines a voice is that she did not want “to step into the heads of any of
the Aboriginal characters” (“Interview”); like many others she considers that when
the characters of white writers speak from the perspective of Aborigine it is

appropriation of the indigenous voice and a continuation of colonisation.

The issue of appropriation and perpetuating colonisation by speaking for

Aboriginal characters is problematic for non-Aboriginal authors in the Australian
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post-colonial culture. When writing about the early history of Australia white
authors must include Aboriginal characters and the history of contact between
Aboriginal and mainstream Australians, while at the same time avoiding speaking
through them. It is as Nadia Wheatly argues, a “no-win situation for white writers”
(gtd. in Heiss 200), although Aboriginal academics make a distinction between
history and fiction, giving historians the task of educating about contact, and
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal political relations, particularly when the work covers
the role of white Australians and their treatment of Aborigines. Historians have less
choice with regards to voice; either they write in their own voice or directly quote
from their sources, albeit sources that are usually written by white Australians,

making their representations of Aborigines less problematic.

Who has the right to tell the victim’s story, and the role of testimony and trauma
literature in the national narrative is also problematic and adds a further
complication. Tom Keneally argues that “it is the Aboriginal people themselves who
own that tale (of Koori grief) and have bitterly earned their right to it” (“Behind the
Scenes” 9). But does showing another point of view or stepping into the heads of
others constitute appropriation? Di Morrissey argues that “Australian writers ...
have a moral responsibility to do the right thing by our native culture” (qtd. in Heiss
200) which does not mean excluding Aboriginal characters from fiction, but that

characters should be treated in a culturally sensitive manner.

However, there are some who argue that non-Aboriginal fiction writers should
avoid writing not only from the voice of Aboriginal characters but also generally
about Aborigines. Anita Heiss cites the “history of negative representation of
Aboriginal people in literature” (198) as the primary reason for non-Aboriginal
writers to avoid writing about Aborigines. However, while negative representation
has often been the case, such avoidance suggests that there can be no possibility of
positive representation. As historical fiction is very much in demand in Australia
such a position leaves white authors with two choices: either exclude the Aboriginal
voice or not write about the history of contact, both of which would limit access to

the past to historiography.
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These sorts of restrictions limit the imagination and narrative perspective and
how are we to imagine the pain of others if we have no access to that pain through
imagination? The marginalisation of the Aboriginal voice in Remembering Babylon
and The Multiple Effects of Rainshadow demonstrates the power of language to
exclude Aborigines from the official history of Australia. Grenville may also have
had good reasons for not focalising her historical novels through any Aboriginal
characters, by marginalising Aboriginal characters to the degree that she has locked
them out of the narratives. It has been a long and often difficult struggle to change
Australian historiography to include Aborigines, to now exclude them from the
historical novel seems to be a contradiction. And as the author Salmon Rushdie
argues “literature is not in the business of copyrighting certain themes for certain

groups” (qtd. in Whitehead 10).

There is also a good case for including the Aboriginal perspective in historical
novels, even when written by a white writer. If “we restrict our efforts towards
understanding only to those people we guess to be approximately of our own kind”
(Clendinnen, “The History Question” 20) and if we write only from a known
perspective we would be limited to writing only autobiographical works in the
manner of trauma literature. E. M. Forster argues in Aspects of the Novel that: “We
cannot understand each other [in reality] ... [b]ut in the novel we can know people
perfectly. In this direction fiction is truer than history” (69); and “It is the function of
the novelist to reveal the hidden life at its source” (56). Tzvetan Todorov also
guestions whose “view of a group is more perceptive” (The Morals of History 3) and
considers the “first phase of understanding [as] consist[ing] of assimilating the
other to oneself” (The Morals of History 14). What is it that is appropriated by
giving voice to the other? One should not speak for another, but in the pages of a
fictional text the opportunity is there to give the other a voice that may not be

supported by documentary evidence, that may not appear in historiography.

Patricia Mamajun Torres believes that the depiction of Aborigines “with a strong
sense of identity” using “positive information” is a means of remedying past false
impressions, as well as helping to balance the long history of “cultural theft and

misappropriation of intellectual property”(25). She hopes that an “informed and
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cooperative” approach will result in a “more appropriate literature” that is borne
out of a “mutual respect and regard for each other as humans with a common
purpose” (30). Similarly Jackie Huggins argues that the best books about Aborigines
are written in consultation with Aborigines and with respect for Aboriginal culture,
history and social issues and that this approach will help to halt the perpetuation of
incorrect stereotypes (“Respect”). Both attitudes are reflected in syncretic texts
that draw on multiple belief systems and modes of representation. | make no
differentiation between Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal writers, focussing instead on

the style of writing that each writer produces.

Naming and Memory Places

Drawing on the concept of naming in the Simonides legend, Lachmann describes
the act of remembering as a second naming. The legend of the invention of
mnemotechnics by the Greek poet Simonides Melicus has been passed down to us
by Cicero and Quintilian as the legitimisation of the art of memory (Lachmann,
Memory and Literature 5). Simonides was the only survivor of a group of
banqueters killed when the building in which they sat collapsed and the banqueters
were mutilated, making it impossible to recognise and therefore name them.
Simonides as witness imagined and reconstructed the seating arrangement of the
banquet space to restore order and reattach names to the dead (Lachmann,
“Cultural Memory” 166-7). Both Cicero and Quintilian in their retelling of the legend
of Simonides define mnemonics as imagination, “the invention of images” as

representative of things and names to be remembered (167).

The art of memory is a technique that uses the concepts of place and image to
aid in recollection and to establish and preserve cultural memory (166). Equating
images and imagination with memory is not specific to Cicero and Quintilian; there
is a long philosophical tradition that “considers memory the province of the
imagination” in which memory is represented by an image that is “either quasi
visual or auditory” (Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting 5). Frances Yates
associates the art of memory with rhetoric and Cicero in particular refers to “the

memorization of texts” and to speech as that which must be “conceptualized and
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remembered” (Lachmann, “Cultural Memory” 167). Bringing together fragments of
images to create a text requires imagination to re-order those fragments and to re-
name those others we are obligated to remember. To interpret or conceptualise
the past requires imagination, and from this Lachmann concludes that literature is a
mnemonic medium. The association of memory with imagination, however, is
problematic with regards to historiography in which history and myth, and facts and
imagination are kept separate, or at least that is the ideal. In historiography
historical facts are ordered and presented as linear and chronological, bounded by
single concepts, for example by particular periods, events or individuals and certain
“types of historiography tend to institutionalize cultural memory” (Lachmann,

Memory and Literature 170) by their adherence to hierarchies and boundaries.

In the Australian experience naming originally promoted the forgetting of
Aborigines as the people and their places were re-named or excluded from memory
by remaining nameless in the developing national narrative. In memorial novels
another re-naming or recalling of old names helps to bring these forgotten people
and places back into memory. Only after those who have lost their names are once
again linked with their names through an act of memory can they “become
identifiable” and re-gain their place in memory (8). A text is a memory space in
which, through an act of naming which is itself a memory act, those who were
nameless are now linked to their place, making them once again identifiable. All the
memorial novels | evaluate are concerned with naming and giving back names to

Aboriginal people to recognise them as belonging to Australian cultural memory.

| further extend the idea of memory as a link between names and those who
have lost their names, to the linking of land to those who have lost their place in
the land. | argue that the link between people and the land is important to
Australians and the process of naming alone is not enough for identification and a
place in cultural memory: memory work in Australia also relies on links with the
land. Kim Scott speaks in his book Kayang & Me that he wrote with his elder Hazel
Brown of how “the land ignited their [his people’s] memories, and how language
and culture and place went together” (248). Terra nullius began as a legal concept,

but over time, along with land and landscape, the concept has acquired “a fictive
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dimension” that enables physical spaces to become memory spaces (Lachmann,
Memory and Literature 19). Land is both a palimpsest of Australian memory and a
symbol which has lost its “concrete reference” (21). Scott writes of pastoralists
using the language of Aborigines in regard to their “timeless link to the land;” he
argues that such people may want to “really belong,” but that they are “only
beginning to understand what that might mean” (K. Scott and H. Brown 200).
Whether non-Aboriginal people have a timeless link to the land or are only just
beginning to understand their connection to the land, whether the connection is
economic or spiritual, or whether the degree of importance can even be measured,

land is still important to non-Aboriginal Australians as well as Aboriginal Australians.

Lachmann establishes literature as a memory space, but she also uses the term
“cultural memory places” and she argues that these places help a culture “ensure

III

its own survival” (Memory and Literature 4). Lachmann’s term is similar to Pierre
Nora’s use of lieux de mémoire which are “fundamentally remains” that define the
boundary between past and present. Because memory is not “spontaneous,” lieux
de mémoire in the form of archives, anniversaries and monuments are needed to
keep alive particular memories (“Les Lieux De Mémoire” 12). Land is clearly of great
importance to the process of reconciliation in Australia, but as lieux de mémoire
land operates both as a boundary and as a fixed monument to the past and in itself
cannot repair past damage; there is also the need for reconciliation within

Australia’s cultural memory, a process that relies on other memory spaces such as

literature.

There are those who argue that “trying to repair past damage and acknowledge
collective community guilt by free grants of land” is not the way for Aborigines to
achieve social and economic development (Crowley 307) because it does not
acknowledge that there are problems that cannot be repaired by grants of land.
Others argue that land rights “offer both symbolic and economic compensation”
(Rowley, A Matter of Justice 9). Too great a reliance on land as the location of
memory, however, is to neglect other “events that astonish and surprise” (Ricoeur,

Memory, History, Forgetting 66), events that may exist independently of such
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places and be equally important to cultural memory, such as the events that Scott
writes about in That Deadman Dance. In a similar manner that Aboriginal life-
writing became inextricably linked with trauma theory, thus restricting the
effectiveness of such writing to challenge official narratives, placing too great an
emphasis on land as the primary means of achieving reconciliation has the potential
to blind us to alternative or coexistent memory processes that may also contribute
to reconciliation. Land and re-linking memory with the land has become a central
paradigm for stories about Australia; all the novels | analyse in this thesis are
concerned to some degree with land and naming, but as memorial novels they are
also concerned with other events that may “astonish and surprise” the reader

(Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting 66).
Classical literature, historical fiction, myths and epics

To explicate her theory of memory and literature, Lachmann concentrates on
fantasy, parody, science fiction as “anticipatory memory,” and the carnivalesque as
the most effective forms of literature for challenging official culture and history, in
opposition to what she calls classical literature, which includes historiography,
historical fiction, myth and epics (“Cultural Memory” 175). Lachmann uses the term
classic in the sense of setting a standard or of being representative of something on
an official or national level; | use the term traditional historical fiction to describe
literature that acts as classical literature by participating in Australia’s celebratory
foundational tradition. Classical genres record and narrate the past and are
connected to commemorative rituals, the veneration of graveyards and war
monuments and institutions such as museums and libraries (170). Although writing
history “remains an essential component of the power of memory discourse itself”
(Huyssen, Present Pasts 5) and is a component of Lachmann’s classical literature
genre, | am concerned only with fictional representations of the past in this thesis
and will not take into consideration representations of the past in historiography

except as they relate to the novels under discussion.

Lachmann describes fantasy as literature that creates alternative worlds and

seeks to compensate for what has been lost due to “cultural constraints” (“Cultural
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Memory” 173). Fantasy shares many of the features of memory such as the
representation of “absent objects with images that are ambiguous, both true and
false” (172) and the world of the fantastic threatens to erase everyday reality (174).
| argue that in the Australian context the novels that | describe as memorial novels
do the work of challenging official culture and history and of recalling the forgotten,
but they stop short of the potential of fantasy texts to erase the officially accepted
memory images of a culture or the images of everyday reality. In memorial novels
that “which had been silenced regains its voice, that which was made invisible
recaptures its shape and that which was buried is disinterred,” and this is achieved
without seeking to obliterate “accumulated, transmitted knowledge”(173). All
responses to the past are an attempt to understand and come to terms with the
past in some measure, but in memorial novels the forgotten, the silenced and the
unofficial reappear, by displacing, rather than affirming or erasing the familiar and

official.

Lachmann describes myths, epics, sagas and historical fiction as classical
literature and there are a number of common elements between the genres that
allow her to do this. Myths, epics and sagas are narrative forms that tell of the
adventures of national heroes, they are the stories that communities tell about
themselves as a collective and are “a key element in the formation of collective
memory” (Le Goff 264). Myths are variously described as serving to reconcile the
living with the mysteries of the world by providing an image of that world, which
helps to enforce a moral order on the world (J. Campbell, Masks of God 4) and as
having “the quality of fancy which informs the creative or configurative powers of
the human mind in varying degrees of intensity” (Okpewho 69). Myths come about
through a process of selection as stories are handed down from generation to
generation and they help humankind make the unfamiliar familiar (Blumenberg 5).
Myths contain a “hidden system of meaning” (Lachmann, Memory and Literature
286) and are linked with the need to name those things that confront us so that we
can control our fear of the unknown (Blumenberg; Lachmann, Memory and
Literature). Freud argues that myths are most likely the “distorted vestiges of the

wishful phantasies of whole nations” (“Creative Writers” 140) and as myths often
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remain tied to specific nations and official narratives, they may clash with the

memory efforts of minority groups (Huyssen, Present Pasts).

In many Aboriginal cultures the distinction between history and myth is often
obscured (Bird-Rose 46) and facts as understood by historians in the Western
historical tradition may be distorted within Aboriginal narratives. Mudrooroo
argues that the actual or the real is less important to Aboriginal storytelling than
the myth and the archetype (Writing from the Fringe) and that making stories about
the past is more important to Aboriginal culture than Western ideas of
historiography that rely on evidence, usually in written form. In contrast to the
Western tradition, Aboriginal texts are produced by custodians rather than authors
and subjects are repeated as traditions rather than as original material (Muecke,
Textual Spaces 104). However, myth remains a fixed form for relating stories about
the past as it is strongly associated with cultural traditions, which limits the scope to
challenge official narratives or offer alternative representations of the past.
Andreas Huyssen believes that it is not always possible to draw a line between the

IH

“mythic past and [the] real” past, which allows myth to exert a reality effect that is

equal to the real (Present Pasts 15).

The epic is concerned with the national past or tradition that is associated with
founders and beginnings, a past that is sometimes inaccessible as a result of a lack
of records, is from “the reverent point of view of a descendent,” and is separate
from contemporary reality (Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel” 13). In Australia
“Pioneers, settlers and national heroes were the creation of poets and writers”
(Hirst 176), poetic in the sense of being human creations. The epic celebrates a hero
and has an “absolute point of view which coincides with the wholeness of a ...
community” (Kristeva 77), the national narrative or national identity and the hero
takes an ideological position that is “meaningful for the whole community”
(Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel” 334) — although the whole community often
means only the dominant cultural group. However, the ideological process is,
according to Ricoeur, hidden, unacknowledged and complex, characterised by the

manipulation of reality, the legitimation of power systems, and the integration of
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cultural symbols that support and guard a culture’s identity (Memory, History,

Forgetting 82).

Epics are bound up with a stable identity, and reflect a perceived cultural unity,
and any novel that contains ideological arguments “tends towards an epic”
(Kristeva 87). The heroes of epics are kept distant from the present, untouchable
and protected by national tradition and the epic narrative is idealised, complete in
meaning and value with an “official air” (Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel” 20). The
only way to disrupt the “epic and tragic wholeness of the world,” to “make a breach
in the stable, normal ... course of human affairs and events” is to introduce the
scandalous and eccentric (Bakhtin, Dostoevsky’s Poetics 117). Whereas Bakhtin’s
theory separates the novel from the epic genre, | argue that traditional historical
fiction, although belonging to the novel genre, is in the style of the epic because of
the link between such fiction and foundational narratives and the treatment of
national heroes as reverent within the texts. There is also a strong link between

traditional historical fiction and ideology.

| am using Lachmann’s theory of memory and literature to understand
contemporary Australian texts that are linked to the founding of the nation in a
similar manner to the texts associated with the long tradition of Russian literature
that her theory is grounded in, or the literature of the ancient Greeks and Romans,
but are nevertheless distinct from either of these traditions. Therefore, | will use
traditional in place of classical to describe the historical fiction | evaluate in order to
avoid any confusion with more usual understandings of the term classical and to
make the theory more relevant to the Australian context. Traditional literature
adheres to commonly accepted understandings of the past as it seeks a place in the
developing canon of Australian texts while also contributing to the process of
canonisation by repeating texts that are considered authoritative or belong to the
archive. Traditional historical fiction attempts to make the official cultural narrative
stable by repeatedly restating particular ideas and is often associated with rituals

that are repeated every year.
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For example, the ANZAC tradition of parades and memorial celebrations has
become a fixed narrative because the links between the rituals, memorials, heroes
and heroic stories and history are so strong that to insert an alternative aspect into
this narrative is now almost impossible unless it exactly coincides with the
established official narrative. Australian culture and identity are so tightly bound up
with the epic myths of the ANZAC tradition that there would need to be an almost
catastrophic shift in memory to insert any new stories that challenge the ANZAC
tradition; only those stories that are aligned to the official ANZAC tradition are
included. Because the tradition has so many associated rituals and heroic stories
and many of the negative aspects of the tradition have been transformed or
removed, it is easy to assimilate into cultural memory. Some attempts have been
made to create a similar tradition with regard to the history of contact, but as Scott
argues, there is little to be gained by forcing Aborigines “into the mould of failed
warriors as some sort of warped adjunct of the Gallipoli myth” because it does not

do justice to either the people or their situation (Kayang & Me, 188).

Together, historiography, the archive and the literary canon create an official
framework within which the official national narrative of the past is produced.
When a culture relies on the canon or traditional literature as its singular literary
interpretation of the past, however, there is a tendency “towards closure and
homogenization of its system” (Lachmann, Memory and Literature 179). Although
some may question whether we can learn from history, we still seek out narratives
about the past, and although canonical history has been “delegitimized,” the
archive retains its attraction (Huyssen, Present Pasts 5). Unlike traditional historical
fiction, myths and epics, memorial novels are not concerned with re-telling long
accepted historical tales about a national past, or even offering an alternative
version of an historical event, but are concerned with the point of contact between
people and with challenging the accepted and official national narrative, providing
new interpretations of culture and history, and are acts of memory as they both

record and commemorate the past.
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Trauma literature

Along with historical fiction, myths and epics, a further genre that responds to
the past is trauma literature. Literature that responds to trauma is important for
coming to terms with or understanding the past; as public memory discourse it
allows communities and individuals to “break out of traumatic repetitions”
(Huyssen, Present Pasts 9). However, there is the problem that the closer fiction
comes to any “truth claim” with regard to a violent or traumatic past the less
freedom a writer has (LaCapra, Writing History). We assume that writers of fiction
are free to write what they like, and in the case of historical fiction, provided the
well known and accepted facts are not distorted too much, are free to use historical
figures and events as they see fit. However, when those historical figures are
individuals who have suffered trauma, particularly trauma at the hands of the state,
authorial freedom is severely curtailed. Some of the restrictions come from those
who have suffered the trauma claiming ownership of their stories, and in the
Australian context, some non-Aboriginal writers do not want to be seen to be
continuing the process of colonisation by appropriating the stories of the colonised
and traumatised. Sometimes the restriction on who can tell particular stories and in
what style is due to particular stories being co-opted as political tools, such as the
Stolen Generations stories. The result has been a tendency to confine
representations of trauma to testimonies, life stories, biographies or auto-
biographies because they are considered to be more truthful representations than

fiction.

However, literature, rather than testimony or biographies may “provide a more
expansive space ... for exploring modalities of responding to trauma” (LaCapra,
Writing History 185). Martha Nussbaum argues that to be good citizens we need to
feel compassion for others, which involves being able to recognise injustice and
have a sense of our own vulnerability to misfortune, and that both require
imagination and the ability to critically examine ourselves, our culture and our
traditions (Cultivating Humanity). Invoking compassion is an important means of
trying to draw “social, political and economic resources in one’s direction”

(Spelman 88) and to achieve both compassion, itself one of those resources, for

33



34 ’ Memory and Literature

others and to critically examine ourselves, our culture and traditions requires the
arts, and in particular, literature, with its ability to represent the circumstances and
problems of others as well as develop the imagination. The more “poetic” a
narrative is “the stronger is its content of intellectual play and thus its availability
for exploring larger cultural or existential (as against experiential) issues” (Okpewho
69). Cathy Caruth positions literature as the intersection between psychoanalytic
theory and trauma theory claiming that literature is able to go beyond the limits of
historiography to explore the psychological aspects of trauma (“Unclaimed

Experience”).

What makes literature into the privileged, but not the only, site of trauma is
the fact that literature as an art form can contain and present an aspect of
experience which was not experienced or processed fully. Literature, in other
words, because of its sensible and representational character, because of its
figurative language, is a channel and a medium for a transmission of trauma
which does not need to be apprehended in order to be present in a text or, to
use Felman's and Dori Laub's term, in order to be witnessed. (Ramadanovic,

"Introduction: Trauma and Crisis" npn)

Narrative imagination allows readers to put themselves in the place of another,
to be able to imagine another’s pain and suffering and to feel compassion for the
other. This leads Nussbaum to be critical of identity politics and the notion that only
those within a particular group can write about that group, arguing that both block
imaginative identification with others (Cultivating Humanity). However, LaCapra
warns of the need to “put oneself in the other’s position without taking the place of
— or speaking for — the other or becoming a surrogate victim who appropriates the
victim’s voice or suffering” (History in Transit 135). He draws a distinction between
writing trauma and writing about trauma, arguing that writing about trauma is
historiography and writing trauma is the process of acting out a traumatic
experience through writing (Writing History). However, the facts may be known
about an event but that does not mean that the traumatising effects of the event
have been acknowledged (Santner) even as they appear in writing. How the reader

responds to trauma literature is problematic and Roseanne Kennedy is concerned
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with how to break down the barriers that prevent people from responding to the

testimonies of the Stolen Generations (“The Affective Work”).

Shoshana Felman and Hayden White have each argued separately that
modernist literary techniques that oppose realism by disrupting chronology, using
multiple points of view, and playing with language, offer a better way to respond to
traumatic memories which cannot be told in a linear or referential testimony
(Testimony; “Historical Emplotment”). However, LaCapra doubts if modernist texts
are appropriate for the experiences of traumatised victims (Writing History) and
Kennedy likewise does not agree with the idea that the modernist novel is a better
way for Aborigines to respond to traumatic memories on the grounds that the
modernist novel is a European cultural tradition, arguing that “vernacular
testimonies” would be passed over by critics as they do not fit into the category of
“high-culture” texts (Bennett and Kennedy 125). Memorial novels, particularly
those by Scott and Wright, make extensive use of modernist techniques to
represent trauma and vernacular testimonies in such a way as to allow readers to
question the official narratives and to create imaginative identification with others
without becoming a surrogate victim or appropriating the voice of others. Given
that all three texts have won multiple literary awards they could also be considered

to belong to “high-culture.”

As trauma literature, the less literary the texts are the better, because
literariness is considered to reduce the authenticity of the texts. Kim Scott’s Benang
will never be included in this closed system of trauma literature, despite its
depiction of the trauma of the removal of Aboriginal children from their families,
because the text’s literariness makes it less authentic as trauma literature. The
autobiography is viewed as a genre imposed by the dominant white culture on
Aboriginal writers, whereas testimony, particularly oral testimony, is more in
keeping with the Aboriginal oral tradition. English and the novel are considered
Western and to insist that the victims of colonisation use those forms to transmit
their experiences is seen by many as a continuation of colonial dominance. Novels

such as Benang, That Deadman Dance and Carpentaria are testament to the fact

35



36 ’ Memory and Literature

that this is not necessarily the case, although it may be for earlier texts produced
within the confines of white publishing and white editorial standards. Editors,
usually white, wielded enormous influence on the process of turning Aboriginal
manuscripts into publishable texts and they paid a “political price” in the process

(Jones).

Similarly, although those who testified for Bringing Them Home were free to tell
their stories in their own way, the historian or interviewer cannot help but intrude
on oral testimonies; the interviewer selects the speakers, decides on the questions
and directs the testimony (Portelli). And in some cases the historian or interviewer
also selects which testimonies will be included in the document. In this way the
historian is drawn into the narrative and the testimony becomes part of the larger
story the historian is telling; in effect the testimony is appropriated for the purpose
of the research or the project which is often linked to official culture. Aboriginal
people who were the victims of the policy to remove Aboriginal children from their
families were encouraged to provide to the Human Rights Commission a particular
form of testimony that was associated with trauma and that acted as witness to the
past, to “bear the truth about history” (Attwood, “Learning About the Truth” 203)
and only those who were victims or witnesses were considered appropriate to
testify, echoing Eli Wiesel’s dictum that “only those who lived it in their flesh and in
their minds can possibly transform their experience into knowledge. Others,

despite their best intentions, can never do so” (Kingdom of Memory 166).

Even more important than the right of victims to tell their stories is the influence
survivors can have on social and political structures if they retain control over their
trauma; if the “dominant culture appropriates the trauma nothing changes” (Tal 7).
Although the intention of Bringing Them Home was to return control of the
narrative and the trauma to survivors of the practice of removing Aboriginal
children from their families, repositioning texts that respond to the past as
belonging only to the Stolen Generations narrative has taken control away from the

survivors and given it to those who control the record of the testimonies.
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Conclusion

Cultural memory comprises the community’s shared memories, but the selection
of memories is indicated by the group’s needs in the present. Hayden White argues
that it is the “need or impulse to rank events with respect to their significance for
the culture or group that is writing its own history that makes a narrative
representation of real events possible” (Content of the Form 10). A group fixes on
particular events or people in the past that are significant to the group, these then
become symbols or myths relating to the group’s memory, often eliding much of

the difference between history and myth.

Cultural memory, together with the knowledge a group has about itself, defines
a group’s identity and in order to belong to a particular group, members need to
remember the group’s memories. Ernest Renan argues that national identity results
from “the possession in common of a rich legacy of memories” (19). The tendency
is, therefore, for groups to remember events that contribute to a desired identity
and events that detract from this are forgotten, marginalised or manipulated to fit
with the collective vision of the group’s identity and the assimilation of one group
into another usually depends on the assimilated group forgetting those memories

connected with their original identity (Assmann 114).

Texts will be written or spoken not only when something worth telling about
happens, but in response to broader institutional or cultural demands for the
event to be recorded, not necessarily for posterity, but also for the
achievement of current socio-political ends. (Muecke, “Discourse, History,

Fiction” 72)

The problem in Australia is that the rich legacy of memories shared by the
dominant culture stem from violent founding events that have been legitimised by
the state and which have different meanings for different groups: “glory for some,
humiliation for others” (Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting 82). Hostility between
memory and historiography arises when a treasured historical narrative owned by

the dominant group is either questioned or proven erroneous by reconstructions of
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the past that rely on memory (Lachmann, “Cultural Memory”). The so-called history
wars in Australia between the proponents of the extremes of black armband and
white blindfold representations of the past attest to the hostility that arises when
particular versions of the past that contribute to a desired identity are contested.
The version of the Australian past as heroic, while not necessarily lost, does need to

be “radically reinterpreted” to include less heroic stories and other heroes (171).

The intertextuality of memorial novels, with their dialogism and double coding
and their rejection of a single, official voice stands in opposition to monologism and
homogeneous national narratives. Memorial novels make use of historiographical
sources and archival material, are based on real people, events or landscapes to
varying degrees; however, the material is not presented as a re-presentation of
history. They suggest instead that we do not have to accept the existing archival
records as the definitive representation of the past, but can instead draw multiple
meanings from the archive and in doing so unsettle accepted interpretations of
history, challenge the official narrative and question previously accepted
understandings of the past. Each new text, with its complex and complicating
consequences and ramifying growth of meanings, also affects the referent text,
which means that each of these memory texts affects the way readers understand

the earlier intertexts and history (Lachmann, Memory and Literature).

If the novels are read as memory texts the reader and writer are both freed from
the historian’s constraint to at least attempt to describe the past as it really was. On
one level they are concerned with historical events and their intertextuality is of the
conventional type where historical texts and national stories are reproduced, but of
more importance is their second level intertextuality, which is concerned with the
space where two peoples meet, sometimes with violence and a lack of
understanding, but sometimes with a glimpse of understanding and a point of
“semantic interchange” that is a memory space. Memorial novels attempt to give
voice to and make visible the events and the people who have been silenced and
forgotten as a result of an official perception of reality (Lachmann, “Cultural

Memory” 173).



Memory and Literature

Each of the novels | evaluate could be read as conventional historical fiction;
however, their effectiveness as cultural memory lies in their challenge to official
historical narratives together with their concern for the representation of
Australian culture as a double culture, a culture that comprises an official and an
unofficial narrative. The narratives are pluralist, ambivalent, heterogeneous and
unresolved as narrators and characters re-imagine the past to transgress
boundaries and challenge “official” narrative and linguistic frames of remembrance.
But they are “the starting point for an exchange, rather than the end point of the
discussion” (Rigney, Imperfect Histories 2), as they contribute to a dialogic process

that helps to build “bonds of remembrance” between groups (Irwin-Zarecka 49).
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2. The Australian Experience

In what follows | provide a brief evaluation of a number of novels published
between the nineteen-twenties and the nineteen-eighties as a survey of the link
between literature and the official national narrative mapped against Aboriginal
policy as it has moved from assimilation in the period from the nineteen-thirties to
the sixties, to integration from the nineteen-sixties to the seventies, to self-
determination throughout the nineteen-eighties and nineties, to reconciliation in
the present. As the novels that | evaluate in support of my thesis are all concerned
with history, directly or indirectly, and my thesis is concerned with cultural memory
and intertextuality, | consider it useful to have some understanding of the
interconnections between history, literature, historiography and politics and
between past and contemporary representations of history in literature. The novels
that | refer to in this chapter were published prior to 1988 and all respond to theill
treatment of Aborigines, either in the past or the present of the text, and are
sympathetic to Aborigines; however, they are all influenced by the prevailing
political and anthropological understandings of their time and often fail to
challenge the underlying cultural attitudes either towards Aborigines or towards

the contemporary understanding of Australia’s past.

Modern cultural practices are produced and performed within a socially
constructed, cultural memory framework and with each generation heroic stories,
historiography and celebrations have reinforced and stabilised the official
Australian narrative. The process of stabilisation rests in part on “fixed binaries”
(Hall 397) that provide a degree of stability and certainty to the nation. In the late
nineteenth century settler Australians began to think of Australia as a modern
nation that was “uniform” and “unified by a homogeneous culture, a dominant
language, [and] a standardised history” (Haebich, Broken Circles 156). And by
Federation settler Australians sought a narrative that defined their sense of unity
and identity as a new nation that expressed that new nation only in a positive light.
This narrative drew on the knowledge contained within an earlier narrative that had

grown up since the arrival of the British in 1788; however, those aspects of the
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story that detracted from the desired positive narrative were discarded, silenced or

forgotten.

The Australian foundational narrative is based on notions of the shared suffering
and past glory of settler Australians, and is characterised by celebratory stories
about the efforts of mainly pioneers, explorers and pastoralists. The First World
War is considered by many to be the first real unifying event that gave Australia a
claim to nationhood and a place in the international community; it also provided a
new type of hero: the soldier. Over time Australian cultural memory has come to
incorporate other heroes, most notably sporting heroes, including Aboriginal
sporting heroes, as well as women; however, despite a continued presence in the
national narrative, until recently Aboriginal experiences were liminal, they were
without an active role in the national narrative and without a place in mainstream

cultural memory.

In the early part of the twentieth century, the desire for an acceptable past
resulted in historians writing out of Australian historiography those people and
events that detracted from the desired positive image, creating W. E. H. Stanner’s
well known term, the “great Australian silence.” The exclusion of the violence of
contact between settler Australians and Aborigines was considered possible
because the Aboriginal people who were integral to this history were thought to be
a dying race. When this was proven to be erroneous and it was no longer possible
to remain silent there grew up the new dilemma of how to incorporate the history
of contact into the national story without disturbing the positive and heroic image
of Australia. Susannah Radstone and Katherine Hodgkin argue that our
“understanding of the past has strategic, political, and ethical consequences” in the
present and that in order to move on we are “obliged to accommodate the past”
(1); however, this is an imperative for mainly white or mainstream Australians and

early attempts at accommodating the past have not always succeeded.

Efforts by mainstream Australians to come to terms with the past has sometimes
resulted in Aborigines being portrayed as marginalised or mythologised, as victims

who were unable to adapt to change, pointing to current reports of dysfunction in
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some Aboriginal communities as proof. There was growing recognition of the
violence of contact between Aborigines and mainstream Australians that resulted
from colonisation and subsequent policies designed to deal with the Aboriginal
problem; nevertheless, the portrayal of the Aboriginal experience as positive and
hopeful remained liminal in historiography, literature and film, and the Australian
national narrative contained few “bonds of remembrance” (Irwin-Zarecka 49) that
could bring mainstream Australians and Aborigines together. In terms of
intertextuality the early twentieth century novels that respond to Australia’s past

repeat and imitate previous texts, particularly the work of anthropologists.

Nineteen-twenties and thirties

From the latter part of the nineteenth century the theories of eugenics and
Social Darwinism played an important role in the formulation of laws pertaining to
Australian Aborigines. The theory of eugenics grew out of the Enlightenment idea of
progress following a “natural developmental sequence” and it was believed at the
time that Aborigines lacked the capacity to advance and they were therefore
doomed to extinction (McGregor, Imagined Destines 2). Despite a lack of empirical
evidence to support the theory it was accepted as scientific fact that there was a
hierarchy of human beings and the “process of struggle and extinction” that was
evolution was a part of nature (Reynolds, Nowhere People 80). Aborigines,
particularly the full-blood Aborigines, were considered to be on the bottom rung of
this hierarchy, unable to adapt, and were therefore facing imminent extinction
(McGregor, “Doomed Race” 14) and the best that could be done for them was to

ease their passing. But a new problem was beginning to appear.

By the nineteen-twenties and thirties the growing half-caste population was
considered a “perennial economic and social problem” (Reynolds, Nowhere People
162) in Australia, which prompted state governments to formally adopt policies of
absorption whereby full-blood Aborigines were to be segregated and allowed to die
out, and half-castes were to be absorbed by the white population through a
program to breed out the colour. In 1937 at the initial Conference of

Commonwealth and State Aboriginal Authorities it was concluded that “the destiny
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of the natives of aboriginal origin, but not of the full blood, lies in their ultimate
absorption by the people of the Commonwealth” and that “all efforts [should] be
directed to that end” (L. F. Johnston 2). The Chief Protector of Aborigines in the
Northern Territory, Dr Cecil Cook, like A. O. Neville in Western Australia, was
committed to the White Australia policy and thought it was possible to absorb half-
castes into the white race by careful control of breeding between half-caste women
and white men, and by preventing miscegenation between Aborigines and Asiatics
or Malays, thus allowing the black race to disappear (L. F. Johnston). The program
required marriage or at least sexual relations between Aborigines and Europeans,
which went against the other prevailing attitude towards race at the time: that of

racial purity.

Historiography and anthropology supported the view of Aborigines as a dying
race and the program to breed out the colour which had its roots in the theories of
eugenics and Social Darwinism. These concepts formed Katherine Susannah
Prichard’s and Xavier Herbert’s “pre-understanding” (Ricoeur, Time and Narrative
Vol. 1) of Aborigines and of the relationship between Aborigines and white
Australians, which in turn informs Prichard’s Coonardoo and Herbert’s Capricornia.
Although both novels represent the policies relating to Aborigines as racist and
inhumane and make an attempt to change the attitude of Australians towards
Aborigines, in many ways they support the policies by portraying European culture
as superior to other cultures and by perpetuating the stereotype of Aborigines as
unable to adapt to the changes brought by Europeans. However, as Henry Reynolds
points out, it is difficult from this distance to fully comprehend the all-pervasive
nature of these ideas — “the incessant, prevailing winds of contempt” for people of
“mixed blood” (Nowhere People 4). In these two novels the inability of the races to
successfully mix is symbolic of the struggle that the Australian nation was
undergoing in the first half of the twentieth century to create a distinctive cultural
identity while ignoring the reality that the emerging Australian culture was in fact a
hybrid culture in the same manner as the half-caste who was so much despised at

the time.
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Prichard’s Coonardoo, first published in 1929 and in continuous print since, is
contextualised by the political imperative to solve the Aboriginal problem by careful
breeding between half-caste women and white men. Prichard collected much of
the material used in Coonardoo when she lived among the Aborigines on Turee, a
cattle station in the north-west of Western Australia. Her ideas are also heavily
influenced by people such as the anthropologist Herbert Basedow who argued that
“the Australian aboriginal stands somewhere near the bottom rung of the great
evolutional ladder we have ascended” and Ernest Mitchell the then Chief Inspector
of Aborigines in Western Australia and considered an expert after working with

Aborigines for thirty years (Prichard ix).

The novel was considered controversial when it was first published for even
suggesting that there could be a sexual relationship between a white man and a
black woman (Prichard). Daisy Bates is thought to epitomise the view of many at
the time in that she “abominated the very idea of sexual relations between
Europeans and Aborigines” despising their progeny (qtd. in Reynolds, Nowhere
People 8). Despite being a champion of the Aborigines, Bates’s view was that the
“only good half-caste is a dead one” (ibid). Although Coonardoo seeks to present a
critical view of the effect of European contact on Aborigines, it fails to engage with
the Aboriginal experience because it is framed by the belief that Aborigines were a
dying race. Anne Brewster argues that the personal and private focus of the novel
tends to deny the broader political reality for Aborigines at the time ("Aboriginal
Life Writing" 3) in a similar manner that aspects of the contemporary reality for

Aborigines were glossed over in Nene Gare’s The Fringe Dwellers.

Focalising part of the narrative through an Aboriginal woman was a considerable
break with convention at the time and together with Prichard’s mention of “some
controversy” as to whether the novel is “altogether a work of the romantic
imagination” (xiii), shapes the reader’s understanding of Aborigines, although this is
a limited understanding. Authorial narration elides the attitudes of author and
narrator and in this novel the narrator is clearly white and Aborigines and their

culture are filtered through white sensibilities. Aboriginal characters in the novel
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are not fully developed and remain on a level with children, animals and nature:
“They’re better than | am. Simpler, more honest and kindly (216); in her dying
moments Coonardoo thinks of “herself as if she were a child” (230); Aboriginal
workers are referred to as “boys” and Aborigines in general as “blacks” and
Coonardoo returns to her home with the “instinct of an animal” (216). Even when
the narration is focalised through Coonardoo her perceptions are limited by the
understanding of the white narrator. The strong white narrator and the almost all
white characters, except for minor, voiceless Aboriginal characters, have the effect
of relativising Coonardoo who is dominated and overwhelmed, represented as
powerless, aligned with the natural world and by implication subjected to the

forces of natural selection.

In Australia, alongside the myths of Aborigines as a dying race and peaceful
settlement there is the myth of Aborigines as the victims of British colonialism, at
the mercy of the European institutions of education, justice and religion, unable to
adapt and therefore doomed to extinction. This myth was, by the nineteen-thirties,
embedded in the national narrative, perhaps as the wishful fantasy of some who
would prefer that the Aboriginal problem simply disappeared. Herbert’s Capricornia
was first published in 1938 and covers a fifty year period beginning in the late
nineteenth century, overlapping with the time period of Coonardoo, and it also
responds to Australia’s race relations and the problem of a growing half-caste
population through the interlocking themes of the exploitation of Aboriginal
women by white men and the difficulties faced by the half-caste children of these
sexual encounters, and the ways that racial prejudice operates through the
institutions of education, employment, the justice system and religion. Keeping the
races apart is not the issue for this novel as it is for Coonardoo, but preserving

Aboriginal culture is not a priority either.

Capricornia is a mixture of melodrama and saga (Pierce, “Capricornia” 1) in the
style of an epic that records “events from the heroic past” (Lachmann, Memory and
Literature 170). The novel has a colourful cast of characters and tells the story of
fictitious Capricornia, its settlers and their descendents using exaggerated emotions

and stereotypical characters amid interpersonal conflicts. Vincent Buckley’s review
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of Capricornia in 1960 claims that the novel is as much about cosmic injustice as it is
about social injustice against Aborigines (13). Similarly, Mudrooroo’s foreword to
the 1990 edition of the novel argues that the theme of social injustice is weakened
by the counter-theme of fate (xiii). Indeed, much of the novel’s cruelty, fate and
injustice are blamed on a higher order that regulates the lives of “men,” following
the romantic myth that understanding man’s current condition comes via a mode
of “cosmic understanding” (Baldick 217) or reflecting the tendency of historians of
the time to lay the responsibility for cruelties against the Aborigines at the feet of
those outside civilised society. Blaming a higher order aligns the novel with the
notion of a natural order that pre-ordains the fate of Aborigines and supports the
doomed race theory. Herbert was aware of a framework that already existed of a
white Australia focussed on economic progress at whatever the cost as his novel
attempts to highlight the social problems Aborigines faced as a result of both
European settlement and the pursuit of progress, but by using the epic genre

Herbert firmly places the novel in the style of a classic nation building text.

The hero of a novel differs from the hero of an epic by the “ideological position
of the epic hero [which] is meaningful for the whole community” not just to the
text in which he, and less frequently she, appears (Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel”
334). As well as the infrequency of female heroes, an epic hero is unlikely to be
drawn from a minority group within the community; the only way that Aborigines
can fit within the epic structure is to place them in the mythological past, which
calls for their death. The novel suggests that the place of Aborigines in the new
Australian nation can only be as a new race, the result of a blend of Aborigines and
Europeans; the time of the full-blood now belongs to the mythical past as they are

overtaken by progress.

This may be the pessimistic view that Herbert has drawn from contemporary
attitudes and although he argues against this view, overall the novel does little to
counter it. Within the text, there is an acceptance that the full-blood Aborigines are
well on the path to extinction and the time has passed when anything can be done

for them, but the half-caste, with a European education and within European
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culture, can become a full citizen of the white race, or failing that a third race that is
a blend of the two. While the novel seeks to expose the “very real and terrifically
important thing” (82) of a growing half-caste population and to contribute to the
transformation of the Australian foundational tradition so that it includes
Aborigines, ultimately the scale of the attempt means that the novel’s more
successful exposure of ingrained racism is overshadowed by the reinforcement of
the already established foundational myth, complete with heroes, rogues and

stereotypes.

Kim Scott treats the history associated with breeding out the colour in a very
different way to Prichard and Herbert. One of the major differences of course is
that the program was still in force when Prichard and Herbert were writing,
whereas the policies that supported the program had been officially abandoned for
some decades before the publication of Benang. Australians are also now generally
more aware of the history of violence between Aborigines and white Australians,
unlike in the nineteen-twenties and thirties when writers still thought it necessary
to educate their readers about the living conditions of Aborigines. Although letters
to the editors of newspapers would suggest that even then it was not that
Australians were unaware, but that they were waiting for the problem to disappear
via the extinction of the Aboriginal race — Scott reproduces a letter to the West
Australian in 1933 in which the writer suggests that the problem of the half-caste is
“merely a passing phase” (Benang 5). Scott’s novels are memorial novels that seek
to enter into a dialogue with texts from the period, whereas Coonardoo and

Capricornia seek to provide a closed account, confident of their moral certainty.
Nineteen-forties

Eleanor Dark’s The Timeless Land, originally published in 1941, covers the first
five years of Australian settlement from the beginning of 1788 to the end of 1792
and offers an alternative account of the period to that given by the historians
Ernest Scott and Walter Murdoch, whose works were also published in the
nineteen-forties. Both of their texts make only passing references to either

Aborigines or the history of contact between Aborigines and settler Australians (E.
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Scott; Murdoch). Dark challenges the concept of terra nullius and the belief that
Aborigines had neither a history of their own nor a place in the history of the
modern Australian nation. However, like Coonardoo and Capricornia, despite
championing the Aboriginal cause and displaying obvious sympathy for Aborigines,
the novel is illustrative of participation intertextuality in that it repeats the belief
that Aborigines were a dying race that also informs the historiography of Scott and

Murdoch.

Dark, like Pritchard and Herbert, had firsthand experience of Aboriginal culture;
however, she too relied on the work of anthropologists and other Europeans
working in the field of Aboriginal affairs. Although Dark attempts to elicit empathy
from the reader in response to the ill treatment of Aborigines, her effort is
undermined by the language and structure of the novel, which remain tied to “a
specific cultural horizon” (Lachmann, Memory and Literature 31). She writes in the
preface to her novel that the “Australian Aboriginal had great virtues,” but that the
race is “nearly gone” (9). Although Dark attempts to give Aborigines a voice by
focalising much of the narrative through the Aboriginal character Bennelong, the
language and attitudes in the novel are clearly European, the white narrator speaks
from a superior position and speaks for the Aboriginal characters. Rather than
challenging the official narrative, the novel repeats the contemporary beliefs at the

time of the novel’s publication that Aborigines were a dying race.

Nineteen-fifties

Prior to the Second World War the exclusion of Aborigines from the national
narrative was justified by the theories of eugenics and Social Darwinism. Following
the war these theories had fallen out of favour around the world and there was a
new recognition of the oppression of minorities that prompted a shifting awareness
and understanding of the past and a move away from using “tribal culture as a
frame of reference” (Daniel 50). Randolph Stow’s novel To the Islands was first
published in 1958 and was one of a number of novels published in the nineteen-
fifties that were concerned with Aborigines and the attempt by society to come to

terms with a past that had largely been ignored by mainstream Australians to this
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point (J. J. Healy). The novel is also concerned with the role of the missions in
Australia’s history of contact. Stow had spent some time working at the Forrest
River Mission and was impressed by what he saw there, admitting in the preface to
the original edition of the novel to writing “propaganda” on behalf of the missions
(ix); Adam Shoemaker charges Stow with being an apologist for the missions
despite their many failings (Black Words, White Page). In the years between the
first and second edition of the novel the commitment of white Australians to
improving the lot of Aborigines had waned and the missions had begun to
relinquish administrative control of Aboriginal communities (Sutton 17). Stow
believed “the cause was lost long ago” (ix) and revised the novel in 1981, removing
some passages that suggested that the white characters were committed to the

mission as integral to helping Aborigines.

To the Islands follows the structure of a fairytale quest where the protagonist
Stephen Heriot, the modern day hero, seeks atonement for his sins and also hopes

{

to guide the white community to “cast off its slough of pride, fear, rationalized
avarice, and sanctified misunderstanding” (J. Campbell, Thousand Faces 391).
Fairytale myths serve to explain the mysteries of the world and to enforce a moral
order (J. Campbell, Masks of God 4), and in the case of To the Islands the moral
order belongs to white Australia. Stow describes the novel as an “historical-
sociological document” (ix); however, To the Islands is about white Australians’
desire and failure to expiate the sins of the past rather than a desire for
reconciliation: “But in all my — expiations, there’s never been a reconciliation”
(108). Despite the shift towards recognising the damage that colonisation and
government policies had had, and were continuing to have, on Aborigines, it would

be the nineteen-sixties before Aboriginal writers began to challenge the privileged

view of Australia’s past as having only a white perspective.
Nineteen-sixties

Many early twentieth century novels are generally sympathetic to Aborigines
and their history since 1788; however, very often Aborigines are depicted in these

novels as exotic specimens, noble savages, or later as victims, either on the verge of
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extinction or on the path to self-destruction. The past is open to continuous re-
telling; nevertheless, when the overarching official cultural memory framework is
put in place and maintained by one section of the community without input from
others, particularly as that section of the community is usually the dominant one
with a large degree of control over cultural input, challenges to the official culture
result in minimal changes to our overall view of the past or to the official narrative.
To bring about change requires a sustained effort across all sectors of the
community — “One thinks that one is tracing the outline of the thing’s nature ... but
one is merely tracing round the frame through which we look at it” (Wittgenstein
41). It was not until the nineteen-sixties that a concerted effort was made to

improve the lot of Aborigines through political change.

State governments had begun to pass laws as early as 1901 that gave the states
wide-ranging power and control over the lives of Aborigines. By the nineteen-
thirties the Director or Chief Protector of Aborigines in each state had become the
legal guardian of all children of Aboriginal descent under the age of twenty-one
(Broome, Aboriginal Australians 166). All aspects of the lives of Aborigines were
controlled by the government including employment and income, travel and
residence, property ownership, education, marriage and parenting, and the use of
alcohol (ibid). Throughout the nineteen-sixties legislative changes sought to change
the paternalistic role of government towards Aborigines and Aborigi