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Since at least the 1970s the concept of national heritage has been an inseparable part of 
the practice of archaeology in Australia, and given that archaeology and cultural 
nationalism march hand in hand in virtually every country of the w orld, this is hardly 
surprising. Nor is it surprising that a settler colony like Australia, in order to bond itself 
better to the exotic terrain by sending roots dow n into the continent's past, w ould at 
some stage w ant to appropriate to itself the tim e-depth represented by the 
archaeological remains of the indigenous minority. Yet surely, on the face of it, there is 
som ething quite radical and extraordinary in the prospect of a settler culture which for 
so long had pronounced indigenous culture to be a savage anachronism  suddenly 
turning to embrace the past of that culture as its own.

My contention is that A ustralia's adoption of Aboriginal 'heritage' was, however, a 
radical departure only in a limited sense. Preceding this act of appropriation and 
stretching back into the nation's colonial origins there can be seen to be a series of other 
ways in which the physical, 'archaeological' traces of the Aboriginal past had been 
actively colonised. This essay attem pts to delineate that series of colonial 'm oves'. My 
concern as an archaeologist working in the field known as 'Aboriginal heritage 
m anagem ent' is to trace the lineage of my own practice and thus, optimistically, break 
free to some extent from its colonial complicity. As this implies, 1 believe that 
archaeology in Australia can only be post-colonial to the extent that its practitioners 
deconstruct its colonial underpinnings. Archaeology in Australia m ust decolonise itself 
before it can claim to be post-colonial.

In w hat follows I develop the notion of two diametrically opposed trends operating 
in southeastern Australia from 1788 onward. On the one hand Aborigines w ere engaged 
in transactional relationships w ith white settlers and were establishing a new cultural 
geography (i.e., adding to the old cultural landscape new networks of significant 
places). On the other hand, settler society, while spatially m arginalising Aboriginal 
people and denying the authenticity of the em ergent Aboriginal culture of the southeast, 
was also beginning to regard the archaeological rem ains of pre-contact Aboriginal 
culture as a benchm ark of authentic Aboriginality. At the same time that various m eans 
were being used to decrease the visibility of living Aboriginal people in the landscape of 
the southeast various other means were being employed to enhance the visibility of the 
archaeological remains which, in a sense, were replacing them  there.
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Contact as transaction
The m embers of the First Fleet w ho arrived at Sydney Cove, Port Jackson, in 1788 had a 
m om entary glimpse of local Aboriginal culture before it began to change. This is not to 
say that it was static prior to 1788, sim ply to note, retrospectively, that Aboriginal 
society was on the verge of an era of immense and in m any w ays catastrophic change. 
Chroniclers of the first years like Tench and H unter were well aw are that the Aboriginal 
people around Port Jackson were staggering under the im m ediate effect of the 
encounter and they hurried to describe w hat they could of the habits and appearance of 
these people, to collect their artefacts and to w rite dow n w ords from their language 
while there was still tim e.1 2 3 W hatever chaos and confusion m ight be seen to have entered 
the lives of the natives, there was, in the m inds of these observers and collectors, no 
question as to the authenticity of the people themselves as true representatives of the 
strange land.

Gradually, over the space of a few decades, this perception changed. As Aborigines 
in the Sydney area increasingly modified their lifestyle and their material culture to 
meet the novel constraints and possibilities attendant upon the arrival of Europeans, the 
Europeans increasingly lost interest in them. The Aborigines w ere seen to have lost or to 
be fast losing that quality which for so m any Europeans was the only excuse for being a 
native, the quality of being authentically primitive. Leaving aside for the m om ent the 
question of how Europeans defined authenticity, it is im portant to understand that they 
saw themselves as the exclusive agents of change/ Lacking such agency, the natives 
could only ever be the passive recipients of European ways and products. And it w as for 
this reason that w ith few exceptions the early observers failed to attend to the process by 
which Aborigines w ere recontextualising or Aboriginalising elements of European 
culture. For the reality, of course, was that there was agency on both sides.

A reading of European accounts of the early years at Port Jackson does provide 
glimmerings of the natu re  of Aboriginal agency in the contact process—the conventional 
use of the term 'contact', though, now seems rather too hard edged, evoking as it does 
an image of cultures as billiard balls and a nineteenth century vision in which 'European 
culture bum ped into non-European culture w ithout m erging'.1 Nicholas Thomas's term, 
'entanglement', which he uses prim arily in the context of cross-cultural traffic in material 
culture, seems preferable.4 It is an entanglem ent which occurs in the processes of 
exchange, borrowing, modification, and reworking which are a typical accom panim ent 
to the meeting of cultures. We know that, confronted w ith a large array of European 
artefacts at Port Jackson, the Aborigines’ desires were focused and specific. European 
dresses, jackets, and trousers were w orn mainly to gain useful favour with Europeans 
but there is a suggestion that hats and scarves were objects of direct or unm ediated 
desire.5 Bread was favoured over other European foods; blankets were sought after by 
Aboriginal w om en w ho recontextualised them  as garm ents and as slings for carrying 
babies on their backs.h Prior to the Europeans' arrival the Aborigines around Port

' Tench 1979, Hunter 1968.
2 See for example Adas 1989.
3 Leach 1989, p. 43.
4 Thomas 1991.
5 Barratt 1981, p. 65; Laracy 1980, p. 179; McBryde 1989. 

Barratt 1981, p. 66.
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Jackson were not u n fa m ilia r w ith  the dynam ics of exchange b u t the circumstances o f the 
encounter called fo r adap tab ility  on both sides. I f  the B ritish  were w illin g  to innovate by 
engaging w ith  Aborig ines in  'g iftin g '— Cook's voyages w o u ld  have fam ilia rised them 
w ith  this practice7— the Aborig ines fo r the ir pa rt d isplayed fle x ib ility  by barte ring  the ir 
'curiosities' and p ro v id in g  certain services in  re tu rn  fo r European goods.

The flow  o f A b o rig in a l products and know ledge in to  European hands was seen by 
Europeans in the contexts o f cu rios ity  and science. They d id  not feel the ir in te g rity  as 
Europeans had been b rough t in to  question by this tra ffic , yet the equivalent flo w  into 
A bo rig ina l hands was seen both as a sym ptom  o f prim itiveness and a cause o f cu ltu ra l 
collapse. In an ever-expanding fie ld  around Port Jackson the native inhabitants were 
losing the ir au then tic ity  in  European eyes and, as others have noted, they have been 
losing it ever since.*

The construct o f trad itiona l cu ltu re  upon w h ich  th is v iew  rests has now  been 
exposed to critique, at least am ong anthropologists. Those w ho  have studied the urban 
and ru ra l A bo rig ina l com m unities o f the settled southeast o f Austra lia , hence defy ing  
the d ic tum  that real A b o rig in a l cu ltu re  was on ly  to be found in the remote Centre and 
N orth , have been able to po in t to the emergence o f dynam ic and adaptive form s of 
A b o r ig in a lly . ’ A  more general critique  of the cu ltu re  concept in an th ropo logy is 
exem plified by James C liffo rd ’s argum ent tha t tr iba l societies, rather than being frag ile  
'endangered authentic ities ' w ith  a tendency to shatter upon contact w ith  the West, are 
no less inventive  than the ir larger scale counterparts .1" I t  is characteristic o f a ll hum an 
cultures to be constantly negotia ting  change.

C liffo rd  w rites against the fo llo w in g  characterisation or narra tive o f triba l peoples:

'Entering  the m odern w o rld ', the ir d is tin c t h istories q u ick ly  vanish. Swept up in a 
destiny dom inated by the cap ita lis t West and by various technologically advanced 
socialisms, these sudden ly 'backw ard ' peoples no longer inven t local futures. W hat 
is d iffe ren t about them remains tied to trad itiona l pasts, inherited structures that 
either resist or y ie ld  to the new b u t cannot produce it."

I f  Aborig ines d id  continue to inven t local fu tures after 1788 then w hat, one m igh t 
ask, were they? The example m igh t be g iven o f a d is tinc tive ly  A bo rig ina l va lua tion  o f 
A ustra lian  m oney.17 O r o f the w ay roads and m oto r vehicles have been used in  a novel 
w ay by Aborig ines to m ain ta in  k insh ip  links  along 'beats' and 'runs '.1’ A  m yriad  o f 
settler social and economic practices were sampled and rew orked by Aborig ines, b u t 
here I w an t to look at inventiveness specifica lly in terms o f places and objects. It is 
apparent that w h ile  Aborig ines were busy inven ting  local fu tures and s ign ify ing  the 
places and th ings w h ich  w ent w ith  them, European settlers were hard at w o rk  ign o rin g  
these in favour o f the places and th ings the 'o ld ' A borig ines had le ft behind.

Kaeppler 1988.
s See for example, Beckett 1988a.
“ See for example, Beckett 1988b; Keen 1988. 
,u C liffo rd  1988, p. 5.
" ibid., p. 5.
12 Sansom 1988.
11 Beckett 1988c; Birdsall 1988.
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The op en in g  of a gap

The m ost w idely accepted narrative of the Aboriginal experience in the southeast of the 
continent through the course of the nineteenth century presents it as an unm itigated 
slide into dependency. Among the recent challenges to this narrative is Goodall's 
presentation of the 'forgotten ' history of Aboriginal involvem ent in the pastoral industry 
in w estern New South Wales.14 Goodall also docum ents the eagerness of m any New 
South W ales Aborigines in the early and m id-nineteenth century to adopt elements of 
the settlers' farm ing economy and the efforts they m ade to re-acquire land and clear it 
for agriculture.15 In a counter-narrative which sits uncom fortably w ith the accepted 
vision of fringe camp lethargy and degeneracy she writes about the building of houses, 
the planting of gardens, and the spending of farm profits on curtains, pianos, and, 
particularly, horses.

We now accept that it was not an inability to cope w ith the new which devastated 
Aboriginal morale. This resulted, rather, from the experience shared by many 
Aboriginal people of being moved off any land w here they had tried to build an 
adaptive lifestyle (see, for instance, Read's account of the dispersal of the W iradjuri 
people in W estern NSWlh) and of being confined to small designated reserves where 
they had to subsist on rations while they watched settlers take up the land they 
them selves had cleared. This is not to say that reserves, or the Protection period 
generally, represented a term ination of Aboriginal ability to innovate. Rather than 
helplessness in the face of an irresistible settler culture we see that many Aboriginal 
people were still reaching for the good life (which does not have to mean the European 
life). In the fringe camps and on the missions and reserves cultural change was being 
transacted and not just imposed.

Christm as camps constitute a case in point. The celebration of Christmas was 
introduced to Aborigines by missionaries in the nineteenth century in the belief that by 
distributing gifts and special foods such as Christm as cake and pudding they might 
attract people to the missions, reinforce the importance of the birth of Christ, 
dem onstrate Christian kindness, and civilise Aborigines via their participation in one of 
W estern civilisation's great rites.17 By the early to m id-tw entieth century Aborigines had 
absorbed elem ents of the settler Christm as into a yearly ritual of leaving the missions to 
camp together in the bush or on the coast. Christm as cakes were baked, cricket was 
played and at night there was singing and dancing to the sound of violins and gum-leaf 
bands. Kin groups were brought together. Though the practice has now stopped, the 
locations of the Christm as camps are fondly rem em bered by the parental and grand- 
parental generations in Aboriginal communities. The Christm as camps are now part of 
an Aboriginal cultural landscape which consists, in any one area, of a constellation of 
places such as old missions, mission cemeteries, and the sites of old fringe camps. It is a 
landscape which overlays or overlaps rather than replaces the Aboriginal cultural

14 Goodall 1996.
15 Goodall 1990.
16 Read 1984,1996.
17 For references to Christmas camps see Attwood 1989 and Thomson 1989.
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landscape o f pre-settler days. Some C hristm as camps, fo r instance, are on preh istoric 
coastal fish ing and shellfish gathering sites w h ich  are m arked by shell m iddens.1K

The re lig ious or sacred landscape o f A borig ines was also being re-form ed. As 
European settlem ent cut across the old sacred landscape, D ream ing sites m arked by 
m ounta in  peaks, rock outcrops, and w ater holes were often now  on the o ther side of 
boundary fences. The raised-earth circles (bora grounds) w h ich  had been used for 
in itia tio n  rites were liable to be bisected by roads or crossed by telegraph lines. Sacred 
carved trees were cut dow n.

Accord ing to s truc tu ra l-func tiona l an thropology's understand ing  of the D ream ing 
as a fixed ’charter' handed dow n to the liv in g  by ancestral beings and anchored to 
'sacred sites’, this scale o f European in te rven tion  in the sacred landscape w o u ld  surely 
have shattered A bo rig ina l sp iritua l life. The revision o f the 'charter' m odel in  recent 
years, however, underlines the agency o f the liv in g  A b o rig in a l actor no t on ly  as receiver 
and transm itte r bu t as in te rp re te r and m od ifie r of the D ream ing. Accord ing  to Nancy 
M unn, w rit in g  o f the W a lb ir i and P itjantjatjara o f Central A ustra lia , w ha t is passed on is 
not just the 'law ' bu t 'a fo rm  or m ode o f experiencing the w o rld  in w h ich  the sym bols of 
co llec tiv ity  are constantly recharged w ith  in tim ations o f the self'.11 These sym bols of 
co llec tiv ity  include the landscape and ritu a l objects. W ritin g  o f the P in tup i, Fred Myers 
helps us to see that the D ream tim e as understood at any one tim e is not contradicted by 
novel events or the a rriva l o f the to ta lly  unprecedented (e.g., w h ite  settlers).2" These are 
not so much incorporated in to  the D ream ing as revealed, th rough  visions, to be a 
previously unrealised d im ension o f it. This new understand ing  provides a background 
against w h ich  to consider evidence collected on the N o rth  Coast o f N ew  South Wales 
(NSW) in the m idd le  decades o f the tw en tie th  century w h ich  reveals the existence of a 
greatly changed A b o rig in a l 'm ytho logy ' b u t one w h ich  was successfully assim ila ting  
elements o f settler c u ltu re /1 M any elements of the settler landscape (a bridge, for 
instance, and a race-course) had been invested w ith  specific supernatura l attributes; 
stories circulated w h ich  associated certain places w ith  the peripatetic activ ities o f 
B irugan, a syncretic de ity  w ith  some of the characteristics o f Jesus. The new 
understanding o f m y th  in an th ropo logy m ay a llow  us to read such evidence not as 
ind ications o f a corrupted, a trophy ing  re lig ious life  b u t one w h ich  is alive, dynam ic, and 
transactional.

A  comparison m igh t be d raw n  between the res ign ifica tion  o f sacred space in  post- 
1788 N ew  South Wales and that res ign ifica tion w h ich  was occurring  in C hris tendom  in 
the early firs t m ille n n iu m  A D  as the sacred space o f paganism , ra ther than being 
obliterated by C hris tian  churches, shrines, and insignia, lived  on inside the sacred space 
of C h ris te n d o m /2 A n  equ iva len t process took place in  Tha iland as M ahayana Buddhism  
colonised the space o f an im ism .2'’ In  Spanish Am erica, C atho lic ism  sought to 
domesticate the sacred places o f the Aztec and Inca re lig ions w ith  cu rious ly  syncretic 
results. Gary U rton , fo r instance, addresses h im se lf to the w ay the Spanish in  the Andes

u Inform ation in the NSW National Parks and W ild life  Service's Aborig inal Sites Register.
"  M unn 1970, pp. 157-58.
2,1 Myers 1986.
21 Calley 1964; Creamer 1984, p. 2.6; Hausfeld 1963; Radcliffe-Brown 1929; Sharpe 1985.
22 Fox 1988; Le Goff 1988; Russel 1984.
23 Byrne 1995.
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appropriated Inca sacred space to bolster colonial institutions while the Inca, not exactly 
at cross purposes, did som ething similar w ith the institutions and practices of the 
introduced religion: there are no institutions or practices untouched by history, there are 
no 'innocent survivors'.24 Urton's com m ent m ight equally well apply—he shows this to 
be true—to places and spaces, sacred or secular. They are rarely pure, never im m une to 
the reworking of history.

I suggest that one of the functions of the static-fragile conception of 'tribal' society 
against which Clifford writes has been to facilitate the wishful vision of a precolonial 
order sw ept away. The notion of a precolonial, indigenous intelligence persisting in 
'settled' eastern Australia in the form of a signified landscape 'inside' the colonial 
landscape is in some ways subversive; that this signification m ight include the 
borrow ing and recontextualisation of elem ents of the coloniser's own culture threatens 
the perceived solidity of that culture and hence, in a sense, its right to be there. As a 
branch of the colonial culture's spatial knowledge, archaeology has had a role in 
blinding us to this sort of agency on the part of the indigenous. Through a process of 
m onum entalisation, archaeology has helped conceptualise 'genuine' indigenous culture 
not so m uch as entirely sw ept away but as contained or confined in the form of 
archaeological sites. Colonial archaeology, in this sense, is characteristically reductive.

Aboriginal culture in the southeast was perceived by w hite settlers to be a faded, 
static memory of a once vibrant 'traditional' culture. The archaeological sites, on the 
other hand, retained their integrity; as the Aborigines faded (i.e., changed) the sites 
stood in for them .2S This is illustrated in the Sydney area where the horizontal sandstone 
exposures around the harbour and its m any deeply-incised inlets bore thousands of 
engravings, executed by Aborigines prior to 1788, depicting hum an figures as well as 
whales, sharks, kangaroos, boomerangs. This land was parcelled out in the nineteenth 
century and soon houses, boat sheds, garden walls, and lighthouses were built on the 
sandstone, sharing space w ith the engravings or covering them over. By the 1830s, 
European residents of Sydney were com m enting on the engravings and sketching them 
but they were mostly either uninterested or unsuccessful in eliciting information on 
them from local Aborigines. By the time am ateur archaeologists began systematically 
recording the engravings in the 1880s the few surviving Aborigines of the region had 
long since been removed to missions. People like the surveyor W.D. Campbell 
discovered m any of the lesser-known engravings by talking to old European 
landholders, some of whom  recalled scraps of inform ation passed on by departed 
Aborigines/* By virtue of their physical ow nership of the land and their long residence 
on it these landholders assum ed a sort authority over the engravings denied to 
contem porary Aborigines who, living on the outskirts of the city, were rarely seen. In 
more ways than one, the engravings had become European property. Similarly, one of 
the attractions of Aboriginal stone artefacts in the eyes of the collector was, as Griffiths 
notes, that unlike Aboriginal-made tourist art, 'they could be 'discovered' and harvested 
for free, w ithout Aboriginal m ediation.'27

24 Upton 1990, p. 15.
25 Allen 1988, p. 86.
26 Campbell 1899.
2/ Griffiths 1996, p. 73. See also p. 81.



88 ABORIGINAL HISTORY 1996 20

So the  p hys ica l  traces  of the  A b o rig in e s  w e re  ' tak en  u p '  b y  se t t le rs  a lo n g  w i th  the 
land . T hese  traces w e re  seen  as  c o n s t i tu t in g  a m o r e  a u th e n t ic  m an i fe s ta t io n  of 
A b o rig in a l i ty  th a n  th e  a c c u l tu ra te d  p e rs o n s  of th e  l iv ing  A b o r ig in e s  th em se lv e s ;  in the 
logic of th is  f ram e  of t h o u g h t  the  se t t le rs  n o w  p o ssessed ,  in p ro p e r ty ,  a n  a u th e n t i c  fo rm  
of A borig ina l i ty .  M o re  im p o r ta n t ,  th o u g h ,  th a n  th e  p h y s ica l- sp a t ia l  s e p a r a t io n  of 
A b o rig in a l  re m a in s  f ro m  l iv ing  A b o r ig in e s  w a s  th e  s e p a r a t io n  w h ic h  w a s  effec ted  in 
ce r ta in  E u ro p e a n  d iscourses .  In a d d re s s in g  m y se lf  in w h a t  fo l lo w s  to the  d is c o u rse s  of 
n a tu ra l  h is to ry ,  e th n o lo g y ,  a n d  a n t iq u a r ia n ism ,  in a d d i t io n  to th a t  o f a rc h a e o lo g y ,  I am  
r e s p o n d in g  to w h a t  I see as  the  c o n t in u i ty  b e tw e e n  th em . T h is  c o n t in u i ty  is no t ,  o r  no t  
strictly, ch rono log ica l ,  b u t  is of th e  n a tu r e  of a n  a l l iance  o r  fo rm a t io n  of d isco u rses .

Separation by discourse: natural history and ethnology
By th e  t im e  E u ro p e a n s  w e re  d e sc r ib in g  a n d  se t t l in g  A u s tr a l ia  th e  d is c o u rse  of n a tu ra l  
h is to ry  h a d  fo rsak en  the  R en a issan ce  t r a d i t io n  in w h ic h  th e  m ag ica l  a n d  le g e n d a ry  
a t t r ib u te s  of a p la n t  o r  a n im a l  m ig h t  be  in c lu d e d  in the  a c c o u n t  g iv e n  of it. This 
t rad i t io n  h a d  b een  left b e h in d  in fa v o u r  of an  E n l ig h te n m e n t  c lassif ica tory  a p p ro a c h  
b a sed  on  o b se rv ab le  p hys ica l  a t t r ib u te s .28 O n ce  c lass if ica tory  s y s te m s  su c h  as  th a t  of 
L in n aeu s  h a d  b e e n  es tab l i sh ed  o n e  co u ld  re la t iv e ly  eas i ly  in c o rp o ra te  in to  th e m  n e w  
p la n t  a n d  a n im a l  ty p e s  e n c o u n te re d  e i th e r  in E u ro p e  o r  fu r th e r  afield. A s M a r y  L ouise  
P ra t t  observes ,  c i r c u m n a v ig a t io n  of the  g lobe  b y  E u ro p e a n s  b r o u g h t  in to  b e in g  n o t  ju s t  a 
'p lan e ta ry  consc io u sn ess '  b u t  a 'E u ro p e a n  g lobal or p la n e t a ry  sub ject ' .2>

O n e  b y  o ne  th e  p lan e t 's  life fo rm s  w e re  to be  d r a w n  o u t  of the  ta n g le d  th r e a d s  of 
the ir  life s u r r o u n d in g s  a n d  r e w o v e n  in to  E u ro p e a n -b a s e d  p a t t e rn s  o f g loba l  u n i ty  
a n d  o rder .  T he  ( le ttered ,  m ale ,  E u ro p e a n )  eye  th a t  h e ld  th e  s y s te m  co u ld  
fam il ia r ize  ( 'n a tu ra l iz e ' )  n e w  s i te s / s i g h t s  im m e d ia te ly  u p o n  con tac t ,  by  
in c o rp o ra t in g  th e m  in to  th e  la n g u a g e  of the  sy s te m .2"

In this  w a y  o ne  d id  n o t  d is co v e r  n e w  species,  o n e  reco g n ised  them . W h a t  Jo sep h  B anks 
a n d  C arl  S o lan d e r  d id  w i th  the  p lan ts  a n d  a n im a ls  th ey  fo u n d  on  th e  ea s t  co as t  of 
A u s tra l ia  in the  m id -e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  w a s  to m o v e  th e m  o v e r  in to  a n  ex is t ing  
E u ro p e a n  order .

As the  e x p lo ra to ry  g aze  of the  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r y  v o y a g e r  sc ien tis t  m o v e d  across  
th e  A u s tra l ia n  la n d s c a p e  it reg is te red  rock o u tc ro p s ,  trees, n a t iv e  h u ts ,  lag o o n s ,  a n d  
n a t iv e s  fish ing  in la g o o n s  all as a c o n t in u u m  (successive  e le m e n ts  of a p a n o r a m a  fused  
by  the  s w e e p  of the  eye). Seen as  a n  ex ten s io n  of n a tu r e ,  the  A b o r ig in e s  w e re  
n a tu ra l i sed .  D efined  as  the  d e sc r ip t io n  of th e  vis ible, n a tu r a l  h is to ry  p a id  p a r t ic u la r  
a t te n t io n  to the  a p p e a ra n c e  of th e  A b o rig in es ,  to th e i r  b o d ie s  a n d  a r te fac ts ,  to  the i r  
m ate r ia li ty .  'The p e o p le s  d is c o v e re d  a re  n o t  s u b m i t t e d  to an  an a ly s is  o f th e i r  in te rn a l  
cohesion ',  D an ie l  D efe r t  o b se rv es ,  ' they  a re  e x p o se d  to a n  in v e n to ry ' .31 G iv e n  th e  flee ting  
n a tu r e  of the i r  s tay  su c h  'a n a ly s is '  w o u ld ,  a n y w a y ,  h a v e  b e e n  d if f icu l t  fo r th e  ea r l ie s t  
E u ro p e a n  o bservers .

:x Foucault 1973. 
w Pratt 1992, p. 30.
30 ibid., p. 31.
31 Defert 1982, p. 13.
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A n  inven to ry  had the advantage o f being able to be com piled even w hen the 
natives were not around. In  1623 jan  Carstenz exam ined the in te rio rs  o f the 'wretched 
huts' o f the A borig ines on Cape York, fin d in g  pebbles, hum an bones, and some resin.32 
O n the west coast o f the continent in  1688 and 1699 W illia m  D am pier examined camp 
sites to d iscover w ha t food people ate and James Cook d id  the same at Botany Bay in 
1770. By inspecting the food near the A borig ines ' fires and by observing the contents of 
the ir huts Cook determ ined that they were a people w ho  d id  not store food but, rather, 
subsisted from  day to day.* 3’ It was fortunate that objects as w e ll as people could serve as 
signs because the Aborig ines could prove extrem ely elusive. Despite six weeks on the 
w est coast and sixteen sorties on land by groups o f his party , De V lam ingh  never saw a 
sou l.’4 Tasman's com pany spent ten days on the coast o f Tasmania: 'They saw no 
A b o rig in a l people, though they saw fires in  the woods, heard voices and deduced 
correctly, from  a s tudy o f the distance between scars cut in  the bark o f trees, that they 
had been used fo r c lim b ing  up the ir trunks '.3" O f course, on num erous other occasions 
A borig ines were encountered in  person though it is rem arkable how  lit t le  the Europeans 
learned from  them. The gaze of the exp lorer tak ing  in  an abandoned camp site, 
penetra ting the in te rio r o f a vacant hut, rem ains a strong m etaphor fo r the separation of 
people from  the ir artefacts.

W ith  the advent o f European settlem ent the classificatory enterprise m oved in land. 
Explorers, surveyors, geologists, and other scientists fanned ou t from  the coastal 
settlements; tra ined observers, they frequen tly  depicted A b o rig in a l camps, buria ls, and 
carved trees in  the ir records and collected A b o rig in a l artefacts. The surveyors p lo tted  
rivers and m ounta ins onto maps and la id  d ow n  a cadastral g rid  over the land surface. 
Traces o f A borig ines on the land were sometimes p lo tted  onto maps where, fixed in the 
im peria l space o f English-style parishes and counties, they were recontextualised as 
items of qua in t interest in an im peria l in ven to ry  o f resources.

The collection had a p riv ileged  place in  the technology o f natura l h istory. As a 
pressed p lan t in  a herbarium  can be though t to d e fin itive ly  represent a species, so also 
the nature o f A borig ines was approached as i f  i t  cou ld  be captured by collecting the 
artefacts, the bones, and even sometimes the persons o f A b o rig in a l people. As voyager 
scientists were replaced by settlers and as A borig ines and the ir m ateria l cu ltu re  were 
seen to change, the earlier collections began to acquire a certain cachet, representing, it 
was believed, the true nature o f true A borig ines more accurately than d id  the liv in g  
A borig ines and the ir products.

Thomas po in ts ou t that in dep icting  the natives' artefacts as floa ting  freely upon the 
page w ith  no h in t o f the ir hum an associations, Banks' draughtsm en were concerned to 
show that the ir na tu ra l h is to ry  was free o f the licentiousness usually  associated w ith  
cu rios ity .3h Here the act o f detachm ent can be seen to stem from  natura l h istory 's e ffo rt 
to leg itim ise itse lf as a science bu t the detachm ent, nevertheless, was in  tune w ith  the

12 M ulvaney 1977, p. 263.
33 Beaglehole 1955, p. 309, 312.
4 Mulvaney 1958, p. 133. 
s R. Jones 1992, p. 749.

3h Thomas 1994a.
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subsequent hab it o f treating artefacts as a fo rm  o f A b o rig in a lity  free-standing and 
independent o f A borig ines themselves.

The contention here is tha t the practice o f na tura l h is to ry  set the stage fo r the 
practice o f heritage m anagem ent by  in troduc ing  the classificatory habit, w ith  the 
inven to ry  as a com ponent device, and by encouraging the idea that objects (artefacts, 
sites, and the like) could be used to represent peoples and cultures. I w il l  go on to argue 
that it is possible to see the same emphasis on observable physical a ttribu tes operating 
in racial classification.

E thnology took up its place under the meta-discourse o f na tura l h is to ry  as a 
specialist fie ld  fo r the classification o f Aborig ines and the ir products. N ineteenth 
century racial classification was combined w ith  D a rw in ian  theory to a rrive  at the 
fin d in g  that A borig ines were not on ly  na tu ra lly  in fe rio r to Europeans b u t were also 
seria lly  p r io r to them. This established a pseudo-logic fo r A bo rig ina l m o rta lity  (as fossil 
su rv ivo rs  from  another tim e they were fated to be supplanted) and, by denying 
A borig ines coevality w ith  Europeans, i t  institu ted  the idea tha t A bo rig in a l artefacts of 
the present and recent past could be treated as the equ ivalen t o f those from  the remote 
pas. The p rinc ipa l significance o f both was that they illus tra ted  the Aborig ines' 
otherness.3 One result o f th is was the peculiar d is junction  o f com peting identities w h ich  
saw Europeans collecting stone artefacts at a tim e w hen A borig ines were rejecting them 
in favour of steel hatchets and flaked glass artefacts. Europeans categorised Aborig ines 
as users of stone artefacts w h ile  Aborig ines, presum ably, saw themselves as users of 
steel and knapped-glass. The settler's construction o f Aborig ines thus a lways backdated 
them.

A round  the beg inn ing  o f the nineteenth century na tura l h is to ry  m oved on from  a 
classification based on observable phenomena to an interest in establishing the character 
o f natura l beings on the basis o f w h a t D avid  Spurr has called 'the in te rna l p rinc ip le  of 
organic structure':

This p rinc ip le  gave rise to a system or o rde ring  that a llow ed fo r a hierarchy of 
characters depending on the ir re lative com p lex ity  o f organic structure and fo r 
classification according to certain key functions: how  a species reproduces or w ha t 
it eats. To classify therefore meant no longer s im p ly  to arrange the visib le, bu t to 
perfo rm  a c ircu la r analysis that related the v is ib le  to the inv is ib le , its 'deeper 
cause/ then arose again tow ard  the surface o f bodies to id e n tify  the signs that 
confirm ed the h idden cause.38

In  the ir dua l role as both evidence and p roo f o f the A borig ines' character and place in  
the h ierarchy of hum an developm ent, A bo rig ina l artefacts became increasingly 
im po rtan t d isp lay items. W ith  the in tensifica tion  o f W estern indus tria lisa tion  d u rin g  the 
nineteenth century Westerners came to see inventiveness as the ha llm a rk  o f the ir society 
and to see technology, more than any other measure, as the index o f the ir c iv ilisa tion 's  
supe rio rity .w This goes a long w ay to account fo r the enthusiasm o f A us tra lian  co lon ia l 
governm ents to be represented at the great in te rna tiona l expositions o f the nineteenth 
century where A b o rig in a l artefacts w o u ld  be la id  ou t in jux tapos ition  to the products o f

37 Fabian 1983. 
w Spurr 1993:, p. 63. 
39 Adas 1989.
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A ustra lian  settler society. Perhaps w ha t was best exposed at these venues was the extent 
to w h ich  cap ita lism  had com m odified h u m a n ity .40 A bo rig ina l artefacts became the 
baseline in  an epic o f technological progress w h ich  spoke o f the immense distance 
A ustra lia  had trave lled since 1788.

As the W est discovered the w o rld  beyond its borders it  began to seek its id e n tity  in 
re la tion to tha t w o rld  and against it; in other w ords, by  reference to w ha t was outside 
and opposite. The un ilinea r models o f hum an progress a lready being advanced in  the 
m id-e igh teenth  century a llow ed the non-W estern w o rld  to serve as evidence o f the 
West's p reh istory. Voyages o f discovery, as Johannes Fabian shows, became ventures in 
tim e-trave l and the discovery o f places like  A ustra lia  became exercises in  archaeology.41 
The native O ther became a d im ension o f the European subject. One appreciates tha t the 
sort o f a lte rity  w h ich  posited the Aborig ines as the settlers' O ther also b rough t the 
settlers in to  a certain in tim acy w ith  the Aborig ines (the non-W est, i t  has be argued, gave 
the West its id e n tity , the concept o f the West hav ing  no p o s itiv ity  o f its ow n).42 W hite  
A ustra lia  became locked in to  m a in ta in ing  its construction o f the trad itiona l-s ta tic  
A bo rig ine  p a rtly  because the s tab ility  o f its ow n  id e n tity  depended upon it.

'Character,' understood in  the sense used by  Spurr, was an essence w h ich  could not 
be amenable to change— too much hinged on it. I t  was closely a llied to the concept of 
race and because the racial type 'Aborig ine ' was, like  all racial types, believed to be the 
em bodim ent of a pa rticu la r physical essence, it  fo llow ed that, v ia  m iscegenation, i t  
could be found at an in d iv id u a l level e ither in  a pure or d ilu te d  form . The A bo rig ina l 
type itse lf in  this v ie w  could thus be sub -d iv ided  in to  'half-castes', 'quarte r castes' and 
even fine r d iscrim ina tions (e.g., 'octaroons'). In  the one-way street o f racial discourse 
A b o rig in a lity  could be lost, b u t not added to.

W hen the concept o f b io log ica l race was abandoned by anthropolog ists in  the m id ­
tw en tie th  century it  was left, G illia n  C ow lishaw  notes, to social anthropolog ists rather 
than physical an thropolog ists to define w ho the A borig ines were.41 In  the event, the 
form er defined them  by reference to the su rv iv in g  elements o f ’tra d itio n a l1 A bo rig ina l 
cu ltu re  in  the north  and centre o f the continent. C u ltu re  took the place o f b lood and the 
concept o f the 'pure ' o r 'fu ll-b lood ' A borig ine  was replaced by that o f the 'trad itiona l' 
A borig ine .44 Since A bo rig in a l cu lture  in the southeast had so obv ious ly  changed from  
w ha t it  was in 1788, then those in settler society w ho  had an interest in  'rea l/au then tic ' 
A b o rig in a lity  were forced to seek that essence elsewhere. They sought it  in the past and 
on the fron tie r (the fro n tie r being as remote to most settlers as was the pre-1788 past). 
M eanw hile , A bo rig ina l cu ltu re  as lived by A borig ines in  the southeast continued on 
under the noses, as it  were, o f the settlers. The gap opened up between the 're a l'/re m o te  
A borig ines and A b o rig in a l people o f the southeast is, o f course, pu re ly  conceptual, bu t it 
continues to be used as a po litica l weapon against A borig ines in  places like  N ew  South 
Wales. One o f the perils  o f heritage practice and its p r iv ile g in g  o f the past is tha t in the 
'w ro n g  hands' i t  becomes part o f th is general offensive.

40 Breckenridge 1989; Lucäks 1971.
41 op cit.
42 Todorov 1985; MacLean 1992-93.
43 Cowlishaw 1987.
44 Cf. Ingold 1986.
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Ethnology and archaeology were practised as inseparable discourses in Australia 
up till the mid-twentieth century. John Mulvaney in 1958, in an almost ritualistic 
cleaning of the slate before 'modern' archaeology began, held the cultural evolutionism 
of ethnology to account for the damage it had done to Aborigines.45 In what follows, 
however, I have paired antiquarianism with archaeology, doing so in the interests of 
drawing out their shared propensity to produce Aboriginal remains as a particular kind 
of 'cultural capital' in settler and national society.45

Separation  b y  d iscourse: an tiq u arian ism  and arch aeo logy

Originating in Renaissance humanism, antiquarianism was saved from being 
assimilated by the later discourses of art history and archaeology by the extent to which 
it treated the possession and display of antiquities, at both a private and state level, as 
an end in itself rather than a means to knowledge.47 Antiquarianism, however, has 
tended not to be allocated a separate place in the history of 'Aboriginal studies', the 
private collectors of Aboriginal artefacts tending to be seen as practising amateur forms 
of archaeology or ethnology in the 'vacuum ' which existed prior to the advent in 
Australia of professional anthropology in the 1920s and professional archaeology in the 
1960s. In choosing to give antiquarian collectors separate consideration here I am 
persuaded by their importance in circulating Aboriginal artefacts through settler society, 
broadcasting the notion of Aboriginal culture as collectable.

It followed from the perception of Aboriginal culture as ’fossilised' that little 
distinction was made between wooden spears and shields obtained from living 
Aborigines and stone implements which may have been millennia old. Both were 
collected, frequently by the same people. The balance between old and new depended 
partly on where the collector was situated: on the frontier, wooden artefacts, baskets, 
ritual objects, and personal ornaments were obtainable whereas in settled areas only 
prehistoric stone artefacts were collectable in a primary sense. Of far greater importance 
was the distinction alluded to earlier between those collectors driven by unadorned 
curiosity and those whose curiosity was legitimised as science.45 At Port Jackson both the 
convicts and the officers of the First Fleet collected avidly, though the line between 
collecting for profit and collecting for knowledge was somewhat blurred.44 The strong 
market for 'ethnographic' objects among private metropolitan collectors would soon find 
its counterpart in the Australian colonies themselves.

In most parts of Australia prehistoric Aboriginal stone artefacts could be found on 
the surface of the ground—eroding, for instance, from sand dunes and stream banks or

45 Mulvaney 1958.
46 This is a very free adaptation of Bourdieu's concepts of symbolic and cultural capital. The 
labour and time which go into collecting artefacts and sites is offset by the accumulation of 
what is a symbolic resource which can be converted into a form of prestige (in identity), 
improving the standing, authority, and ultimately the power of the nation state (Bourdieu 
1977, p. 171-83).
4‘ See Pomian 1990 who links this development to the development of the secular state.
4N Thomas 1994a. See also Thomas 1991 on the tension which existed on board the Endeavour 
between the collecting activities of the natural scientists on the one hand and the common 
sailors on the other, a tension which he shows to be so revealing of the state of European 
knowledge on the brink of the Age of Science.
4" McBryde 1989, p. 176.
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turned up by the plough. The budding anthropologist A.P. Elkin noted in the early part 
of the present century that Australia was a country 'where a 1918 motor tyre may easily 
be punctured by a Paleolithic (sic) or Old Stone Age spear head'.50 This view of 
Aboriginal archaeological sites as two-dimensional metaphorised the 'flat time' in which 
Aborigines were believed to dwell.

The exploits of stone artefact collectors were acknowledged in Science of Man, a 
journal published by the Sydney-based Anthropological Society of Australasia (1895- 
1913), and later (in the 1930s and 40s) in Mankind, the journal of the Anthropological 
Society of NSW. The ASNSW and its equivalent in Victoria functioned somewhat as 
clubs of private artefact collectors who, in a practice which may have been borrowed 
from the Society of Antiquaries in London, exhibited their acquisitions for the benefit of 
other members at Society meetings. It would be wrong to say the collectors were 
uninterested in the theory or practice of ethnology and archaeology.5' In New South 
Wales in the 1930s some of them assisted Fred McCarthy in the excavation of rock 
shelter deposits and in Victoria they helped familiarise Mulvaney with that state's 
archaeological record when he began his archaeological research there.52 Many collectors 
were keenly interested in classification and helped produce the early stone tool 
typologies.

Their collections, however, took first priority. They were first and foremost personal 
collections, virtual extensions, as Susan Sontag brilliantly shows, of the collector's 
person.55 In Griffith's sweeping history of antiquarianism in Victoria he writes of how 
this could extend to a nostalgic attachment by the collector to the sites from which 
Aboriginal stone artefacts had previously been collected.54 The collectors might—many 
indeed did—donate or bequeath their collections to public museums but it was 
collections they handed over, nurtured creations, not just raw job-lots of material.55 Also, 
following Pierre Bourdieu, the collections constituted a form of cultural capital which 
enhanced the social position of the collectors.5h

In the 1960s and 70s Australian governments passed legislation protecting 
Aboriginal 'relics', simultaneously designating professional archaeologists as those 
licensed to collect or excavate them." 1 will argue later that the state only moved to 
protect Aboriginal cultural remains when it was ready to graft Aboriginal culture, or a 
reified version of it, onto the national identity. In this view of things, archaeology thus 
only achieved supremacy over antiquarianism when the artefacts were 'nationalised'. 
Which is to say that the artefacts, which had accumulated cultural capital for the

50 Wise 1985, p.26.
51 Mulvaney 1977.
52 Mulvaney 1981, p. 18.
53 Sontag 1993.
54 Griffiths 1996, p. 85.
55 One of the best known Sydney collectors of the 1920sM0s, C.C. Towle, left a collection of 
14,000 Aboriginal artefacts, mostly stone, to the Australian Museum (Mankind 3, No. 10, 
1947, p. 307). See also Griffiths 1996, pp. 66-85.
56 Bourdieu 1977.
57 Joan Evans 1956 traces institutional aspects of this separation in England; John Mulvaney 
1981 refers to the situation in Victoria, and Hilary du Cros 1983 addresses the process of 
closure against collectors in NSW.



94 ABORIGINAL HISTORY 1996 20

collec tors  as  p r iv a te  c it izens , n o w  w e re  ab le  to a c c u m u la te  a fo rm  of cu l tu ra l  c a p i ta l  for 

the  state .

A rc h aeo lo g y  in  th e  las t  few  d e c a d e s  h a s  e n g a g e d  se lec tively  w i th  l iv in g  
A b o rig in a l  cu l tu re .  M u r ra y ,  h o w e v e r ,  o b se rv es  th a t  a r c h a e o lo g y 's  p a r t ic u la r  u se  of 
e th n o g r a p h y  h as  p e r p e t u a t e d  the  idea  of a t im e less  A b o r ig in a l  c u l tu re  o r ig in a l ly  
p ro m o te d  b y  cu l tu ra l  e v o lu t io n i s m .w H e  p o in ts  to ' the  t e n d e n c y  a m o n g  a rc h a e o lo g is t s  
(w h o  u se  the  e th n o g r a p h ic  d a ta b a s e  uncri t ica lly )  to c rea te  t im eless  e th n o g r a p h ic  
p re s e n ts  w h ic h  a re  s im p ly  re t ro d ic te d  in to  p re h i s to ry  as  re l iab le  g u id e s  to th e  n a tu r e  of 
p reh is to r ic  society ' .59 T h e  uncri t ica l  e th n o a rc h a e o lo g y  a n d  e th n o h is to ry  to w h ic h  h e  
refers  h a s  fo cussed  re s p ec t iv e ly  o n  th e  r e m o te  A b o r ig in e s  o f th e  C e n t re  a n d  N o r t h  a n d  
the  h is torica l re c o rd in g s  of A b o r ig in e s  in the  S o u th  a n d  th u s  it c o n fo rm s  to  th e  fo rm u la  
th a t  a u th e n t ic  A b o r ig in a l i ty  re s id es  o n ly  o n  th e  f ro n t ie r  o r  in the  past .  C o r r e s p o n d in g ly ,  
the re  h a s  un t i l  v e ry  recen t ly  b e e n  an  a lm o s t  s tu d io u s  a v o id a n c e  of 'con tact '  
archaeology.*1" T h ere  h a s  b e e n  litt le re sea rch  in te res t  b y  a rch aeo lo g is ts ,  for in s tan ce ,  in 
the  ea r ly  in c o rp o ra t io n  of g lass  a n d  ce ram ics  as  r a w  m a te r ia ls  for a r te fac t  k n a p p in g .  It is 
th is  ty p e  of in te res t  w h ic h  m ig h t  o p e n  u p  the  is sue  of A b o r ig in a l  ag en cy  in te c h n o lo g y  
t r an sfe r  o r  of A b o r ig in a l  ag e n c y  in m a k in g  o v e r  o th e r  E u ro p e a n s  p r o d u c t s  a n d  
practices .  A rc h aeo lo g y  h a s  fu r th e re d  the  c o n cep tu a l  s e p a ra t io n  of p re -  a n d  p o s t -c o n ta c t  
A b o r ig in a i i ty  b y  a v o id in g  p rec ise ly  th a t  a rea  w h e re  co n t in u i ty  w o u ld  b e  fo u n d .

O th e rs  h a v e  w r i t te n  m o r e  fully  on  th e  fo u r  d is co u rse s  I h a v e  s in g led  o u t  here .  M y 
p a r t ic u la r  conce rn  h a s  b e e n  w i th  th e i r  colonia l co n tex t  a n d  ap p lic a t io n .  I t u r n  n o w  from  
the  q u es t io n  of h o w  se t t le r  socie ty  h a s  seen  A b o r ig in e s  a n d  A b o r ig in a l i ty  to th e  q u e s t io n  
of h o w  se t t le r  socie ty  h a s  seen  itself.

N a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y  w i t h o u t  A b o r i g i n e s

By 1880 se v en ty  p e rc e n t  of the  se t t le r  p o p u la t io n  w a s  A u s tr a l ia n -b o rn .  T h e  six 
A u s tr a l ia n  co lon ies  h a d  a t t a in e d  a s u b s ta n t i a l  d e g re e  of a u to n o m y  from  B rita in  a n d  
w e re  tw e n ty  y ea rs  a w a y  fro m  F ed e ra t io n  a n d  n a t io n h o o d .  E arly  se t t le r  soc ie ty  m a y  
h av e  b e e n  a ' f rag m en t '  o f  Brita in  b u t  d e sp i te  th e  b es t  a t t e m p t s  to r e p r o d u c e  the  
h o m e la n d  in A u s tra l ia  the  class s t ru c tu re ,  the  eco n o m y ,  a n d  th e  po li tical p ro cess ,  to say  
n o th in g  of the  n a tu r a l  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  h a d  all b een  rad ica l ly  d if fe ren t  f ro m  th e  o u ts e t .M By 
the  1850s th e re  w a s  a l r e a d y  a co n sc io u sn ess  a m o n g  se t t le rs  of b e in g  d i f fe re n t  to the  
British, a sense  of d is t in c t iv en ess  w h ic h  b y  the  1890s h a d  p r o d u c e d  a m y th o lo g i s e d  
A u s tr a l ia n  'type': s tu rd y ,  b u sh -w ise ,  in d e p e n d e n t ,  a n d  m ale ,  h e  w a s  a n  a m a l g a m  of the  
o u tb a c k  p io n e e r  a n d  th e  g o ld  d igger .

T h ere  w a s  a s t r id en t ,  ch au v in is t ic  n o te  to th e  w a y  A u s t r a l ia n  id en t i ty  w a s  a s s e r te d  
in  the  1890s w h ic h  h a d  n o t  b e e n  p re s e n t  earl ier . A lso  e v id e n t  w a s  a be lie f  in a n  in t im a te  
co n n ec t io n  b e tw e e n  the  e m e r g e n t  'n ew  b re e d '  a n d  cer ta in  u n iq u e  q u a l i t ie s  o f th e  land .  
This  belief  is of c en tra l  im p o r ta n c e  h e re  a n d  it calls for so m e  c o m m e n t  o n  th e  
p h e n o m e n o n  of n a t io n a l i sm  fro m  w h ic h  it p ro ceed ed .  E m e rg in g  first in th e  A m er ica s ,  
the  m o d e l  for the  m o d e r n  n a t io n  s ta te  w a s  e x p o r te d  to E u ro p e  in th e  n in e t e e n th  c e n tu r y

'h M u rray  1992a.
5g ibid., p. 12.
60 Colley and  Bickford, 1996; M u rray  1996.
61 H artz  1964.
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and subsequently adopted by the settler colonies.w Despite possessing typically 
polyethnic, polyglottal communities, and despite possessing borders draw n by 
international peace conferences or colonial masters, nation states nevertheless and 
rem arkably assert an abiding and alm ost religious connection w ith the national soil.*3 As 
a counter to their actual heterogeneity, nation states have tended to rely heavily on the 
use of unifying emblems, the performance of rites of commonality, and on the invention 
of tradition.64 They have also relied on the use of alterity. In conceptualising itself, the 
'im agined com munity', to borrow Benedict A nderson's term for the nation, 
sim ultaneously imagines its Other (the 'not we') in the person of the nations which 
surround it.

At the end of the nineteenth century settler Australia was alm ost hom ogeneous 
from an ethnic standpoint. It had a single common language and enjoyed a degree of 
geographic boundedness rare am ong nations. W hat it lacked was historical depth, that 
attribute which Eric Hobsbawm  has identified as the strongest know n 'proto-national 
cement'.65 W hat it lacked was a rationale for w hy this particular population should be 
located in this particular place. H ad things been slightly different, had for instance the 
Dutch East India Com pany been less m ercantile and more territorial in ambition, 
Australia might quite easily have been subsum ed w ithin the Dutch East Indies. But it 
was not merely the plain fact of the absence of historical depth which was problematic 
for Australia—plenty of the new European nations had no single history they could call 
their own. Rather, it was the question of how such depth could be finessed in a situation 
where the pre-1788 past was plainly Aboriginal. Efforts were being m ade in the 1890s to 
address this matter.

In the field of art, Bernard Smith has detected a shift late in that decade from a 
nationalism  which, 'exuberant and generous,' had celebrated w hat seemed unique in the 
Australian landscape, to a nationalism  which changed into an 'anti-foreign 
chauvinism '.66 Conrad M arten's w atercolours were attacked by Sydney Long for not 
being evocative of the 'weird mystery' of the bush and the native-born A rthur Streeton 
became a culture-hero: 'To paint Australia you had to be Australian... Unless you were 
born w ith 'A ustralian ' eyes you could not hope to 'see' the Australian landscape’.67 As to 
the w eird mystery of the bush, it was, as Smith points out, not

...an  intrinsic quality of A ustralian nature bu t a notion elaborated by Marcus 
Clarke. By the time Long received it the idea had become sufficiently acclimatized 
to appear as a quality native to the bush itself and not, as in tru th  it was, the 
distillation of a century of colonial experience of bush life.68

Streeton’s paintings 'vibrate in our national being' wrote J.S. M acDonald, Director 
of the National Gallery in M elbourne, 'For we are not only a nation, bu t a race, and both 
occupy a particular territory and spring from a specific soil'.69 If the project of

"2 Anderson 1991.
63 Gellner 1983; Hobsbawm 1990; Smith 1986.
64 Hobsbawm and Ranger 1989.
65 Hobsbawm 1990, p. 73.
66 Smith 1975, p. 231.
67 ibid., p. 234.
“ ibid.

Quoted in Hughes 1970, p. 66.
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co lo n isa tio n  re q u ire d  the  presence o f an A b o r ig in a l O th e r fo r  the  pu rposes  o f a lte r ity  

(they  w h o  w e re  in fe r io r  and p r io r  to  us) then the p ro je c t o f c o lo n ia l n a tio n a lis m  re q u ire d  

the presence o f an a d d itio n a l O th e r— in  th is  case, the y  w h o  ca n n o t 'see'. The O th e r, 

w h e th e r o f the c o lo n y  o r n a tio n , has th is  q u a lity  o f b e in g  a lw a y s  the re  a t the  core o f the 

'W e '. In  H o m i Bhabha's w o rd s :

The 'o the r' is ne ve r ou ts id e  o r be yon d  us; i t  em erges fo rc e fu lly ,  w i th in  c u ltu ra l
d iscourse, w h e n  w e  think  w e  speak m ost in tim a te ly  and  in d ig e n o u s ly  'be tw een
o u rs e lv e s '.1

The f irs t  o f a series o f tra n s la tio n s  had thu s  begun w h e re b y  the la n d ’s strangeness 
becam e an essentia l q u a lity  pe rcep tib le  o n ly  to  the A u s tra lia n -b o rn . F irs t th e y  c o u ld  see 

the strangeness o f the la nd , la te r the strangeness w o u ld  m y s t ic a lly  com e to  res ide in  
them  as an essence. I t  w as a process o f tra n s la tio n  b y  v ir tu e  o f w h ic h  se ttle r A u s tra lia  

m y th o lo g is e d  its e lf as in d ig en ou s .

N e w  na tives w e re  em erg ing . W ha t, then, o f the o th e r na tives , the A b o rig in e s?  A t  

the tim e  A u s tra lia n  n a tio n a l id e n t ity  w as f irs t  b e in g  fo rm u la te d , A b o r ig in e s  w ere  

pe rce ived  to be a d y in g  race w hose  m em b ersh ip  o r o th e rw ise  o f the  n a tio n a l c o m m u n ity  

w as h a rd ly  an issue. C u ltu ra l e v o lu tio n is m , m o re ove r, d e fin e d  th e ir  soc ie ty  as a lo w  and 

savage anach ron ism . So, w h ile  A b o r ig in a l arte facts m ig h t u s e fu lly  be ju x ta p o se d  w ith  

se ttle r p ro d u c ts  in  a n a rra tiv e  o f tech no log ica l p rogress, any  e q u iv a le n t o f the 

T n d ia n iz a tio n ' o f e ig h te en th  c e n tu ry  N o r th  A m e ric a n  se ttle r id e n t ity  w o u ld  seem to 

have been o u t o f the  question . The os ten ta tious  e m u la tio n  o f ce rta in  In d ia n  w a y s  w h ic h  

accom pan ied  the massacre o f In d ia n  persons w as enab led b y  the E n lig h te n m e n t 

concep tion  o f the In d ia n  as a type  o f n a tu ra l m a n .'1 T im es and v ie w s  had  changed. 

E ig h tee n th  c e n tu ry  A m e rica n s  and  e a rly  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry  A u s tra lia n s  b o th  had  com e 
to the c o n v ic tio n  th a t the  fro n t ie r  had p ro d u ce d  a s u p e r io r  f ig h t in g  m an, b u t w hereas 

the A m e rica n s ' saw  th e ir  w a y  o f f ig h t in g  as c o m in g  fro m  the In d ia n s , the  D ig g e r at 
G a llip o li w as seen as h a v in g  been spaw ned  b y  the bush  and  the g o ld fie ld s .

Y et ce rta in  aspects o f A b o r ig in a l c u ltu re  w e re  p o w e r fu lly  a ttra c tiv e  to  a n e w  na tio n  

casting  a ro u n d  fo r sym bo ls  and em b lem s o f essentia l A u s tra lia n n e ss  and  som e o f  these 
aspects w e re  adm iss ib le . A b o r ig in a l w o rd s  p ro v id e d  o r ig in a l-s o u n d in g  p lace nam es and 
w ere  used fro m  the ea rlies t days o f the co lon y ; d e p ic tio n s  o f A b o r ig in e s  w ere  
in tro d u c e d  in to  the w o rk  o f s ilv e rs m ith s  and o th e r d e co ra tive  a rtis ts  in  the 1880s, a lon g  

w ith  n a tiv e  ferns, kangaroos, em us and em u eggs. La te r, and  at a m ore  serious leve l, the 
sacred designs o f the A ra n d a  fo u n d  th e ir  w a y  in to  the w o rk  o f a rtis ts  lik e  M a rg a re t 

P reston and d u r in g  the 1930s, 40s and  50s the concen tric  c irc le  m o t if  o f the  A ra n d a  

tjurunga  appeared on E uropean  secu la r objects ra n g in g  fro m  b o o k  covers to  caravan 

cu rta ins . ' There w as a lim it ,  h o w e ve r, to  h o w  fa r these references m ig h t be taken.

I t  w as the im p o rta n ce  to  A u s tra lia n  n a tio n a l id e n tity  o f the  n o tio n  o f rac ia l p u r ity  

w h ic h  stood as the m ost s ig n if ic a n t b a rr ie r  to such b o rro w in g s . The W h ite  A u s tra lia  

im m ig ra t io n  p o lic y , su p p o rte d  b y  b o th  con se rva tive  and  le ft g o ve rn m e n ts  fro m  the 

1890s r ig h t  u p  u n t il the 1960s, w as des igned to ensure  th a t rac ia l p u r ity  w as m a in ta in e d . 

U n t i l  the p ro x im ity  o f the p o p u lo u s  A s ia n  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  began to  u n n e rv e  those

7,1 Bhabha 1990, p. 4.
71 S lo tk in  1973.
72 P. Jones 1992, p. 107.
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A ustralians committed to white suprem acism  in the 1890s it had been 'safe' to proclaim 
the non-Britishness of Australia; after that time the unblem ished quality of the Anglo- 
Saxon stock was proudly and unreservedly m aintained.73 In W hite Australia the 
Aborigines were not counted in the national census; in a sense they were the foreigners 
within. W hen the embargo on the use of Aboriginality in the fram ing of national 
identity was finally removed in the 1960s it was not the innovative, transactional, 
frequently urban and ghettoized Aboriginality shared by living Aborigines which was 
draw n upon by white A ustralians bu t the 'traditional,' static, materialised Aboriginality 
w ith its com plem ent of archaeological remains.

The production of a deep nation
In the decade from 1965 a series of laws was passed by the State and Federal 
G overnm ents in Australia to protect Aboriginal artefacts and sites (including Aboriginal 
'archaeological' sites, hum an skeletal remains, and places of sacred significance). The 
prevailing view was that the legislation was an obvious and long-overdue response by 
governm ent to the rapid loss of Aboriginal archaeological rem ains and the obvious need 
to actively manage w hat survived.

W hy were measures not taken previously? There had been pressure for protective 
legislation in New South Wales since 1889 w hen Robert Etheridge described the lack of 
action to stop the tide of loss as alm ost a national disgrace'.74 The question of protection 
for the rock art of the Sydney area was raised in the NSW parliam ent in 1905 and the 
Anthropological Society of NSW m ounted a cam paign in the 1930s for governm ent 
protection of Aboriginal 'relics.' M cCarthy used the offices of the M useum  to petition 
State parliam ent which seemed to show some interest in 1939 but then the outbreak of 
w ar and a change of governm ent intervened. The cam paign was revitalised in 1947 yet 
nothing concrete was achieved in NSW until 1970 w hen blanket protection was afforded 
to Aboriginal sites by an am endm ent to the National Parks and Wildlife Act. W hat is 
rem arkable is that when the change came, it came w ithout fuss. There was alm ost no 
debate on the proposed legislation in the NSW parliam ent and no opposition to it. The 
pattern was similar in the other states while at the Federal level the Australian Heritage 
Commission Bill passed through Federal Parliam ent quite w ithout controversy.

The enabling agencies set up to adm inister the new laws were staffed mostly by 
archaeologists. The turnaround described above occurred only a few years—a decade at 
most—after the establishm ent of professional archaeology in Australia and the 
profession has tended to see itself as playing a central role in bringing it about. The 
truth, I suggest, was otherwise and is dram atically apparent in the language of the 
parliam entary debates of the time which drew  heavily upon a discourse of heritage then 
em erging in Australian politics. Introducing the legislation into the NSW House of 
Assembly in 1969 the governm ent m inister responsible w arned that if 'our more 
valuable relic areas are not protected... we will, as a nation, be im m easurably 
im poverished'.'5 In the Victorian parliam ent the M inister introducing the Archaeological 
and Aboriginal Relics Preservation Bill in 1972 argued that 'These relics should be

73 Cole 1971, p. 515.
4 Etheridge 1889, p. 15.

75 Hansard (NSW) No. 81, pp. 2,190-91.
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regarded as the cu ltu ra l heritage o f the people o f the land o f the ir o rig in '.76 We can take 
it he meant the present c itizenry. A  M em ber o f the House com m ended th is b ill, saying 
'we are concerned w ith  the h is to ry  o f A borig ines as part o f the h is to ry  o f A us tra lia '.77 
The same rhe to ric  o f na tiona l app rop ria tion  accompanied protective leg is la tion th rough  
the parliam ents o f Queensland and W estern Austra lia . H In  NSW  and elsewhere in  
eastern A ustra lia  Aborig ines had been le ft ou t o f the consulta tive process and were 
g iven no ro le in  the adm in is tra tive  m achinery established fo r site p ro tection  (though 
w ith in  a few  years m ost o f the agencies had set up adv iso ry  com m ittees w ith  A b o rig in a l 
representation). The leg is la tion had not aimed at preserving the 're lics ' fo r A borig ines 
and, given tha t in  these m ore densely settled areas o f the continent the conceptual 
separation between A b o rig in a l sites and liv in g  A bo rig ina l people was complete, i t  
appears that the legislators qu ite  genu ine ly fa iled to see any connection between the
, 79two.

Yet it  seems equa lly  clear that the reason the rem ains were to be protected was not 
that they w ere archaeological’ and thus sc ien tifica lly  valuable. I f  the archaeological 
value o f the sites appears to have been a consideration fo r law  makers this was, 1 
suggest, because archaeologists had w orked  to elide archaeology and heritage. W h ile  
earlier cam paigners had argued that A b o rig in a l sites were the sc ien tifica lly  valuable 
property o f the na tion, from  the 1960s archaeologists argued that they were the heritage o f 
the na tion .* * * * * 6" The d is tinc tion  is an im po rtan t one and has to do w ith  the difference 
between id e n tity  (one iden tifies  w ith  and is iden tified  by one's heritage) and possession 
('re lics' as p rope rty  of the na tion  in  the sense that m inera l and forest resources are 
perceived as p roperty).

W hether it  was archaeologists or legislators w ho  firs t began to th in k  o f A bo rig ina l 
sites as na tiona l heritage is no t as s ign ifican t here as the fact that archaeologists had 
begun to a rticu la te  the ir w o rk  as part o f a national id e n tity  project, a pro ject w h ich , in 
H a rry  A llen 's  w o rds  w o u ld  aim  at 'g ra fting  w h ite  cu ltu re  d irec tly  onto an A borig ina l 
root'.61 In  th is  respect the papers presented at the 1968 Conference on Prehistoric 
M onum ents and A n tiq u itie s  in A ustra lia , held in Canberra and organised by  the 
Austra lian  In s titu te  o f A b o rig in a l Studies, are in teresting in  tha t they m ark perhaps the 
firs t concerted use by archaeologists o f the discourse o f heritage. For M cC arthy,

76 Hansard (VIC) No. 19, p. 5001.
77 Hansard (VIC) No. 20, p. 5407.
N For Queensland see David Trigger 1980, for Western Australia see Elizabeth N. Hawke 
1975.
‘ See Sullivan 1985: 141-42. Changes to the NSW legislation in 1974 'recognised that 

Aborig inal people in  the State m ight have 'trad itiona l' sp iritual attachment to natural 
landscape features bu t still d id  not recognise that 'relics' w ou ld  be of significance to them. A
survey of 'trad itiona l' sites which began in 1973 soon began to show that A borig ina l people 
in NSW considered archaeological 're lic ' sites to be significant as w ell (see Creamer 1984, 
1988; Kelly 1975, 1979).
6" For the earlier view  see for example the argument that they should not be 'lost to the 
people of the [NSW] State' by Robert Etheridge in Mankind 1, No. 1,1931, p. 6; the claim that 
they were the 'State collections and the people's collections' by F. D. McCarthy 1938, p. 122; 
the claim that they were 'national relics' made by H. J. W righ t 1941, p. 7. See also G riffiths 
1996, p. 145 on Charles Barrett's argument that Aborig inal 'relics' should be protected as 
'national possessions'.
61 A llen 1988, p. 83.
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legislation was essential for the protection of 'our heritage of Aboriginal antiquities'; 
M ulvaney, similarly, urged the protection of 'this national heritage' and Edw ards asked 
for governm ent support 'to perpetuate this valuable, centuries-old heritage which our 
young nation has adopted '.“

Recalling that until the 1960s A ustralian national identity had been constructed 
partly in opposition to Aborigines and the other non-w hite 'races’ one can appreciate just 
how radical a change had taken place. The real break came, I suggest, w ith  the Second 
World W ar and the struggle against fascism; after that, a national identity  based upon 
'racial' purity  was simply no longer tenable, especially not as post-w ar A ustralia opened 
its doors to large scale im migration from Eastern Europe and the M editerranean and 
later from Asia. Governm ent policy on Aborigines m oved painfully from  assimilation, 
to integration, to m ulticulturalism . The implications of w hat am ounted to an official 
sanctioning not only of Aborigines as Aborigines bu t of Aborigines as Australians (the 
compact of the referendum  of 1967) were profound. Unlike w hite A ustralian culture 
which was broadly indistinguishable from W estern culture in general, Aboriginal 
culture was highly distinct and recognisable internationally. A reified version of 
Aboriginal culture had thus always been perfect as an ingredient in the formation of 
national identity and the W hite Australia barrier to its deploym ent w as now removed. 
Its removal, though, signalled not an approach to the reality of Aboriginal existence but 
som ew hat the opposite, an unrestrained em bracing of Aboriginal 'heritage'. It can be 
seen, I believe, that this was the culm ination of the process of separation referred to 
earlier—natural history, ethnology, antiquarianism , and archaeology all helped produce 
a 'detached' version of Aboriginal culture which could then be assim ilated by the 
would-be 'deep nation'.“

Not enjoying sovereign power over its citizens, the m odern nation state's power 
rests on the consensus of the citizenry in its rule. Employing the concept of hegemony, 
Gramsci explained how the state uses the sphere of culture to help obtain this 
consensus. He showed how the sense of commonality generated in this sphere leads 
individuals not so much to 'identify ' w ith the state or nation (in the w ay we normally 
understand that term) as to experience it as collective individual. Richard H andler's 
work on the heritage industry in Quebec is perhaps the most detailed explication we 
have of how objects and places can be raised from the level of being a private resource 
to that of being a resource of the nation state (or, in Bourdieu's term s, from being the 
cultural capital of the individual to being the cultural capital of the nation state).“ 
Having no objective existence of its own, these objects and places, w hich can be listed, 
curated, and displayed, lend presence to the nation.

It would be difficult to overstate the im portance of the heritage site or place in the 
process of national identity formation. Places and sites are part of the national soil and 
terrain—even so-called built heritage has its foundations in the soil and terrain. They are 
grounded in the body of the nation. The concept of the national 'geo-body', as 
developed by Thongchai, is useful here in helping us understand the w ay the m odern

McCarthy 1970, p. xiii; Mulvaney 1970, p. 117; Edwards 1970, p. 159. 
" Bhabha 1990, p. 4.
M Handler 1988.
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nation fetishizes its te rra in  and the borders of its terra in  (its boundedness).85 I w o u ld  
suggest here that i f  the state in A ustra lia  favours archaeology over an tiquarian ism  this 
may p a rtly  be to do w ith  the w ay that archaeology respects the in -g round  depositiona l 
context and in te g rity  o f A bo rig ina l remains; an tiquarian  collecting, by contrast, to the 
extent to w h ich  it  tears artefacts ou t o f (or o ff the surface of) the ground , represents a 
v io la tion  o f the na tion 's geo-body.s<'

A ustra lia 's  em bracing o f A bo rig ina l heritage as part o f na tiona l heritage has not, 
un fo rtuna te ly , meant an end to trea ting  A borig ina l cu ltu re  as the O ther o f w h ite  
A ustra lian  culture. Both Jones and M u rra y  show how  the Otherness of A borig ines was 
changeable, m u ta ting  between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries from  a v is ion  of 
noble savagery to one o f ug ly  brutishness.8' Perhaps the curren t v is ion  o f A b o rig in a lity  
as national heritage represents s im p ly  a fu rthe r sh ift in a lte rity ; perhaps the essentialism 
o f A borig ina lity-as-heritage is rea lly  not so d iffe ren t from  the essentialism o f the 
nineteenth century construction o f A b o rig in a lity  w h ich , am ong other th ings, served to 
h ig h lig h t the technological advancem ent o f settler Austra lia . The la tte r said to 
m etropo litan  Europe, ’we m ay be at the savage end o f the earth bu t look how  s im ila r we 
are to you in our accom plishm ents'; the form er says, 'we m ay appear to be the same as 
you (i.e., Western) b u t look at how  un ique ly  o f th is place we are'. In  each case id e n tity  is 
moored via a lte rity  to a 'p r im it iv is t' construction of A b o rig in a lity  w h ich  m ust not be 
a llow ed to change.Hs

'By d e fin itio n ’, w rites  Ellen Badone, 'the no tion  o f a cu ltu ra l pa tr im o n y  
presupposes the existence o f an authentic cu ltu ra l baseline, situated in the past, w h ich  is 
being eroded by m odern influences'.8> In the A ustra lian  context, because the 'p r im it iv is t' 
construction of A b o rig in a lity  is so threatened by the innovative  rea lity  o f contem porary 
A bo rig ina l cu lture, increasing e ffo rt m ust be invested by the nation to produce and 
stabilise the A b o rig in a lity  o f heritage. I t  is precisely here that the value to the na tion of 
the archaeological record is established: in its concrete m a te ria lity  it is a v is ion  of 
A b o rig in a lity  not susceptible to change, no t available to the type o f erosion to w h ich  
Badone refers bu t idea lly  suited to being made over as cu ltu ra l capital fo r the b u ild in g  
of national iden tity . The 'authentic cu ltu ra l baseline' became the target o f the na tion ­
w ide  salvage project in itia ted  and coordinated by the A ustra lian  Ins titu te  o f A b o rig in a l 
Studies (established 1964) in its early years. A bo rig ina l 'archaeological' sites were 
included along w ith  'trad itiona l' cu ltu re , language, and D ream ing sites as the m ain 
categories tow ards w h ich  the record ing program m e was directed. A ll were seen to be in 
danger o f d isappearing, b u t the archaeological sites, w ith  the exception o f rock art sites, 
were less vu lnerab le  to a ttr itio n  than was 'trad itiona l' cu lture. The In s titu te ’s record ing

Thongchai, 1988, analyses the way that Siam, as a bordered geo-political entity, came into 
being only in the last decades of the nineteenth century and how this mapped entity was 
projected back into the past; see also Anderson 1991, pp. 171-75, for his discussion of 
Thongchai.

Elsewhere (Byrne 1993: 173-74), though, I have argued that the modern state's attitude to
antiquarianism is one of ambivalence. There is a sense in which the private c irculation and
'performance' of antiquities in places like Thailand may be tolerated by the state. 

v R. Jones 1992; M urray 1992b, p. 732.
hh Marianna Torgovnick 1990 gives a general account of the discourse of p rim itiv ism ;
Nicholas Thomas 1994b, pp. 171-85, discusses its operation in the context of settler societies.
MU Badone 1992, p. 811.
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program m es, along w ith those of the state heritage agencies, added to the baseline the 
w eight of tens of thousands of archaeological sites and these, arguably, helped to 
com pensate for the loss of 'traditional' culture.

Australian archaeology has tended to see itself as innocent of power. Innocent, not 
in the sense of believing itself to be unem pow ered or unengaged politically—M ulvaney, 
for instance, advocates the active engagem ent of archaeology in the 'public arena1'"1 and 
his career has epitom ised this—but in failing to see itself enm eshed by, acted upon, and 
in a way, dim inished by formations which stand outside or around it. Those formations 
which have concerned me here have been the Australian nation state and the ’culture’ of 
colonialism.91

In writing of pow er as it acts upon individuals in the m odern age Foucault 
m aintained that:

They are not only its inert or consenting target; they are always also the elements 
of its articulation. In other words, individuals are the vehicles of power, not its 
points of app lication /2

The element of nationalism  present in Australian archaeological w riting provides an 
illustration of this— not the more obvious nationalism  of heritage, discussed above, but 
the concern w ith identity which lies subm erged in m uch of this writing. M urray draw s 
attention to the fact that, unlike much of the history and anthropology carried out over 
the last couple of decades, prehistoric archaeology has done little to debunk the idea of 
the tim eless/traditional Aborigine—in his w ords, the ’essential Aborigine'.93 I w ould 
suggest the reason for this lies at least partly in the extent to which, during the 1960s 
and 70s, archaeology entangled itself in the business of heritage. The virtual merging of 
the discourses of archaeology and heritage which this involved locked A ustralian 
archaeology into a form of essentialism.

A post-national archaeology
The nation state perceives itself to be hyper-discrete in space bu t virtually unbounded in 
time: its 'geo-body', in other words, is projected back into 'history'. By assisting in this 
project of deepening, archaeology has to some extent locked itself into the largely 
prim itivist discourse of 'Aboriginal heritage'. I mean by this that however 
archaeologists, individually, may think about Aboriginal cultural remains, it is now 
difficult to cham pion their conservation w ithout engaging in a discourse shaped by 
national identity builders, tourism operators, Greens, and New Agers. This discourse 
which essentializes Aboriginal culture as environm entally-friendly, time-less, 
traditional, and 'threatened by m odernity '."

As noted by M urray, Aborigines, for their own reasons, also 'trade in the currency 
of essentialism '.95 This is hardly surprising, considering the extraordinary valorization of 
the timeless-traditional conception of Aboriginal culture by settler discourses,

90 Mulvaney 1988, p. 216.
11 Thomas 1994b.
93 Foucault 1980, p. 98.
93 Murray 1992a, p. 18. See also Murray 1992b.
94 Thomas 1994b, p. 177.
5 See for example Murray 1996, p. 76.
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archaeology among them. But i f  archaeology has helped to produce this s itua tion  i t  can 
also help to undo it.

I f  archaeology in  A ustra lia  were to cease concerning itse lf w ith  the na tion 's  desire 
fo r 'dep th ' i t  m igh t rise, as it  were, to the surface. By 'surface' I mean tha t re la tive ly  
horizonta l (post-1788) space or te rra in  across w h ich  are d is tribu ted  the traces o f the 
A bo rig ina l contact and post-contact experience, a terra in  where du ra tion  is measured in 
generations (life-tim es) ra ther than m illenn ia . A n  archaeology o f the post-contact w o u ld  
counter nationa list archaeology by re fusing to locate 'rea l' A b o rig in a lity  in the pre­
colonia l p a s t.h One w o u ld  hope that, equally, it  w o u ld  refuse the obsession w ith  cu ltu ra l 
pu rity .

The shortcom ings o f the term  'contact' were noted earlier; in particu la r, the 
perhaps insu ffic ient emphasis it gives to the m utua l entanglem ent on the part o f 
Aborig ines, Europeans, Chinese and others. A nn  C urthoys and Stephen Muecke have 
recently suggested tha t a post-nationa list A ustra lia  w o u ld  be one where the racial p u r ity  
and exclusion of others w h ich  characterised the nationa lism  o f the firs t ha lf o f the 
present century w o u ld  be replaced by, am ong other things, an emphasis on difference 
and inclusiond7 A  post-national archaeology, I suggest, could be one w h ich , b reaking free 
of the essentialist heritage m odel, focused instead on the tra ffick in g  o f objects and ideas 
between A borig ina l and other cultures in the period after 1788 and w h ich  tu rned its 
a ttention to the 'traces' o f the cu ltu ra l transactions w h ich  occurred in th is period.

The 's ite ' concept, w h ich  has a lways done violence to A bo rig ina l concepts o f land 
and country, could be abandoned in  favou r o f an understanding o f cu ltu ra l landscapes 
as artefacts in w h ich  the same physical places are experienced and sign ified  d iffe ren tly  
by d iffe ren t groups.w This, indeed, w o u ld  be part o f a general reversal o f the heritage 
indus try 's  p r io r it iz in g  o f m a te ria lity  over meaning. The m ateria lis t o rien ta tion  w ith  its 
paranoia about the erosion o f a 'non-renew able resource' (another essentialist 
m anifestation) w o u ld  be th row n  o ff in  favou r o f a realisation that the 'resource' (the 
reservior o f traces o f A b o rig in a l past) is constantly being topped up. N o t just in the 
sense o f replenishm ent, o f contem porary generations leaving the ir ow n traces behind, 
bu t also in the sense o f re-newal th rough  in te rpreta tion.

It is too late to propose an inclusion o f Aborig ines in to  the practice o f heritage 
management: they have already been app rop ria ting  elements o f i t  fo r some tim e and 
m aking over o f heritage discourse can on ly  de-nationalize it. N o longer just assistants to 
w h ite  archaeologists in  the p roduction  o f a past w h ich  is unrecognisable to them (a past 
populated by stone artefacts ra ther than people), they appear to be using it  to create 
local pasts— C liffo rd 's  'local fu tu res '— w h ich  m igh t w e ll, in it ia lly , be unrecognisable to 
us.

Both M urray 1996 and Colley and Bickford 1996 have argued for a greater focus on the 
archaeology of the post-1788 period. For M urray, this w ould  be a key component o f a 'post- 
Mabo' archaeology in Australia.

Curthoys and Muecke 1993, p. 179.
MS See Ellis 1994 and Ross 1996 for a critique o f the 'site' concept in Australian heritage 
practice.
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