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Abstract 

In negot iat ing research relat ionships with Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander peoples, the quest ion of colonisat ion runs deep. Often, as a gesture 

to counter the colonising effects of the research gaze, ‘ part icipat ion’  is hailed 

as a methodological solut ion, as a means of healing and t ransforming power 

relat ions. In pract ice however, the ethical implicat ions of research act ivit ies 

remain complex and contested (Cornwall,  2008, p.276). Much is writ ten about  

why part icipatory methods offer remedial qualit ies of empowerment  to 

counter colonialism in research, but  there is lit t le discussion of what  happens 

when part icipatory research with Indigenous Aust ralians does not  operate as a 

smooth process of reclamat ion. Often, researchers avoid account ing for 

resistance to part icipat ion because this is viewed as a personal ‘ failure’  to 

accurately represent  the interests of a colonised group. The basis of these 

assumpt ions comes from a moral compulsion to alter power relat ions towards 

social j ust ice: such logic cannot  accept  that  ‘ oppressed’  peoples would rej ect  

opportunit ies for empowerment . Yet , internat ional literature (Kothari,  2001) 

shows that  subj ect ivit ies comprising part icipatory research must  be carefully 

considered when const ruct ing research relat ionships. 

 

Drawing from a case study of my own part icipatory research experience 

with an Aboriginal community development  organisat ion in Western Sydney, I 

consider how a non–Indigenous researcher might  approach an understanding of 

their ethics when at tempt ing to ‘ decolonise’  their research. I ref lexively 

invest igate my own pract ice to offer a discussion of the ways in which 

researchers can understand how they come to determine what  is ethical and 

what  is not .  My account  begins with a descript ion of a case study involving 

mult iple forms of part icipat ion over a three–year period, which I explore as a 

series of ‘ invited spaces’  (Cornwall,  2004). Drawing from my case study, I 

incorporate Foucault ’ s ethics (2005) by discussing how ethics codes create 

subj ect ivit ies, which not  only shape the part icipants in the research, but  also 

shape the kind of ‘ selves’  researchers seek to become through part icipatory 

research. I consider the cont ingencies that  have led to the const ruct ion of a 

remedial role for part icipatory methods in research involving Indigenous 

Aust ralians by crit ically analysing the discourses within the Nat ional Health 

and Medical Research Council’ s ethics guidelines. 

 



 

This research offers a mult i–layered approach to ref lexivity, by 

at tending to t ransparency, interpersonal relat ionships, and a collect ive 

evaluat ion of the process with part icipants (Nicholls, 2009). Collect ive 

ref lect ion about  (re)present ing research f indings to a variety of audiences 

highlights the importance of examining one’ s own mot ives as crucial to 

‘ ethical’  pract ice.  Researchers seeking to achieve a form of part icipat ion 

without  resistance set  themselves an impossible task. Resistance is not  to be 

feared, but  is to be expected within the mechanics of power relat ions amongst  

subj ect ivit ies within ‘ communit ies’ .  Incorporat ing resistance into accounts of 

part icipatory research enables an abil it y to acknowledge ‘ internal conf licts 

and cont radict ions’  (Fawcet t  & Hearn, 2004, p. 211) without  deeming 

part icipat ion a failure. 

 

I argue that  part icipat ion is a liminal space between t rust  and resistance, 

containing tensions and product ive possibilit ies. By at tending to one’ s ethics 

(Foucault ,  2005), part icipatory researchers might  now understand f luidity, 

uncertainty, and dynamism within research relat ionships as a rich source of 

ref lexive work towards countering the colonising gaze. 
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Preface 

 

Three women sit  together on the grass in the shade of a Eucalypt  in the 

grounds of a university campus to the far west  of Sydney. Ruby1 and Barb work 

for a local Aboriginal community associat ion. Ruby is Darug, a t radit ional 

owner, a descendant  of the Boorooberongal clan whose count ry surrounds the 

Hawkesbury River to the north–west  of the met ropolitan fringe. Barb is from 

Bundj alung Count ry to the north, but  she has been living locally for quite a 

few years. I am a non–Indigenous Ph.D. student , who has been volunteering 

for, and undertaking part icipatory research with, their community 

development  organisat ion for two years at  the point  of our meet ing under the 

t ree.  

 

Ruby and Barb are visit ing campus because there is an exhibit ion 

hosted by the university to provide career and educat ion informat ion to 

Aboriginal students from the local high schools. A few hundred young people 

buzz and bust le around the Social Sciences building; where they are welcomed 

to count ry by an Elder, t radit ional dances are performed, and Aboriginal 

workers from government , corporate, and community sectors have set  up 

informat ion stands. Ruby and Barb comment  that  when they were at  school 

there were very limited choices in career development  compared to what  is on 

offer at  this exhibit ion. After a brief tour around campus, we sit  together to 

eat  some lunch in the relat ive quiet  outside, and Ruby and Barb have a smoke. 

As part  of our part icipatory research together we are preparing a paper for a 

nat ional human ethics conference, where we will present  together as a case 

study in ref lexive conversat ion. We have spent  a lot  of t ime talking about  

ethics, it ’ s a regular topic of discussion; but  on this day we are recording our 

conversat ion to assist  in draft ing our paper, which will also form the basis of a 

j ournal art icle we intend to publish together. 

 

While we sit  together, I ref lect . Aware of the t ime demands of 

community workers in both their work and family commitments, I am 

part icularly grateful for Ruby and Barb’ s t ime to cont ribute their ideas to a 

j ournal art icle, and to t ravel interstate to give a paper to a large audience. I 

                                             

1 The part icipant  herself  chose this pseudonym, as did several of the other 
part icipants. 

1 



 

am aware of the push I am making to represent  our work collaborat ively, 

which takes t ime and energy away from the core concerns of community 

development . But  Ruby and Barb assure me that  there are several reasons why 

they are keen to part icipate. They tell me I have given t ime, energy and 

commitment  as a volunteer, and their part icipat ion is a sign of appreciat ion 

and reciprocity. It ’ s also an opportunity to be act ive cit izens—to represent  

themselves and their own perspect ives. We sit  together, and converse …  

 

Barb: I just think that we’ve just had enough of the rules … 

Ruby: I think the rules are European rules and they don’t fit. 

Barb: We’ve tried living under those rules and it just doesn’t work. This is our 

rules, this is the way we’re gonna work, this is the way we’re gonna live, this 

is the way we’re gonna do it. You know, you need to come and meet us half 

way. I mean, we’ve already been there and what have you [non–Indigenous 

people] done? 

Ruby: I think it’s more than half way now. They need to come way over half 

way to meet us, ‘cos the distrust is so prevalent … and that’s what you’ve 

done in your research is you’ve come more than half way. We’re here, you’ve 

come right over, We hadn’t even moved over … slowly we’ve started moving 

to meet you half way. But you’ve had to come right over. 

Barb: Have you noticed that? With your work? 

Ruth: Umm … 

Barb: I didn’t mean to give you the questions! 

[laughter] 

Ruth: No, no. I think it’s good that you ask me these questions. (26 September 

2007) 

 

Barb’ s quest ion, ‘ Have you not iced that? With your work?’  stumped me, 

because it  is about  resistance. During the research process I had to do a great  

deal of ‘ moving’ . In cont rast , the part icipants purposefully held their ground. 

They resisted my rules of engagement  in order to assert  their own rules. Only 

once I had moved ‘ right  over’  did Ruby and Barb slowly start  to meet  me half  

way. These metaphors of movement  and rules suggest  st rategies like a 

chessboard: Black versus White, of tact ics, and protocols. Accounts of 

movement  and st rategic posit ions also suggest  that  our experience of research 

encompassed spat ial dimensions in which resistance, and building t rust  
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towards part icipat ion mediated distance between people. Part icipat ion in 

research was the ‘ middle’  of this space, a l iminal threshold between European 

rules, and Indigenous self–determinat ion. Part icipat ion was a space defined by 

tension and dif ference as much as respect ful encounters (Jones with Jenkins, 

2008, p.473). 
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CHAPTER 1   DECOLONISATION & PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH 

 

‘ Research’  is a pej orat ive term for many Indigenous Aust ralians (Humphery, 

2001). As Smith (1999, pp.99–103) il lust rates, Indigenous peoples around the 

world have dissent ing views about  research because of the close associat ion it  

has with colonisat ion. It  is an act ivity imbued with qualit ies of acquisit ion, 

removal, cont rol,  exploitat ion, subj ugat ion, and oppression. Research 

cont inues to be dominated by coloniser languages (part icularly English), 

coloniser theories, and concepts (Smith, 1999, pp.58–77). Consequent ly there 

may be ret icence about  part icipat ion in research, unless the methodology 

claims to enable community self–determinat ion (Onemda, 2008, p.7). 

Part icipatory approaches are often hailed as a methodological solut ion to 

marginalisat ion, appropriat ion, and exploitat ion (Pot ts & Brown, 2005). I refer 

to this implicit  assumpt ion of social j ust ice as a ‘ counter–colonial’  logic. It  is a 

rat ionale underpinned by a moral 2 goal to t ransform colonial power relat ions 

through part icipatory pract ices. 

 

Cont rary to the remedial promises of part icipat ion, my experience of 

undertaking part icipatory research was not  a smooth process of intellectual 

reclamat ion. It  was an experience replete with uncertaint ies that  il luminated 

a disparity between theory and pract ice lit t le discussed in Aust ralian 

literature. By drawing upon on a ref lexive case study of pract ices, discourse, 

and subj ect ivit ies I present  a way of  understanding the complexity of 

pract icing this approach. This thesis offers a discussion of the moral logic 

underpinning why researchers might  use part icipatory approaches with 

Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples.  

 

My evaluat ion of counter–colonial part icipatory research involved 

thinking about  how we create t ruths about  others, as well as the goals we 

might  seek to achieve, and the kind of people we seek to be throughout  the 

process (Foucault ,  1994c). My argument  seeks to clarify the connect ions 

                                             

2 My reading of Foucault ’ s ethics suggests that  morals are discursive and non-discursive 
rules and convent ions to which the self  ascribes values of ‘ good’  and ‘ bad’  in order to 
j udge and const ruct  relat ionships with others. I explain this in further detail on page 
78. 
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researchers make between social j ust ice, research ethics and methods. In 

clarifying these connect ions however, it  is necessary to draw out  the 

complexit ies of part icipatory research in pract ice and cont rast  this with 

theories about  decolonisat ion and part icipat ion. 

 

A key conceptual st rategy is my use of Cornwall’ s account  of 

part icipat ion as an ‘ invited space’  (Cornwall,  2004, p.76). Originally used by 

Cornwall to describe spaces of engagement  in which cit izens have been invited 

into by government  or an NGO for the purpose of ‘ part icipat ion’ .  The intent ion 

behind the term ‘ part icipate’  is used dif ferent ly in this argument , to describe 

how Indigenous people are invited to part icipate in research in order to 

counter the distanced and ‘ obj ect ive’  gaze of non-Indigenous knowledge. I 

describe my experience of doing part icipatory research with an Aboriginal 

community group as a series of invited spaces, in which mult iple subj ect ivit ies 

interacted and shaped processes. The concept  of an ‘ invited space’  has 

enabled me to consider carefully the boundaries of part icipat ion, and the kind 

of power relat ions that  shape the scale and scope of possibilit ies. My case 

study of ‘ invited spaces’  delineates the inter–relat ions of social roles such as 

Aboriginal community development  workers, Aboriginal youth, teachers, 

parents, youth workers and ‘ researcher’ .  Each of these social roles was shaped 

by inst itut ional rules, tacit  knowledge and power relat ions that  determined a 

web of power (and resistance) throughout  the research process. It  is from this 

posit ion that  I develop my argument  for viewing part icipat ion as a liminal 

space between t rust  and resistance. Part icipatory pract ice does not  operate in 

concrete, stable and predictable ways—much as power rumbles and grinds, it  

shimmers and pulses amongst  and between all part icipants in research. 

 

To establish my argument  I f irst  want  to describe the logic of counter–

colonial remediat ion in relat ion to ‘ part icipat ion’  in more detail.  Following 

this I will int roduce a problem with this logic, and then I will explain how I 

sought  to address this problem by ref lexively exploring the connect ion 

between ethics and methods. 
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Counter–colonial logic: participation & remediation 

 

‘ Counter–colonial logic’  posits that  if  Indigenous peoples cont rol and own the 

research process and it s outcomes, research becomes a process of healing, 

t ransformat ion and reclamat ion in resistance to the colonising gaze (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2008, p.2). The subj ect ivit ies const ructed within this logic ref lect  

ideals about  social j ust ice in contemporary Aust ralia. I draw some of my ideas 

about  ‘ researcher logic’  from Emma Kowal’ s (2006a) insight ful ethnography of 

White ant i–racist  health professionals working with Aboriginal communit ies in 

the Northern Territory. Kowal refers to this scenario as a ‘ post–colonial 

front ier’ ,  and describes the moral rat ionale of these ‘ ambivalent  helpers’  

(Kowal & Paradies, 2005) as a ‘ post–colonial logic’ .  Important ly, Kowal works 

to show not  only how this logic is const ructed, but  also how it  fails to maintain 

it self .  The crux of Kowal’ s thesis is that  the logic of remediat ion (that  is, 

seeking to heal, t ransform, and empower Aboriginal people in research 

pract ices) unfurls when there is resistance to ‘ emancipatory’  research 

methods. Indeed, this experience was a feature of my case study of 

part icipatory research. Kowal’ s solut ion to this composit ion of subj ect ivit ies is 

a metaphor of friendship. As I will show, my focus on part icipatory praxis 

yielded quite a dif ferent  conclusion. I incorporate Kowal’ s theorisat ion of ant i–

racism into my ref lexive approach; and then I consider product ive ways of 

responding to resistance. 

 

I use the term ‘ counter–colonial’  rather than ‘ post–colonial’  in order to 

engage with literature by Indigenous writers about  decolonisat ion. Many 

Indigenous writers argue that  there is no ‘ post–’  (Smith, 1999, p.98), rather 

colonisat ion endures in forms of inst itut ionalised racism and discriminatory 

pract ices in everyday life for Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples. I 

seek to evoke a process of moving against  and challenging colonisat ion as a 

social j ust ice imperat ive in research. Hence, my decision to employ the term 

‘ counter’  rather than ‘ post ’  is it self  an example of counter–colonial logic in 

pract ice. This hints towards the simultaneous proj ect  of pract ising and being 

crit ically ref lexive about  social j ust ice throughout  this thesis. 

 

The problem with the assumpt ion that  part icipat ion is an ant idote to 

colonial harm is the way power is def ined. To understand how power is 
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defined in relat ion to part icipat ion and its potent ials for t ransformat ion it  is 

important  to consider brief ly why ‘ part icipat ion’  is linked to t ransformat ion, 

social j ust ice (Croft  & Beresford, 1992) and counter–colonialism. The diversity 

and ways in which ‘ part icipat ion’  is used to evoke applied research methods 

with a focus on process to effect  social change will be ref lected throughout  

my argument  to come. Rather than create a concrete def init ion of what  I 

believe ‘ part icipat ion in research’  is, my argument  will highlight  the diverse 

(and somet imes cont radictory) contexts and applicat ions of  the term as a 

discourse applied to a mult itude of methods. 

 

Part icipatory research methods are ascribed a range of origins 

(Johansson & Lindhult ,  2008). Some pract it ioners cite Lewin’ s organisat ional 

research in the 1940s as the ‘ genesis’  of democrat ic research methods with a 

focus on act ion to generate social change (Bargal, 2006; Fine, Torre, Boudin, 

Bowen, Clark et  al,  2004, p.95). Others draw the roots of their work from the 

radical emancipatory movements of  the 1970s, associated with Fals Borda and 

Freire, focusing on empowerment  and emancipat ion from oppression (Grant , 

Nelson & Mitchell,  2008). In part icipatory discourses, no clear dist inct ions are 

made between community–based research focusing on polit ical capacity–

building through consciousness–raising (Cahill,  2004), part icipatory democracy 

(Mohan & Hickey, 2004), pragmat ic act ion applied in either a development  

context  (Chambers, 2005, pp.110–114) or part icipat ion in an organisat ional 

change context  (such as professional development ) (Sense, 2006). 

 

The means by which part icipatory researchers inculcate the heritage of 

their methodological approach indicates how they view the ‘ problems’ 3 they 

are interested in. Part icipat ion may be applied for a variety of reasons, 

ranging from techniques of sustainable development  (cost–sharing, improving 

literacy, improving health, capacity–building) to a means of stabilising and 

st rengthening polit ical systems or confront ing “ ‘ st ructures of oppression’  

within exist ing forms of economic development , state format ion, polit ical rule 

and social dif ferent iat ion”  (Hickey & Mohan, 2004, pp.6–7). Often, 

part icipatory research discourse dif fuses into act ivism and development  

pract ices by focusing on praxis and an opposit ional stance towards ‘ expert ’  

                                             

3 Part icipatory research discourse purposefully conflates ‘ applied problems’  with 
‘ research problems’ . 
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knowledge (Chambers, 2005, p.106); the result  of which is part icipatory 

researchers claiming roles as scholar/ act ivists or mavericks/ heret ics (Kindon, 

Pain & Kesby, 2007, p.14). This polit icisat ion of research is one way of seeing 

how subj ect ivit ies begin to form and reinscribe the subj ect ivit ies of 

part icipants. Although part icipatory discourse of ten claims a heritage of 

radicalism, in contemporary contexts it  is now a mainst ream inst itut ional 

pract ice warmly embraced by agents and inst itut ions of liberal–democrat ic 

economic development , such as the World Bank (Cooke, 2004, pp.43–45; 

Francis, 2001; Jordan, 2003). 

 

The way power is def ined has implicat ions for evaluat ing the moral 

outcome of ‘ part icipat ion’  because it  determines the way in which social 

(in)j ust ice goals are formed. This shapes the way researchers form values 

about  what  is a morally good or bad process or outcome: 

 

Some dist ribut ive theories of j ust ice explicit ly seek to take 
into account  issues of j ust ice beyond the dist ribut ion of 
material goods. They extend the dist ribut ive paradigm to 
cover such goods as self–respect , opportunity, power and 
honor. Serious conceptual confusion results … [it ]  obscures 
issues of dominat ion and oppression which require more 
process–oriented and relat ional conceptualisat ion. (Young, 
1990, p.8) 

 

Despite the dif ferences between accounts of where part icipatory 

methods f irst  emerged and how they can solve applied problems, there is an 

underlying epistemological assumpt ion made about  power that  is common to 

the imperat ives for part icipat ion in research (Gallagher, 2008, p.139; 

Johansson & Lindhult ,  2008, p.102). This is to suggest  that  power and 

knowledge are dist ributed unevenly in research and decision–making processes 

(as either top–down, or homogenising or exclusionary) and should be corrected 

in order to generate democrat ic, inclusive, sustainable and socially j ust 4 

alternat ives (Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007, p.11). An uneven ‘ dist ribut ion’  of 

power to determine knowledge creates a moral imperat ive for epistemological 

alternat ives. There are cont radict ions, mult iple goals, and shif ts in the 

rat ionality of discourses about  part icipat ion. Such discourses include remnants 

and t races of power as a commodity that  needs to be redist ributed or ‘ shared’  

                                             

4 Like Iris Marion Young, I apply the term ‘ social j ust ice’  to consider the social 
products of inst itut ional condit ions (1990, p.36). 
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(Grant , Nelson & Mitchell,  2008, p.592); suggest ing power is “ an at t ribute that  

some had and others lacked, something that  could be won or lost ”  (Gaventa & 

Cornwall,  2008, p.173). 

 

Part icipatory research poses an epistemological challenge to 

convent ional methods of ‘ ext ract ing’  data by rej ect ing of the possibilit y of a 

neut ral stance and highlight ing the relat ional aspects of rapport  with 

part icipants (Tolman & Brydon–Miller, 2001, p.5). In part icipatory research 

there is an explicit  connect ion between values, j ust if icat ion of knowledge and 

j ust if icat ion of the methods used to obtain such knowledge (Kindon, Pain & 

Kesby, 2007, p.13).  

 

Part icipat ion has a moral appeal because it  suggests that  not  only 

part icular subj ect ivit ies of ‘ marginalised’ , ‘ oppressed’  and ‘ disempowered’  

people will be heard, but  that  these people will be able to cont rol how they 

are const ructed and represented as a result  of manoeuvres orchest rated to 

‘ equalise power’  (Wakeford & Pimbert , 2004, p.39). This logic suggests that  

“ power is often seen to be something to be reduced, negated or worked 

around”  (Gallagher, 2008, p.140). Part icipatory research can therefore be 

understood as an ‘ invited space’  (Cornwall,  2004), encompassing characters 

who fulf il  part icular roles of t ransformat ion and ‘ counter–hegemony’  (Kindon, 

Pain & Kesby, 2007, p.9). 

 

At tempt ing to measure the reversal of power in order to evaluate the 

outcomes of  part icipat ion results in “ no posit ive opposite or counter to 

part icipat ion”  (Kothari,  2001, p.178). In effect  refusal or resistance by 

part icipants suggests either ‘ abnormality’  (as the part icipant  

requires/ deserves empowerment );  or researcher inaccuracy in ident ifying the 

locus for t ransformat ion (due to inauthent ic/ superf icial techniques not  

‘ properly’  grounded in community support ).  How are researchers to make 

sense of a part icipant  who changes their endorsement  of a proj ect  depending 

on whom they are talking to, or of someone who passively refuses to take part  

in an empowering act ivity (Ortner, 1995)? A product ive view of power enables 

researchers to acknowledge the abil it y of part icipants to destabilise and 

somet imes resist  part icipatory processes, while simultaneously cont inuing to 

be involved. 
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Accounts of sustainable and ‘ culturally safe’  research outcomes for 

communit ies have been achieved with lit t le disrupt ion or challenge to the 

researcher(s): indeed, why would a researcher offering a ‘ solut ion’  encounter 

resistance to their work? This logic also suggests that  if  a researcher 

encounters any resistance to their proj ects of remedial inclusion, it  must  be 

because the researcher did not  adequately engage with stakeholders. 

Resistance to part icipat ion in research means a personal failure on the part  of 

the researcher to redress the power of their gaze. Hence, the result  of this 

counter–colonial logic is a set  of emancipatory goals and a sense of neo–

colonial shame if  these goals are not  achieved. The logic implies that  the 

researcher must  have been ‘ unethical’  if  there was resistance to the research. 

 

Power relations & participatory discourse 
 
An alternat ive to the dist ribut ive concept  of power is to follow Foucault ’ s 

vision of power as a ‘ product ive force’  operat ing within a web of inter–

relat ions, that  is: 

 

never localised here or there, never in anybody’ s hands, 
never appropriated as a commodity or piece of wealth. Power 
is employed and exercised through a net–like organisat ion … 
individuals are the vehicles of power, not  it s points of 
applicat ion. (Foucault ,  1980, p.98) 

 

A product ive vision of power creates possibilit ies for understanding relat ions 

between people as never f ixed, but  always shif t ing according to the 

knowledge we accept  as t rue (and also the knowledge we rej ect ),  the 

inst itut ions we accept  and rej ect , and the knowledge we apply to 

understanding ourselves. In this way, I make a dist inct ion between ‘ power 

relat ions’  and privilege: power circulates, but  privilege symbolises substant ive 

and material inequality.  Power relat ions may ascribe certain forms of 

knowledge with discursive5 privilege through inst itut ions and social pract ices. 

Therefore, my inclinat ion is to consider how power and knowledge shape 

                                             

5 On pg.77 I refer to language as the discursive product ion of knowledge, that  is, a 
material and substant ive means of expressing power-knowledge as an archive (such as 
a writ ten set  of rules or an inst itut ion). By non-discursive, I am referring to social 
pract ices towards self  and others that  circumscribe ‘ t ruths’  in order to produce social 
effects, part icularly power-relat ions (such as an ‘ unwrit ten rule’  of politeness). 
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epistemological and moral imperat ives for part icipat ion to challenge discursive 

privileges. Part icipat ion in research is about  reclaiming, reinscribing, 

decolonising and self–determinat ion. 

 

A product ive view of power also enables a researcher to consider how 

their subj ect ivity, their view of themselves and the way they relate to 

part icipants may alter during part icipatory processes. For example, Gallagher 

ref lects upon resistance to his ‘ regulatory tact ics’  for facilit at ing child–

part icipat ion: “ my at tempts to coax the children into doing what  I wanted 

them to do can be seen as efforts to mobilize the st rategy of adult  dominat ion 

… My notes bear this out , recording that  I felt  l ike I was becoming a teacher at  

points”  (Gallagher, 2008, p.146). Likewise, my case for recognising resistance 

in part icipatory research is not  as “ a source of despair or celebrat ion. The task 

of analysis … is to describe the way in which resistance operates as part  of 

power, not  to seek to promote or oppose it ”  (Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p.51). 

Resistance shapes the way a researcher understands their role in the 

part icipat ion process, often creat ing an ethical aporia (Kowal, 2006a, p.25). 

Resistance to social j ust ice proj ects forces the researcher to consider their 

act ions and beliefs carefully. 

 

Focusing on the effects of power demonst rates how typologies of 

‘ wide’ , ‘ deep’ , ‘ narrow’  or ‘ superf icial’  part icipat ion are produced (Cornwall,  

2008a, p.271). A crit ical stance recognises that  part icipat ion by it self  is not  

inherent ly good: rather dif ferent  levels of part icipat ion emerge as typologies, 

ranging from superf icial part icipat ion such as ‘ consultat ion’  to deeper, 

t ransformat ive modes such as self–determinat ion and self–mobilisat ion 

(Cornwall,  2008a, p.270). Researchers then j udge their own moral value 

according to those typologies, and may also j udge other researchers crit ically 

for being ‘ superf icial’ .  

 

Foucault ian cont ribut ions to Cooke and Kothari’ s (2001) ‘ part icipat ion 

as tyranny’  crit ique (viz. Henkel & St irrat , 2001; Kothari,  2001; Mosse, 2001) 

out line how discourses of part icipat ion shape the subj ect ivit ies of 

part icipants. But  there is lit t le engagement  with the quest ion of how 

researchers’ / pract it ioners’  subj ect ivit ies are shaped; either through 

part icipatory discourses, or the ways the community subj ect ivit ies also shape 
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them. My research suggests that  part icipat ion is not  only a form of governance 

of research part icipants (Henkel & St irrat ,  2001, p.182), but  it  is also a form of 

governance of our ‘ selves’  as researchers t rying to address a ‘ moral’  problem. 

 

Crucially, responding to resistance in my research altered the 

composit ion of subj ect ivit ies within ‘ invited spaces’ . After a part icipatory 

event  did not  go ‘ to plan’ ,  I maintained contact  with part icipants by 

volunteering to assist  with community development  act ivit ies that  were not  

associated with my research outcomes. In doing so, my subj ect ivity shif ted 

from ‘ researcher’  to ‘ volunteer’ ,  and t rust  in our collaborat ion developed. A 

consequence of this shif t  in my subj ect ivity was an invitat ion to part icipate in 

research on the terms of  the community members. The end result  was not  only 

a ref lexive evaluat ion6 of the research experience, but  also a part icipatory 

evaluat ion. 

 

My interest  in the ways researchers morally frame their work is to 

observe how values are const ructed and deployed. My focus on ethics is not  to 

create a subj ect ive or normat ive account  of what  is ethical.  Instead, there is 

possibilit y for understanding the wider implicat ions of the ways in which we 

frame, produce and reify knowledge for the purposes of moving towards social 

j ust ice. We are not  only shaping the subj ect ivit ies of the part icipants in our 

research, but  their subj ect ivit ies inform how we govern ourselves. The 

potent ials for understanding how our work is ‘ ethical’  operate on mult iple 

levels, from micro–pract ices between people to the broader polit ical 

discourses that  inform, regulate and compel part icular processes and 

approaches to research.  

 

A map of the thesis 
 
My argument  offers a cont ribut ion to understanding the ethics of part icipat ion 

in a specif ic context : a case study of part icipatory research underpinned by a 

                                             

6 Relat ionalit y, alterity and posit ionalit y are discussed in further detail in Nicholls 
(2009). These concepts form the basis of the ref lexive methodology that  incorporates 
a three-layered interpret ive stance. These concepts emerged once I was able to 
ref lect  on act ion undertaken in the f ield, through the course of encountering 
resistance and developing t rust . This shif t  enabled me to crit ique my own values and 
act ions on an ethical basis: in effect  the argument  of the thesis as a whole is designed 
to explore this shif t  f rom using part icipat ion as a lever for social j ust ice into applying 
relat ionality, alterity and posit ionality to consider the ethical veracity of praxis. 
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moral purpose of decolonisat ion. Part icipatory discourses shaped how I related 

to the part icipants in the research, how they related to me, what  social 

pract ices ensued, and the mutabilit y of power relat ions throughout  the 

process. Part icipatory discourses shape the subj ect ivit ies of part icipants and 

researchers. This case study int roduces the ways I governed myself  according 

to the remedial qualit ies of counter–colonial part icipatory discourse. This 

thesis comprises nine chapters, which I wil l now signpost . 

 

Chapter 2, ‘ People, Places & Spaces’ , provides detail of the invited 

spaces of the case study. In doing so, it  reveals the complexity of establishing 

t rust ; the mult iple, intersect ing power relat ions between part icipants (some 

of whom cont rolled the terms of part icipat ion for others); and the rumbles of 

resistance throughout  the process. This case study provides the background to 

why I was compelled to invest igate the moral dimensions of  part icipatory 

research in pract ice. The purpose is to frame part icipat ion as spat ial,  

temporal,  performat ive, methodological, material,  dynamic and full of 

uncertaint ies. The mult iple subj ect ivit ies and examples of resistance 

challenged my ideals of  what  ‘ part icipat ion’  was in pract ice, and formed the 

basis for undertaking a crit ical evaluat ion of the process. 

 

Chapter 3, ‘ Developing an Ethical Subj ect ivity’ ,  discusses the 

theoret ical approach I use to understand ethics. I do not  use the term ‘ ethics’  

in a normat ive way, as a prescript ion or general theory. Rather, I use the term 

‘ ethics’  as Michel Foucault  did in his later work on the history of sexuality 

(Foucault ,  1983; 1986; 1988a; 1988b; 1988c; 1988d; 1994a; 1994b; 1994c; 

2005) and governmentalit y (Foucault ,  1991c; 2007). Just  as the terms 

‘ archaeology’  and ‘ genealogy’  were employed by Foucault  in a specif ic 

methodological sense, ‘ ethics’  are dist inguished from morals. Ethics in this 

argument  describe developing a ref lexive subj ect ivity: delineat ing the kinds of 

rules, discourses and relat ionships we ascribe to govern ourselves. I employ 

this theoret ical approach to create quest ions about  how to analyse the ethics 

of part icipat ion as discourse in pract ice. Developing an ethical subj ect ivity 

involves understanding the rules of format ion for discourses associated with 

(informing and formed by) inst itut ions, beliefs, ident it ies and social pract ices. 

I draw from Iris Marion Young’ s concept ion of the self  “ as the product  of  an 

ident ity it  shares with others, of values and wills that  are not  external and 
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willed … but  const itut ive of the self ”  (1990, p.228). Employing this theoret ical 

perspect ive, I develop more detail of counter–colonial logic. 

 

 Chapter 4, ‘ Regulat ing Indigenous Research’ , represents my at tempt  to 

“ think through the meaning and consequences of the new devices that  have 

been invented for the government  of the self”  (Rose, 1999, p.xxvii).  In this 

chapter I provide a historical review of issues that  have culminated in a 

discursive ‘ right ’  possessed by Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples to 

part icipate in research about  their cultures and communit ies. I begin by 

discussing how part icipants in research were originally framed as subj ects in 

bio–medical test ing, and how contemporary debates of ethical 

researcher/ part icipant  relat ionships ref lect  the original medical codes. I then 

consider the development  of Indigenous subj ect ivit ies through internat ional 

mechanisms such as the United Nat ions and discourses such as human rights. I 

show that  claims to health as a human right  became pivotal in dist inguishing 

‘ dif ference’  in Aust ralian policy making related to health and health research 

ethics. The convergence of ethics regulat ion and recognit ion of dif ference is 

the point  where Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples’  rights to 

part icipate in research is legislated through the Nat ional Health and Medical 

Research Council (NHMRC). 

 

Chapter 5, ‘ Discursive Ethics’ ,  is a discourse analysis of the NHMRC 

ethics guidelines for research involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 

peoples. These ethics guidelines seek to protect  the collect ive interests of 

Indigenous Aust ralians f rom research appropriat ion and harm. No other groups 

in Aust ralia have their own set  of guidelines published by the NHMRC. The 

regulatory guidelines suggest  that  the best  means for Aboriginal and Torres 

St rait  Islander peoples to protect  their intellectual, spiritual and cultural 

heritage from research harm is to be act ively involved in the process of  

research. My analysis ident if ies a number of discourses that  produce 

researcher and part icipant  subj ect ivit ies. Drawing on these discourses as 

discursive intersect ions of power and knowledge, I consider how posit ions of 

alterit y are established and maintain an ethical imperat ive for Indigenous 

part icipat ion in research. 
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Chapter 6, ‘ Living the Talk’ ,  returns to the case study in pract ice. Here 

I out line the ref lexive methodology I developed to consider interpersonal and 

collect ive dynamics during the research process (Nicholls, 2009). I suggest  that  

addit ional polit ical and relat ional layers of ref lexivity are essent ial to crit ically 

evaluate part icipat ion by working ‘ the spaces between’  through ref lect ion 

about  collaborat ion. By exploring ‘ relat ionality’  as a methodology, this 

chapter discusses three layers of ref lexivity (self–ref lexivity,  interpersonal 

ref lexivity and collect ive ref lexivity). This ref lexive work entails resist ing 

essent ialist  posit ions while also recognising dif ference within a collect ive. The 

result  is the abilit y to see that  the Self–Other hyphen both connects and 

dist inguishes between us in processes of collaborat ive counter–colonial 

research. Subj ect ivit ies are formed by relat ionalit y, posit ionalit y and alterit y; 

for “ the self  is indeed a product  of social relat ions in profound and often 

cont radictory ways”  (Young, 1990, p.228). Developing an ethical subj ect ivity is 

to account  for this in evaluat ing research relat ionships.  

 

Chapter 7, ‘ Everything’ s by Word of Mouth’  considers the social 

pract ices of  gaining and maintaining ‘ community consent ’  as a part  of the 

process of negot iat ing counter–colonial research. The t it le is used as a 

metaphor to demonst rate how ‘ community’  is created discursively and non-

discursively through informal and unstable power relat ions. The reputat ion of 

a researcher, and their consequent  abilit y to successfully engage at  a 

community level is reliant  on ‘ community’  approval through word of mouth 

rather than a procedural and administ rat ive mandate provided by a university 

ethics review commit tee. I begin the chapter by quest ioning the 

unproblemat ic use of the term ‘ community’  (Hickey & Mohan, 2004, p.17) by 

unpacking the pract ical implicat ions of statements such as this: 

 

Mainst ream ethics includes social j ust ice, empowerment , 
fairness, the obligat ion to do no harm, but  for Aboriginal and 
Torres St rait  Islander peoples ethics requires that  protocols 
should be set  by the Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 
community. (Shibasaki & Stewart , 2005, p.3) 

 

This chapter shows how ‘ being ethical’  equates to following rules and 

obligat ions established according to mult iple discourses, social and 

inst itut ional pract ices, and the effects of power and knowledge within a social 

f ield (Foucault ,  1980, p.246). I offer various ways of conceptualising how to 
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work with a ‘ community’ ,  including recognising specif ic Indigenous uses of the 

term, and Iris Marion Young’ s metaphor of cit y life (1990, p.237). The process 

of understanding research according to those protocols ‘ set  by the community’  

creates complex invited spaces in which it  becomes impossible not  to meet  

with resistance. 

 

Chapter 8, ‘ Examine Your Mot ives’ ,  discusses how part icipants 

const ruct  their own ethical subj ect ivit ies as well as those of  others (such as 

researchers, government  off icials, non–Indigenous people and other Aboriginal 

people).  Through this discussion the role of resistance in part icipat ion 

emerges, for there exists a discursive rule ‘ not  to speak for others’ .  It  is here I 

consider ways of product ively engaging with resistance. I also consider the 

polit ical context  of the research, recognising how fear of unintended 

consequences remains a signif icant  challenge in the development  of t rust ing 

relat ionships. Fear of unintended consequences is a substant ive element  of 

how researcher subj ect ivit ies are const ructed, and how a researcher develops 

an ethical subj ect ivity. 

 

Chapter 9, ‘ Trust  and Resistance’ , concludes my argument . I suggest  

that  understanding one’ s subj ect ivit y as “ resultant  of the social expectat ions 

targeted upon it ,  the social dut ies accorded it ,  the norms according to which 

it  is j udged”  (Rose, 1999, p.222) sheds light  on the ethics of social j ust ice that  

govern researchers seeking to counter colonialism through part icipatory 

pract ice. I explain how part icipatory researchers const ruct  and at tach moral 

value to their methods by reiterat ing that  it  is the composit ion of 

subj ect ivit ies in part icipatory research that  gives the approach its moral 

authority: the potent ial for categories of ‘ powerless’ ,  ‘ oppressed’  and ‘ local’  

people to be ‘ given’  power over those who are ‘ outsiders’ ,  ‘ privileged’  and 

‘ powerful’ .  I restate the dynamism between subj ect ivit ies within invited 

spaces while const ruct ing knowledge about  others and simultaneously being 

‘ othered’ . 

 

My argument  shows how social relat ions between a researcher and 

Aboriginal part icipants can be bet ter understood as a dynamic liminal space 

const ituted by power relat ions (Foucault ,  1980). Rather than cont inuing to 

argue that  reversing the colonising gaze equates to reversing ‘ the dist ribut ion’  
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of power (as if  it  were a commodity), I will show how at tending to power 

relat ions is a useful means of understanding the complexity of the process:  

 

Part icipat ion as praxis is, after all,  rarely a seamless process; 
rather it  const itutes a terrain of contestat ion, in which 
relat ions of  power between dif ferent  actors, each with their 
own ‘ proj ects’ ,  shape and reshape the boundaries of act ion. 
(Cornwall,  2008a, p.276)  

 

It  is with this recognit ion of t ricky terrain (Smith, 2005) that  I now turn to how 

I came to be sit t ing under a t ree with Ruby and Barb, and I will discuss the 

details of shif t ing my subj ect ivity from researcher to volunteer in the process 

of having to ‘ move over’ .  
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CHAPTER 2   PEOPLES, PLACES & SPACES 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the background details of the case 

study I use to discuss part icipat ion in pract ice. This will posit ion and re–

posit ion myself  within a series of ‘ invited spaces’  (Cornwall,  2004). My account  

of f ieldwork does not  seek to assert  a non–Indigenous right  to cont inue placing 

‘ Others’  under the research microscope: this is not  an ethnography of the 

symbolic or cultural meaning of my act ions and those of others (Rose, 2004). 

Rather, my focus in this chapter is to consider part icipat ion as a discourse and 

social pract ice, and “ relate [ it ]  not  to a thought , mind or subj ect  which 

engendered it ,  but  to the pract ical f ield in which it  is deployed”  (Foucault ,  

1991b, p.61). Here I wil l out line the way in which my argument  draws from my 

experience of undertaking part icipatory research in collaborat ion with an 

Aboriginal community–cont rolled organisat ion. I will out line the temporal, 

spat ial,  inst itut ional and regulatory dimensions of the case study. By using a 

product ive definit ion of power, I will show how I sought  to make the research 

ethical by altering my subj ect ivity from ‘ researcher’  to ‘ volunteer’  to allow 

for the process and products of the research to be determined by the 

part icipants. This change is crucial to understanding how a researcher might  

have to ‘ move over’  and respond to resistance from part icipants in the many 

forms it  may take. 

 

Part icipatory research involves working with others, and placing t rust  

in the process of the research being undertaken and completed by a group (a 

complex combinat ion of subj ect ivit ies), as opposed to a single researcher 

(Hill,  2004). Unlike t radit ional ethnographies, which are based upon 

unobt rusive methods, this method demands collect ive act ivity over an 

extended period of t ime. My research sought  to create a series of invited 

spaces (Cornwall,  2004) in which a group of Aboriginal people could act ively 

part icipate, not  simply agree to be docile subj ects of an interview or survey. 

In order for the act ion of collaborat ive design, implementat ion, evaluat ion and 

redesign to be completed, the invited spaces needed to endure. As 

part icipants withdrew, new people entered, and the dimensions and contexts 

of the spaces altered. Spaces overlapped, part icipants had dif ferent  reasons 

for being involved, and relat ions amongst  the part icipants were as dynamic as 
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my own negot iat ions as an outsider seeking to develop t rust . The research 

process was therefore a f luid, unstable and complex experience. 

 

What  follows is my at tempt  to ‘ make sense’  of this experience. In 

seeking to consider ref lexively what  I have learnt  about  counter–colonial 

part icipat ion, I acknowledge that  predominant ly this account  is only one 

voice, and other perspect ives might  consider it  inaccurate. The way I would 

like this story to be considered is not  as a damning singular t ruth, but  as an 

account  of memories and emot ions, of bewilderment  peppered with my 

disappointment  at  my own unmet  expectat ions. But  these ref lect ions are also 

countered with accounts of inclusion, care, and generosity. Eventually, I came 

to recognise that  it  is the uncertaint ies within part icipatory processes which 

produce interest ing and meaningful data. As I will explain in the next  chapter, 

my theoret ical work in this thesis is to understand my own ethics (Foucault ,  

1994a) in relat ion to the part icipants in the research and the knowledge that  

our collaborat ion produced. 

 

This chapter int roduces the places, spaces and people of the case 

study. In this capacity, I need to dist inguish between concepts of ‘ place’  and 

‘ space’ : ‘ place’  is a stable, “ proper and dist inct  locat ion”  (de Certeau, 1984, 

p.117) that  delineates “ relat ionships of coexistence”  (de Certeau, 1984, 

p.117); while ‘ space’  is “ a pract iced place”  (de Certeau, 1984, p.117)—it  is 

about  power and knowledge. Both ‘ place’  and ‘ space’  delimit  the f ield, the 

case study.  

 

First  I will discuss my posit ion at  the outset  of this research process: 

this enables an understanding of how I came to do research with an Aboriginal 

community group in a part icular place, and how we then came to collaborate 

within a series of part icipatory research spaces. Second I will int roduce both 

‘ place’  (maps, signs signifying borders, names of ‘ places’ ),  and ‘ space’ : 

historical events that  shape people’ s understanding of land and others, 

contestat ions about  reclaiming and naming territory, how words on a sign 

inscribe social relat ions within space by recognising or denying Indigenous 

custodianship. ‘ Space’  ref lects the vocabulary of colonialism: mapping, 

drawing lines, creat ing ‘ order’  (Foucault ,  1966), for “ one of the concepts 

through which Western ideas about  the individual and community, about  t ime 
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and place, knowledge and research, imperialism and colonialism can be drawn 

together is the concept  of distance”  (Smith, 1999, p.53). Metaphors of ‘ space’  

are therefore relevant  to evaluat ing part icipatory pract ices (Cornwall,  2004), 

part icularly in the context  of decolonisat ion. 

 

Following this I will discuss the inst itut ional st ructures (both from the 

community and from the university) that  shaped the dynamics of part icipatory 

research spaces. I consider the bureaucrat ic and inst itut ional technologies 

that  mediate the terms of part icipat ion;  those that  allow, limit  and regulate 

who can part icipate and who cannot . The purpose of this narrat ive is to 

provide the details of a case study of part icipat ion: to show how part icipat ion 

is a volat ile social space encompassing mult iple power relat ions and 

resistance. Finally I will explain how these collaborat ive spaces operated as a 

series of events. I will give detail of  the methodology, the dynamics of the 

collaborat ion, and the outcomes of collaborat ive act ivity. 

Constructing research inquiry & negotiating relationships 
 
The locat ion of this case study unfolded through a series of  cont ingencies: my 

research interests at  the outset  (which were framed by issues of social 

j ust ice); my methodological focus on partnership with Aboriginal people; and a 

chance meet ing. The place in which this case study occurred was ‘ organic’  

rather than pre–determined—I did not  set  out  to study a specif ic locat ion. 

Rather, I intended to do research in partnership with Aboriginal people who 

were willing to work with me. In this way, the const ruct ion of subj ect ivit ies 

was intended (Aboriginal community members would steer the research) in 

order to achieve my interests in social j ust ice. At  the heart  of my beliefs was a 

supposit ion that  part icipatory research would result  in social j ust ice 

outcomes—to challenge stereotypes in research literature premised upon non–

Indigenous knowledge. I ardent ly believed that  if  Aboriginal part icipants 

cont rolled the process, the research could counter the colonial gaze.  

 

Therefore, although I had penned a research proposal about  a 

part icular topic (Aboriginal women and girls’  resilience to criminalisat ion), my 

primary focus was how I would undertake the research. I was part icularly 

inspired by the idea of decolonising the methodology (Smith, 1999). Within the 

f irst  six weeks of my candidature, I had met  Ruby at  a community crime–
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prevent ion grant  workshop in Western Sydney. Here’ s her ret rospect ive 

account  of our f irst  meet ing and our subsequent  research partnership: 

 

Ruby: [A.] and I went to the crime–prevention workshop for a submission and 

we met Ruth there. And Ruth was just startin’ out with her Ph.D. and she 

wanted to do research with Indigenous communities. So we had a chat to Ruth 

and then she came out to [us], and we said, ‘oh well, we could work with you 

on that’. And Ruth’s theory, well, how I see Ruth’s theory is, the research is 

about us telling her what we want, and us telling her how we want to be 

portrayed in her research, and to the point where we’re even allowed to look 

over the drafts and take things out if we’re not happy with it. So that’s what 

we do. And Ruth’ll come in and we’ll discuss some of the things we’ve talked 

about in interviews and things like that. So that’s how we got the community 

report. (7 August 2008) 

 

My focus on inclusion, t ransparency, representat ion and self–

determinat ion in the research process is ref lected in Ruby’ s descript ion of our 

partnership. I will provide detail of the process later in this chapter. But  I 

should also explain why I wanted to create a research collaborat ion that  would 

enable young Aboriginal women to challenge stereotypes about  their st rengths 

and resilience. How did it  come to pass that  I met  Ruby and her colleague at  a 

community crime–prevent ion workshop?  

 

My research background prior to beginning my doctoral studies was the 

social determinants of Aboriginal health, part icularly focusing on harm–

minimisat ion approaches for communit ies to take act ion countering alcohol 

misuse (Brady, Nicholls, Henderson & Byrne, 2006), and research for a 

historical analysis challenging stereotypes about  Indigenous use of alcohol 

(Brady, 2008). Under the social determinants paradigm, social factors such as 

racism, history, poverty, gender, employment  and educat ion direct ly affect  

health status (Wilkinson, 2005). An evidence base of social determinants 

enables health promot ion policies and community development  act ivit ies to 

complement  primary health–care intervent ions (I will discuss the status of 

Indigenous health in Chapter 3, and the social determinants of health in more 

detail in Chapter 4). One of the social determinants I wanted to consider in my 
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doctoral work was criminalisat ion of  young Aboriginal women, and ways to 

challenge racial and gendered ‘ pathologies’  of crime (Carrington, 1990). 

 

At  the t ime I penned my research proposal, Aboriginal people of all 

ages and in all j urisdict ions were over–represented in the Aust ralian criminal 

j ust ice system. This had been well documented since the issue of Aboriginal 

deaths in custody came to the fore in the 1980s and 1990s (Carrington, 1991; 

Cunneen, 1992; Cunneen & McDonald, 1997; Harding, Broadhurst , Ferrante & 

Loh, 1995). Stat ist ics specif ic to New South Wales il lust rated the gravit y of the 

issue: 

 

In the f ive years between 1997 and 2001, nearly 7% of the 
Indigenous populat ion in NSW received a prison sentence. 
Their rate of imprisonment  in 2001 was 16 t imes higher than 
that  for the populat ion as a whole. The rate of imprisonment  
was even higher than this for young Indigenous males. In 2001 
more than 1 in 10 Indigenous males received a prison 
sentence. The f igures for Indigenous women were lower but  
st il l very high—about  1 in 62 Indigenous females in the age 
group 20–24 were imprisoned in 2001. (Weatherburn, Lind & 
Hua, 2003, p.9) 

 

The f indings of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

at t ributed the high numbers of Aboriginal deaths in custody to the 

disproport ionately high numbers of Indigenous Aust ralians being incarcerated 

(Cowlishaw, 1990, p.103). In response, government  policy turned to consider 

prevent ion st rategies to incarcerat ion, incorporat ing not  simply changes to 

police surveillance and discret ion, but  also the responsibil it ies of Aboriginal 

people to develop within themselves protect ive social factors of ‘ resilience to 

offending’  within a discourse of ‘ community crime–prevent ion’  (a neo–liberal 

approach to policing social inst itut ions of family and community that  Garland 

(1997, p.179) might  consider a form of ‘ governmentalit y’ ).  

 

Predominant ly, research about  the resilience of Indigenous individuals 

and communit ies drew from socio–medical models to determine 

‘ developmental pathways’  to potent ial offending, with a view to developing 

‘ early intervent ions’  for Aboriginal youth (Homel, Lincoln & Herd, 1999). Risk 

factors for resilience included forced removal from family, ‘ welfare 

dependence’ , inst itut ionalised racism, alcohol use and cultural factors (such 

as congregat ing in open spaces). Protect ive factors included ‘ cultural 
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resilience’ , personal cont rols and family cont rols. This research concluded 

that  ethnographic and other qualitat ive methods were needed to explore 

cultural,  historical and local dif ferences (Homel et  al. ,  1999, p.184). Other 

studies used st ructured surveys of Aboriginal students undertaking tert iary 

studies (certainly not  a ‘ high risk’  cohort ) to understand resistance to crime by 

asking quest ions about  resistance to drugs and alcohol (Samuelson & 

Robertson, 2002). Concurrent ly, a social–ecology model (Zubrick & Robson, 

2003) argued for a ‘ developmental research agenda’ —by analysing ‘ distal 

exposures’  (such as socio–economic inequality, market  deregulat ion and 

mobilit y) in comparison to ‘ proximal exposures’  (biological dysmaturat ion, 

poor–qualit y parent ing, family conflict  and violence, drug and alcohol abuse 

and eroding social capital) (Zubrick & Robson, 2003, p.6). Again, these f indings 

called for empirical qualitat ive data about  cultural perspect ives of risk and 

protect ive factors (Zubrick & Robson, 2003, p.7). 

 

I was concerned by the underlying assumpt ions of this literature in light  

of Linda Tuhiwai Smith’ s (1999) Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and 

Indigenous Peoples.  In criminological literature, Aboriginal families were 

either “ viewed as sites of physical and moral danger”  (Haebich, 2000, p.13) or 

they were given (along with ‘ community’  and ‘ school’ ) a responsibilit y to 

become a site of intervent ion for policing children and young people. The 

rhetoric of community–based early intervent ion was to ‘ break the pathways 

leading to crime’  (Nat ional Crime Prevent ion, 1999:ix). Research measuring 

categorisat ions of ‘ protect ive’  and ‘ risk’  behaviours was ent renching 

subj ect ivit ies of ‘ problemat ic’  peoples and their cultures. 

 

I wanted to move my research towards a form of advocacy that  would 

challenge pathologising stereotypes of criminalisat ion. My research interest  

was to undertake qualitat ive research in partnership with an Aboriginal 

community group to create a case study of young Aboriginal women’ s 

perspect ives. My methodological inclinat ion was to employ an appreciat ive 

approach in order to avoid pathologising young people, their families and their 

community, and their culture (Bishop, 2005, p.110). As most  criminological 

research about  Aboriginal youth was dominated by a deficits–based 

vocabulary, I wanted to focus on the st rengths of the research part icipants, 

using the logic of appreciat ive research. The rat ionale of appreciat ive 
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research suggests focusing on ‘ problems’  only generates more informat ion 

about  problems; but  if  inquiry focuses on posit ives, research results can begin 

to f ind answers to problems (Ludema, Cooperrider & Barret t ,  2006; Zandee & 

Cooperrider, 2008). By using “ vocabularies of hope”  (Grant  & Humphries, 

2006, p.413), I ant icipated some of the negat ive associat ions Aboriginal people 

had about  part icipat ing in research could be addressed (Brough, Bond & Hunt , 

2004; Murphy, Kordyl & Thorne, 2004). 

 

The term ‘ appreciat ive research’  has dif ferent  meanings across 

disciplines: Ludema et  al.  (2006) take the term appreciat ive to mean focused 

on st rengths. However, criminologists such as Jupp (2006) and Katz (2002) 

take appreciat ive to mean that  the methodology is informed by hermeneut ics 

and ethnography; that  it  will study the social world from the perspect ives of 

the research part icipants. The aim is “ to describe, understand and appreciate 

the social meanings and interpretat ions which categories of individuals 

at t ribute to events, contexts and others’  act ions”  (Jupp, 2006, p.17). My use 

of the term was to incorporate both of these meanings: to focus on the 

perspect ives of young Aboriginal people, and defer from focusing on negat ive 

stereotypes. Part  of this logic was to counter the assumpt ions implicit  within 

my own gaze by involving community workers in the design and analysis of the 

research. 

 

Ruby: Ruth and [the community organisation] put in for the submission ... 

And we wanted to portray it in a good perspective, not in a negative one. So 

we got to design it and pick what we wanted in it and things like that. (7 

August 2008) 

 

 I met  Ruby and her colleague at  a community crime–prevent ion 

meet ing in Western Sydney in October 2005. She represented one of three 

Aboriginal organisat ions at  the meet ing. After I explained my presence at  the 

meet ing, she and her colleague invited me to come and visit  their off ice in a 

place called Richmond, a historic town on the north–west  fringe of Sydney. We 

discussed their grant  submission for community crime–prevent ion funding over 

a cup of tea. I did not  approach this ‘ place’  on the basis that  I had any 

evidence to suggest  that  it  was problemat ic (in terms of criminological 

indicators such as stat ist ics). Rather, this place became the focus of my 
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research because Ruby and her colleague allowed me to come in. As I will 

discuss, this was the f irst  ‘ invited space’  (Cornwall,  2004) of  our collaborat ion. 

White picket fences & a river called Deerubbin 
 
The Boorooberongal People of the Darug Nat ion are the t radit ional owners of 

Richmond. Dot ted with colonial sandstone houses, it s cent ral feature is a large 

cricket  pitch demarcated by a white picket  fence. Known as a ‘ Macquarie 

town’ , Richmond was established close to the Hawkesbury River to funct ion as 

the food bowl of the colony in it s nascent  stages: it s heritage is primarily 

associated with the format ive years of colonial agriculture. But  the sparkling 

river surrounded by lush crops was not  always called the Hawkesbury. Darug 

people also gathered their food from the river and its banks, though they knew 

it  as ‘ Deerubbin’ .  This place, def ined by a river, and the complexity of 

contemporary claims to ownership, provides the context  for my case study. 

 

My case study of counter–colonial part icipat ion is a ‘ situated pract ice’ .  

As such I seek to acknowledge the product ive aspects of power as it  converges 

between and amongst  people, inst itut ions and social spaces (Hickey & Mohan, 

2004, p.17). Moreover, my theoret ical commitment  to the local site of 

pract ices and inst itut ions is drawn from Iris Marion Young’ s assert ion that  “ to 

be useful in evaluat ing actual inst itut ions and pract ices … [it ]  must  contain 

some substant ive premises … from the actual social context  in which the 

theorising takes place”  (1990, p.4). This stance ref lects recent  theorising on 

the importance of grounding theory in the local as a means of ‘ decentering’  

the research process (Narayan & Harding, 2000): 

 

[T]aking the land seriously has implicat ions for social science 
knowledge … this applies to theorists as well as to fact–
grubbing empirical researchers. I want  to suggest  a new 
meaning for the term ‘ grounded theory’ :  l inking theory to the 
ground on which the theorists’  boots are planted … To this 
way of thinking, the local is the only site of knowledge or the 
only legit imate site of polit ics … This suggests an argument  
against  pure general theory, in favour of what  we might  call 
dirty theory—that  is, theorising that  is mixed up with specif ic 
situat ions. The goal of  dirty theory is not  to subsume, but  to 
clarify; not  to classify from the outside, but  to il luminate the 
situat ion in it s concreteness. (Connell,  2007, p.207) 
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Contestat ion about  names, mult iple histories at t ributed to place, acts 

of claiming and reclaiming are all examples of the way counter–colonial 

knowledge and power rumble and grind in the realms of the grounded and 

local. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999, p.157) writes about  the importance of 

naming and renaming the landscape in the process of decolonisat ion, drawing 

from Paulo Freire’ s saying ‘ name the word, name the world’ .  Engaging with 

the local, grounding and embedding the research within a site of historical 

complexity and subt lety, is to be “ sensit ive to the effects of prior processes 

which are themselves shaped by forces that  did not  originate within that  

space”  (Hickey & Mohan, 2004, p.17). 

 

Below are maps illust rat ing ‘ Count ry’  in the Sydney region. ‘ Count ry’  

refers to the land, waters and natural resources within Aboriginal spiritual 

domains, and operates polit ically as a ‘ nat ion’  (Dodson, 2009). The maps also 

show that  renaming and reclaiming does not  occur without  contestat ion. 

According to Elder Uncle Greg Simms, maps which ambiguously dist inguish7 

between Eora and Darug (see Figure 1) are incorrect : “ Eora means of the f irst  

people to walk out  of the rainbow, they are the rainbow people.  The Eora is 

the Cadigal clan of the Darug nat ion which is in Sydney Cove; that 's where my 

great  grandmother was born”  (Personal Communicat ion, 2 November 2007). 

From his perspect ive, Eora is a Darug ‘ coastal dialect ’  (Hinkson & Harris, 2001, 

p.xxi).  The ‘ Eora’  reveal one example of the polit ical complexity of 

embedding research in connect ion to land, place and Indigenous knowledges. 

Decolonising research is not  a simple or st raight forward process. 

                                             

7 Note the way Figure 1 represents Eora and Darug with the same key. 
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Figure 1  Map of Aboriginal nations of Sydney  

 

Source: Board of Studies NSW (n.d., p.19) 

 

During the onset  of colonisat ion in 1788 there were est imated to be 

some 250 Indigenous nat ions, and within each of these groups were clans with 

dist inct  dialects ref lect ing the heterogeneity of cultures (Arthur & Morphy, 

2005, p.78). The clans exemplify a local relat ionship to Count ry; that  is, a 

polit ical and spiritual relat ionship to a specif ic place and a responsibil it y to 

care for, and a right  to access, the resources within that  place. The 

contemporary system of local governance (the Hawkesbury Local Government  

Area [LGA]) incorporates Boorooberongal, Kurraj ong and Colo clans within it s 

borders. These groups are located the north–west  of Sydney, the top lef t  of 

Figure 2 (as indicated by the arrow). These maps are reminders that  there are 

many social and polit ical systems that  ground knowledge to a place, that  
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l inking theory to the local means incorporat ing temporal and spat ial 

complexit ies (Cornwall,  2004).  

 

Figure 2  Map of Aboriginal clans of Sydney  

 

Source: Board of Studies NSW (n.d., p.20) 

 

A member of the ‘ f irst  f leet ’ ,  Watkin Tench, realised the mult iplicit y 

of dialects in Darug Count ry upon meet ing a Boorooberongal man called 

Yarramundi during one of his expedit ions along the Hawkesbury River in 1791. 

Tench stated, “ our nat ives and the st rangers conversed on a par and 

understood each other perfect ly, yet  they spoke dif ferent  dialects of the same 

language”  (Flannery, 1996, p.194). Watkin Tench refers to Yarramundi as 

‘ Yèllowmundee’  (Flannery, 1996, p.193), and the dif ference in writ ten naming 

remains evident  today. There is a reserve named after Yarramundi at  the point  

where the Hawkesbury River becomes the Nepean River (Figure 3). Nearby, on 
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the road towards the Blue Mountains, there is a Regional Park called 

Yellomundee (Figure 4), a space in which caring for Count ry cont inues through 

bush regenerat ion and community development  act ivit ies coordinated by the 

Yellomundee Regional Park Aboriginal Bush Care Group and the community 

organisat ion involved in this research. 

Figure 3  Nature reserves in the local area reflect the heritage of 
Boorooberongal ancestors such as Yarramundi 

 

Source: Ruth Nicholls 

Figure 4  Variations in spelling show the complexity and contestation in 
renaming 'place' 

 

Source: Ruth Nicholls 
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While Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples ident ify as a group 

on the basis of a collect ive experience of colonisat ion, their experiences are 

also specif ic to place (exemplifying the many dif ferent  nat ions, languages, 

cultures) and specif ic to history (init ial contact  between the colonial 

administ rat ion and Aboriginal nat ions varied). Ownership and cont rol over the 

land was a high priority of the nascent  administ rat ion because of the 

Hawkesbury’ s role in developing agriculture. Contact  between the Darug and 

farming set t lers was violent  as both sides st ruggled to survive. From as early 

as 1795 there are colonial accounts of  Boorooberongal people being denied 

access to yams8 growing in the alluvial soil of their Count ry; of torture and 

death as punishment  for ‘ stealing’  the failing corn crops of  the set t lers, and of 

massacre under the auspices of the colonial administ rat ion (Murray & White, 

1988, pp.117–127). There is evidence of punit ive expedit ions in the early 1800s 

kill ing “ not  less than 400 blacks in the Hawkesbury Valley”  (Brook, 1999, 

p.14). Darug people fought  against  the invasion of their land in the face of the 

devastat ing impact  of int roduced disease such as smallpox, which spread 

rapidly and resulted in high mortalit y rates (Brook, 1999, p.8; But lin, 1983). 

 

The colonial administ rat ion had an inconsistent  policy approach to 

Aboriginal people, oscillat ing between states of war 9 and benevolence. 

Eventually, Governor Macquarie set t led upon the idea to inst itut ionalise 

(civilise, educate, normalise, assimilate) young Aboriginal people at  the Nat ive 

Inst itut ion, which was established at  Parramat ta in 1815 (Hinkson & Harris, 

2001, p.157). In 1823 the Nat ive Inst itut ion at  ‘ the Black town’ 10 replaced the 

Parramat ta facilit y (Brook & Kohen, 1991; Hinkson & Harris, 2001, p.142). 

Nearby, Yarramundi’ s daughter Maria Lock lived to the age of 70 on the land 

granted by Macquarie to her relat ives Colebee and Nurragingy (Hinkson & 

Harris, 2001, p.158). As a Boorooberongal woman, Maria and her family l ived 

on the f irst  land grant  made to Aboriginal people by the Brit ish administ rat ion, 

unt il the Aborigines Protect ion Board rescinded the claim in 1919 (Hinkson & 

Harris, 2001, p.158). 

  

                                             

8 Darug is also the word for ‘ yam’  (Kohen, 2006, p.19), observed by Tench to be a 
staple of the t radit ional custodians (Flannery, 1996, p.193). 
9 The Bat t le of Richmond Hill,  1795. 
10 Blacktown LGA (originally given this name because it  was an off icial set t lement  for 
Aboriginal people) cont inues to have one of the highest  populat ion densit ies of 
Aboriginal people in Sydney (ABS, 2007, pp.27–28). 
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The int roduct ion of the Aborigines Protect ion Act  in 1919 forcibly 

removed many Darug and Gundungarra families from their Count ry to 

cent ralised reserves at  locat ions such as La Perouse, Katoomba and the South 

Coast  (Johnson, 2006). Boorooberongal people had established camps during 

the 1840s in–between Windsor and Riverstone, at  North Richmond, and a 

mission was built  at  Sackville Reach (exist ing from 1889 unt il 1946) (Brook, 

1999, p.15). The policy approach toward relocat ing families depended on 

inter–marriage and fairness in skin colour (Wood, 1998). Some families 

remained in the area by obfuscat ing their Aboriginal heritage from the 

authorit ies (Tobin,1999). 

 

Cont rary to popular imaginings of Indigenous Aust ralia11,  New South 

Wales is home to the greatest  proport ion of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander peoples as a percentage of the total Indigenous populat ion of 

Aust ralia (ABS, 2007, p.18). Sydney has the greatest  percentage of Aboriginal 

and Torres St rait  Islander peoples living in one ‘ Indigenous region’  (9.2 per 

cent  of Aust ralians who ident ify as Indigenous live in Sydney according to the 

2006 census) (ABS, 2007, p.21). In the most  recent  census 1,162 people in the 

Hawkesbury ident if ied as Indigenous (ABS, 2007, p.28). While this proport ion 

as a percentage of Sydney’ s total populat ion (1.9 per cent ) seems low, the 

proximity of the community to Blacktown, Riverstone, and Mt  Druit t  should 

not  be disregarded—suburbs of Blacktown have proport ions ranging from 7.5–

11 per cent  of the total Indigenous populat ion of Sydney (ABS, 2007, p.28). 

Moreover, Aboriginal community workers assert  there are many more people 

who could ident ify themselves as Aboriginal,  but  choose not  to. 

 

Pearl: If our community wasn’t married, already out there, then everyone 

went down to La Perouse and somewhere else, I’m not sure. But some of my 

family ended up down at La Perouse, and some of my family were married so 

they stayed in the area. And I read a passage the other day, and it was about 

the blanket distribution here in Windsor, and fairer Aboriginal people weren’t 

eligible for them blankets, only the really dark people were eligible. And I’ve 

                                             

11 Because the Northern Territory has the largest  proport ion of Indigenous people (as a 
percentage compared with the non–Indigenous populat ion within its borders) (ABS, 
2007, p.18) it  represents a cultural front ier between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Aust ralia (Kowal, 2006a). In fact , only 12.9 per cent  of Aust ralian Indigenous peoples 
live in the Northern Territory (ABS, 2007, p.18).  
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often said to you about that stuff in the community about being fair skinned 

and different skin colour, and I think that’s all come from all that. 

Colonisation has just distorted everything. And a lot of people died as well, 

from disease, and then we had the massacre up at Richmond Hill fighting for 

the food, so there’s been a lot of stuff that’s happened here. A lot of stuff. 

And I know it happens all the time in a lot of different communities, but 

there’s quite a number of kids that don’t recognise they’re Aboriginal at 

some of the schools but everyone knows they are. (18 September 2007) 

 

Hence, self–ident if icat ion is not  the only precursor to inclusion within a 

‘ community’ .  To add to the complexity, not  all Indigenous Aust ralians living in 

Greater Western Sydney are t radit ional custodians of Darug Count ry. They may 

t race their ancest ral l ineage from other parts of NSW or interstate, ref lect ing 

the mobilit y pat terns of Aboriginal people to urban cent res for the purposes of 

seeking work or educat ion (part icularly since cit izenship rights commenced in 

1967) (Morgan, 2006; Taylor, 2006, p.3). In this case study, part icipants 

represent  Gundungarra, Kamilaroi,  Wiradj uri and Bundj alung nat ions as well as 

Darug. As such, connect ing research to the local draws out  the complexit ies of 

social pract ices and polit ics, rather than essent ialising place and Count ry. 

 

Aboriginal culture in the Hawkesbury has cont inued throughout  the 

ongoing years of colonisat ion, though hidden at  t imes by the threat  of 

assimilat ion policies and popular misconcept ions that  skin colour is a primary 

determinant  of cultural ident ity. Community development  programs and 

cultural events support  the ident ity of the t radit ional owners as well as 

Aboriginal people from other nat ions. An annual family concert  is held to 

celebrate NAIDOC week, with Darug singers and art ists on cent re stage. 

Welcome to Count ry is given in language, and young people are learning 

language from their Elders. The Aboriginal community organisat ion involved in 

this thesis was established to raise the prof ile of , and provide a voice for, the 

Aboriginal community in the Hawkesbury. Although neighbouring areas (such 

as the Blue Mountains) explicit ly recognise Aboriginal heritage, the 

Hawkesbury remains a place defined by its role as ‘ the bread basket ’  of  

Aust ralia’ s f irst  colonial set t lement . On the border between the Hawkesbury 

Shire and the City of the Blue Mountains, Aboriginal custodianship is 

signposted (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5  Contrasting signs of neighbouring LGAs: The Blue Mountains 
acknowledges Aboriginal custodianship 

 
Source: Ruth Nicholls 

In cont rast , the Hawkesbury sign has a white picket  fence, represent ing 

White ownership and cont rol over natural resources (Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6  The white picket fence reinscribes colonial claims to the land and 
waters of the Hawkesbury 

.  
Source: Ruth Nicholls 
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This int roduct ion to the place and spaces of the research case study 

highlights the complexit y and contestat ions inherent  producing knowledge 

grounded as in ‘ dirty theory’  (Connell,  2007). From this brief account  of the 

place in which we were located, we see that  the social dynamics of 

relat ionship to Count ry (being Darug or not ) immediately indicate relat ions of 

power within the composit ion of collaborat ion. Moreover, the contemporary 

applicat ion of symbols such as the white picket  fence serve to reinscribe 

colonial ownership and cont rol over a place comprising many diverse 

Indigenous cultures and people. There is no simple group of  ‘ Aboriginal 

people’  within this research, but  an array of perspect ives and experiences that  

cont ributed to the dynamism and f luidity of the research process.  

Institutions & regulations 
 
The next  important  considerat ion for this story of part icipatory research is an 

account  of the inst itut ions and regulat ions which shaped the process of  

creat ing and maintaining ‘ invited spaces’ . There are several forms of 

inst itut ion to consider here. There are university rules and regulat ions 

associated with governance st ructures, such as ethics review commit tees, 

accountabilit y to the Nat ional Health and Medical Research Council,  higher 

degree research rules for panel review of proposals, postgraduate student  

funding and candidature t ime lines. Publishing, present ing and authoring 

research are of this inst itut ional context , as is creat ing a dist inct ion between 

‘ the f ield’  (where informat ion is collected), and the inst itut ional spaces where 

theorising, writ ing, and research are carried out .  

 

The f ield also has its own inst itut ions and regulat ions: community 

ident it ies such as Elders and Tradit ional Owners, community governance 

st ructures such as management  commit tees, reference and consultat ion 

groups, and social roles such as ‘ parent ’ ,  ‘ youth’ , ‘ worker’ ,  ‘ community 

member’ .  All of these operate within a nexus of  grant  monies and proj ect  

acquit tals, interact ion with local and regional government  agencies, and a 

busy one–room off ice space, housing several Aboriginal community workers at  

a t ime. 

 

My research required approval from the University of Western Sydney 

Human Ethics Commit tee, and had to meet  the principles out lined in both The 
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National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans (NHMRC, 

1999) and Values and Ethics: Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Health Research (NHMRC, 2003). Obtaining ethical 

approval from the University required that  I provide evidence of community 

involvement  in the development  of the research proposal and of the ways in 

which community members would be involved in the research. I had begun 

negot iat ions with the community organisat ion in October 2005, and the 

proj ect  manager provided writ ten confirmat ion of our agreement  on 17 May 

2006 to support  my research proposal and ethics applicat ion. The University 

ethics commit tee granted me approval in October 2006 [HREC 06/ 119] to 

begin the research ‘ proper’ .  Hence, I had been negot iat ing the terms of 

community part icipat ion in the research with the organisat ion for a year 

before I was inst itut ionally cleared to commence research act ivit ies.   

 

The issue of  when ‘ part icipat ion’  in part icipatory research technically 

begins is not  often discussed in crit iques of ethical guidelines. But  it  is a 

challenge and a grey area of ethical regulat ion of the research—for while the 

researcher is in the process of negot iat ing design and ethics processes they are 

not  inst itut ionally considered to be undertaking research per se.  Some 

part icipatory act ion research pract it ioners have discussed the 

incommensurabilit y of the procedural account  of research pract ice as 

envisioned in ethics governance, compared to the realit y of community–based 

pract ice (Boser, 2006; Grant , Nelson & Mitchell,  2008). However, there is 

scant  detailed discussion about  this issue documented in the Aust ralian 

literature regarding part icipatory research involving Indigenous peoples, 

part icularly given the NHMRC requirements for evidence of consultat ion and 

negot iat ion in ethics applicat ions. This ethical/ legal grey area warrants 

further considerat ion as a technical and legal issue. What  is relevant  to my 

argument  is the creat ion of a regulatory ‘ grey space’  in which a researcher 

can only claim to be ethical by referring to part icipatory processes. 

 

A consistent  element  of negot iat ions with the community associat ion 

was that  I would acknowledge the organisat ion and recognise the intellectual 

cont ribut ions of the workers to the development  of the proj ect . On these 

terms it  was important  to ensure communicat ion and research business was 

inclusive and t ransparent . My involvement  with organisat ion was minuted at  
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community management  commit tee meet ings from November 2005 to 

November 2008. In January 2006 I gained verbal approval from the community 

management  commit tee to undertake research in partnership after making a 

short  presentat ion of my research intent ions. During this meet ing it  was 

established that  I would ensure that  feedback from our research would be 

provided to the community through the management  commit tee. Thus my 

behaviour was also regulated by rules of incorporat ion for governing a 

community associat ion.  

 

Every year a new management  commit tee is elected at  the Annual 

General Meet ing. Through volunteering, I maintained connect ions with the 

commit tee members, and our act ivit ies were regularly reported in Annual 

Reports (2006, 2007, 2008). Often guidelines suggest  researchers broker a 

writ ten agreement  with community representat ion. I would argue, however, 

that  at tent ion must  also be paid to informal contact  with community members 

as a way of maintaining agreements and collect ive consent  for research 

proj ects. With every new commit tee member, I needed to renew negot iat ions 

in order to maintain the agreement  discursively. Relying on a writ ten 

agreement  may provide a legal basis for cont inuing research act ivit ies, but  it  

will not  generate t rust . Rather, it  might  erode the reputat ion of the 

researcher and associated proj ect . 

 

In terms of university governance, the University required that  I not ify 

their ethics commit tee chair of any further changes to the research methods 

(personal communicat ion, 10 October 2006). A researcher is required to 

report , j ust ify and ask for inst itut ional approval to exercise those changes. 

The f irst  of these changes I reported was in November 2006 (only a month 

after receiving init ial approval) due to unant icipated changes to community 

workers involved, and a new collaborat ive recruit ing st rategy for involving 

young people in the proj ect . Once the research had begun in earnest ,  it  was 

evident  that  the proj ect  needed to be f luid and adaptable to new informat ion 

and networks. For example the community workers requested that  the local 

youth interagency (principally incorporat ing youth workers, council and other 

community agencies), as well as the local ‘ technical and further educat ion’  

(TAFE) college become involved. Following this, I again modif ied the research 

protocol to acquire approval to undertake the evaluat ion interviews 
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(September 2007). The result  of this constant  need for adj ustment , and the 

requirement  for me to ask permission to associate the research with 

community–determined changes f il led me with anxiety. I felt  I was walking a 

f ine line between meet ing the legal requirements of f ieldwork and being 

ethically responsive to the community–based development  of the research 

design.  

 

I have published a minor account  of  the cont rast  between inst itut ional 

and community expectat ions of research procedures in the Journal of 

Metropolitan Universities and Community Engagement (Darcy, Nicholls,  Roffey 

& Rogers, 2008). As an example of my concerns, I discuss the perceived 

formality of  signed consent  forms from the community perspect ive. While I 

was inst itut ionally required to focus on developing an administ rat ive 

accountabilit y of f ieldwork by draft ing and negot iat ing writ ten consent , the 

part icipants expressed their discomfort  with bureaucrat ic forms requiring 

signatures and cont ractual agreement . The draf t ing of the consent  forms (for 

both the parents/ guardians and the young people) highlighted a t ime of 

disconnect ion, as I had to dif ferent iate my role in the proj ect  as a researcher 

seeking to ext ract  data legally from the process. This eroded the collaborat ive 

‘ feel’  of the proj ect  and showed how inst itut ional protocols designed to 

‘ protect ’  part icipants can actually be perceived as threatening. I was required 

to state that  the data would be stored ‘ securely’  on campus and ‘ dest royed’  

f ive years af ter the research has been completed. My moral goal of using 

part icipat ion to support  and encourage community ownership and cont rol of 

data diminished with every form I handed out . My inst itut ional ethics 

requirements reinscribed a colonising gaze. 

 

I did not  set  out  to follow neat ly a pat tern of part icipatory act ion 

research method. My interpretat ion of the ethical guidelines (NHMRC, 2003), 

focused on: 

 

• processes and protocols of consultat ion 

• consent  (ongoing, not  simply at  the outset ) 

• negot iat ion (ongoing, not  simply at  the outset ) 

• involvement  and inclusion 

• community Benefit  
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• ownership and publicat ion of materials 

• exploitat ion of Indigenous knowledge as a potent ial ‘ harm’ . 

 

I soon recognised that  my interpretat ion of Values and Ethics:  Guidelines 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research (NHMRC, 2003) had 

resulted in a methodology of community–based part icipatory research. In 

seeking to engage with a social j ust ice imperat ive for research, the ethical 

weight  of part icipatory outcomes became cent ral.  While I was aware of the 

dif fering views within the ‘ family’  of part icipatory methodologies (Freirian 

Act ion Research, Community–based Part icipatory Research, Rural–Appraisal, 

Collaborat ive Inquiry, and so on) (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p.7), their 

methodological similarit ies were the best  connect ion I could make with the 

ethics guidelines.  

 

My connect ion between ethics and methods drew me to focus on an 

applied issue or problem (a pract ical problem which may be dist inct  f rom the 

idea of a research problem) determined by the part icipants at  a local level. As 

a collaborat ion, we would develop an act ivity to address the issue, implement  

the act ivity, and then evaluate our act ions. The evaluat ion would then 

determine which future act ions might  be taken to address the issue further on 

a grander scale through funding opportunit ies. On these terms I wanted the 

proj ect  to produce various types of  knowledge including experient ial,  fusing 

with theoret ical to generate social t ransformat ion, often referred to as the 

‘ act ion turn’  (Chiu, 2006, p.190). I emphasised inclusion throughout  all stages 

of the research in an effort  to make the power dynamics of the research 

process as t ransparent  as possible. 

 

While I felt  this approach responded to the values in the guidelines, it  was 

dif f icult  to understand clearly where I stood in the process. I was aware that  I 

was a catalyst  for int roducing research act ivit ies within the community 

development  focus of the organisat ion; however I needed to work out  how I 

would meet  the requirements of a doctoral dissertat ion—was ‘ solving’  

problems of st ructural oppression possible within 3–4 years? I realised that  the 

ethics guidelines and the counter–colonial l iterature (Smith, 1999) represented 

a cont ra discourse to the managerialism of candidature t imelines and funding, 

in addit ion to systems of  ownership/ copyright  at t ributed to the material 
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presented in the thesis. As Zolner highlights: “ The way that  dissertat ions are 

thought  of at  the university negates some of the fundamental tenets of 

collaborat ive, community–based research. If  this was a collaborat ive proj ect , 

then how could I be the single author of the f inal dissertat ion?”  (2003, p.105). 

The moral obligat ion I had established towards the research topic was placed 

in opposit ion to the inst itut ional st ructures that  facilitated my candidature. I 

was vexed. 

 

Over the course of the proj ect  it  became clearer that  it  was not  my 

prerogat ive to emancipate others and make vast  claims about  the 

t ransformat ive outcomes of the research. Instead, I needed to alter my view 

to consider whether “ the process of  part icipatory act ion research can in it self  

become a space in which dominant  discourses are challenged and framed”  

(Gaventa & Cornwall,  2008, p.176). I began to think that  the implicit  

assumpt ion that  ‘ part icipat ion’  equated to ‘ ethical’  research (and ‘ resistance’  

equated to ‘ unethical’  research) needed to be challenged. It  was through the 

process of evaluat ing the experience of research that  I came to this posit ion. 

Temporal dimensions of fieldwork 
 
The development  of a part icipatory proj ect  is not  linear; it  is messy, 

emot ionally murky at  t imes and requires constant  adj ustment  of expectat ions. 

It  demands from a collect ive group an intuit ive and intellectual stamina. This 

sect ion of the case study delineates the morphology of the proj ect  over t ime, 

and demonst rates not  only the f lexibilit y of part icipants in this dynamic 

environment , but  the parallel endurance required. I have provided this 

narrat ive account  to give context  to the themes considered in the lat ter 

sect ion of this thesis, and to the constant ly changing relat ionships amongst  

and between part icipants and myself .  This account  shows that  ‘ t rust ’  is a 

process that  needs to be constant ly at tended to, part icularly in the face of 

resistance. 

 

To frame my narrat ive account  I have summarised signif icant  events 

throughout  the period of my f ieldwork highlight ing the process of consultat ion, 

negot iat ion, community cont rol and involvement . Over a period of three 

years, negot iat ion and renegot iat ion was ongoing. During this t ime period, 

many of the community stakeholders involved in the proj ect  changed (some 
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lef t ,  some j oined, and some adopted new roles within the invited space of the 

research). Following the table I provide more detail of the process. I have used 

‘ spaces’  as a descriptor to cross–reference with the table and assist  in 

clarifying sequences of events. This also shows how complex the research 

process has been as part icipatory act ivit ies overlap and intermingle. 

 

Table 1  Temporal dimensions of the case study in relation to ‘invited 
spaces’ of participatory research 

 

Time frame 

 

Act ivity 

 

Space 

 

September 

2005 

 

I commence Ph.D. candidature. I have no community contacts in 

Western Sydney, but  have a proposal (and a counter–colonial moral 

commitment ) to undertake work with the ‘ local Aboriginal community’ .  

 

1st  

 

October 2005 

 

I meet  the Aboriginal community organisat ion proj ect  manager and 

administ rat ion worker at  a community crime–prevent ion meet ing held in 

Western Sydney. 

 

1st  

 

November 

2005 

 

The Aboriginal community organisat ion submits a proposal to the 

At torney General’ s community crime–prevent ion grant  round. I am 

included as an evaluator of the proj ect . 

 

1st  

 

December 

2005–

September 

2006 

 

Informal meet ings at  the organisat ion, developing t rust , consult ing on 

ideas to develop for the future while we wait  on the outcome of the 

funding. 

Meanwhile I have to submit  my full proposal for conf irmat ion of Ph.D. 

candidature and ethics approval. 

I volunteer for Sorry Day and for the local NAIDOC commit tee. 

 

1st  

 

October 2006 

 

We are not  successful in the crime–prevent ion grant  applicat ion. 

The proj ect  manager leaves unexpectedly. 

My init ial ethics applicat ion receives approval. 

 

1st  

 

December 

2006 

 

A smaller proj ect  is developed, and a grant  won to fund act ivit ies.  

A new management  commit tee is elected. 

New staff  j oin the community organisat ion and I need to work to 

develop t rust .  

I resubmit  my ethics applicat ion according to the new proj ect  design. 

 

2nd 

0 



 

 

March 2007 

 

Gatekeepers crucial to youth recruitment  in the proj ect  indicate their 

wish to have won the grant  money. Dif f iculty engaging gatekeepers to 

encourage youth part icipat ion. 

 

Trust  not  adequately developed with all members of the team and 

resistance occurs in respect  to dist ribut ing and collect ing consent  forms 

and encouraging part icipat ion through stakeholder liaison. 

 

Hip–hop in the Hawkesbury workshops are facilitated by a high–profile 

Aboriginal hip–hop art ist .  Youth part icipat ion in the workshops is lower 

than ant icipated (cont rary to youth consultat ion during the design phase 

that  indicated this act ivity would interest  youth in part icipat ing). 

 

The proj ect  did not  provide t ransport  to the workshops, although the 

workshops were held at  community neighbourhood cent res. Torrent ial 

rain results in minor f looding on the day of the f inal workshop—unless 

part icipants have parent  with a car to drive them they are unable to 

at tend. 

 

2nd 

 

April 2007–

August  2007 

 

I volunteer for Sorry Day, and provide administ rat ive assistance to the 

NAIDOC commit tee (regular ongoing volunteering approximately 2 days 

per week). Trust  begins to develop, although staff  changes cont inue. 

 

As the results of the hip–hop workshops are not  as expected I have to 

change tack in order to meet  my Ph.D. requirements. I consider a 

ref lexive evaluat ion of the process will cont ribute to decolonisat ion and 

ethics literature.  

 

Discuss this shif t  in research focus with community workers at  the 

organisat ion. There is relief for everyone that  my Ph.D. t imeline no 

longer places pressure on the collaborat ion to achieve outputs.  

 

3rd 

 

September 

2007 

 

I am invited to undertake interviews with community workers and 

commit tee members about  ‘ the ethics of research’  from a community 

perspect ive. 

I submit  another modif icat ion to my ethics applicat ion. 

 

3rd 

 

October 2007 

 

We t ravel interstate to present  collaborat ively at  a Nat ional Ethics 

 

3rd 
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Conference.  

New staff  j oin the team, requiring the development  of t rust  again. 

 

December 

2007 

 

I volunteer for Annual General Meet ing. 

A new management  commit tee is elected. 

 

3rd 

 

March 2008 

 

Community workers reignite act ion research process. I provide t raining 

in interview techniques, the workers develop semi–st ructured interview 

schedules and record interviews. The research is owned and cont rolled 

by the community group. 

Volunteering for NAIDOC commit tee and Sorry Day maintains my contact  

with the group on a regular basis. 

 

2nd 

 

April 2008  

 

I t ranscribe interviews and facilitate workshops in group data analysis. 

We use group idea building, mind maps and colourful text  collages. 

Youth part icipants in the proj ect  provide artwork for the community 

report . 

 

2nd 

 

June 2008  

 

Draft  community report  presented to youth focus group for evaluat ion. 

 

2nd 

 

July 2008 

 

Community report , postcard and badge printed and ready for 

dist ribut ion during NAIDOC week. 

 

2nd 

 

September 

2008  

 

Finalise interview excerpts to be used in the thesis. Discuss context  of 

use with part icipants for const ruct  validity. 

 

3rd 

 

November 

2008 

 

Provide formal feedback and present  a community report  of research 

f indings to the community management  commit tee. 

 

3rd 

 

A first invited space 

 
I begin my account  of the f irst  invited space with my visit  to Ruby and her 

colleague at  their off ice in Richmond to further a grant  applicat ion to the 

At torney General’ s Off ice for a community crime–prevent ion init iat ive. The 

proj ect  design was an ambit ious three to f ive year community crime–

prevent ion intervent ion. It  was to involve mult iple Aboriginal community 

organisat ions (the other associated groups represented ‘ Aboriginal families’  

and ‘ Aboriginal women’  specif ically). The goal of the work was to produce 
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evaluated outcomes of social crime–prevent ion and community awareness of 

youth issues.  While the community development  workers were to undertake a 

number of preventat ive social intervent ions (in the form of youth–cent red 

community development  init iat ives focusing on self–esteem and self–

expression), my role as a researcher would be to evaluate and provide analysis 

for the outcome assessment  of the proj ect . This proj ect  was designed quickly 

(within a mat ter of a few days) in response to the deadline of that  grant  

round. My role was an auxiliary posit ion to a community development  proj ect  

(as opposed to a proj ect  devoted purely to part icipatory act ion research).  

 

While we waited for the outcome of the grant  we cont inued to meet  

informally to develop t rust  and discuss ideas without  a deadline of a formal 

proj ect  (from the community organisat ion’ s perspect ive).  One of the most  

important  pieces of feedback I received was that  I was prepared to l isten and 

discuss ideas and negot iate, rather than impose a predetermined research 

proj ect  on the collaborat ion. This meant  that  over t ime, the details of the 

proj ect , the research quest ions and the expectat ions of the proj ect  changed, 

and everyone in the collaborat ion demonst rated f lexibilit y.  As a f ledgling 

researcher this t ime was full of uncertainty—I had to present  a detailed 

proposal to a university panel to conf irm my candidature and I needed to 

acquire ethics approval to undertake the work involving young people. 

Knowing that  the ethics process could take t ime, I needed to determine 

details of methods, including unintended consequences and potent ial harm. 

This was a challenging task given the indeterminacy of the proj ect  and the 

need for funding to implement  community development  act ivit ies in addit ion 

to gathering informat ion. 

 

The terms of negot iat ion and consultat ion in the part icipatory process 

altered my init ial focus on the perspect ives of Aboriginal women’ s resil ience 

to criminalisat ion. The community workers determined that  their community 

development  proj ect  was not  to exclude young men—because they were 

commit ted to the idea that  men and boys were to be involved in creat ing 

solut ions to problems. My primary methodological interest  was to ensure that  

my Eurocent ric gaze did not  colonise the research; I was part icularly aware of 

the crit icisms made of non–Indigenous women’ s feminisms over–riding the 

complexity of inequality in Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander women’ s lives 
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(Moreton–Robinson, 2000). This shif t  in my research focus is an example of 

how my commitment  to counter–colonialism meant  that  I did not  t reat  gender 

as a f ixed plat form of dif ference. Rather, I sought  to acknowledge that  

dif ferences within and between groups in communit ies (Cornwall,  1999, p.50) 

exist ,  which challenge non–Indigenous const ruct ions of gendered 

subj ect ivit ies. 

 

The plans within the f irst  collaborat ive space fell through after a year 

of collaborat ive meet ings. The proj ect  manager unexpectedly left  the 

organisat ion, and we did not  win the grant . The next  few months involved a 

dramat ic overhaul of key staff ,  and a sense of confusion about  whether I 

should cont inue to press for research collaborat ion during a t ime of intense 

organisat ional change. This factor,  combined with the realit y that  we had no 

funding, created concerns that  the t ime spent  developing t rust , discussing 

research ideas, approaches and ethics had been wasted. Despite these doubts 

the act ing proj ect  manager was prepared to cont inue working together. 

Reflect ing about  this period, Ruby noted the importance of endurance in 

building t rust : 

 

Ruby: I think what won it for me was when all that stuff went down with [A.], 

and you didn’t know where the organisation was gonna head but you still 

stuck in there … that’s part of that stuff. That’s part of that not leaving 

because the shit’s hit the fan and just sticking in for the long haul. (26 

September 2007) 

A second invited space 

 
We began a new iterat ion. We designed a smaller scale proj ect , with a small 

budget , short  lead in t ime, and with a view to developing an evidence base for 

the community organisat ion to increase grant–winning capacity. This proj ect  

was to be pilot–research for longer term community crime–prevent ion 

act ivit ies. With a new team leader, new staff  and a budget  (in the form of a 

small community grant  we brokered)12 the proj ect  was reconceived by drawing 

upon elements we had collaborat ively developed in the f irst  phase (we knew, 

                                             

12 The proj ect  was co-funded by a community grant  for not  for profit  organisat ions, 
provided by The Foundat ion for Young Aust ralians ‘ Indigenous Small Grants Program’  
(ht tp:/ / www.youngaust ralians.org/ fund/ ya_fund_indigenous.asp). 
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for example, that  young people in the area were interested in hip–hop [dance, 

music and art ]).  Although much humbler in scale and budget , the preparat ion 

of this new proj ect  was intense—it  required extensive stakeholder l iaison 

(through networks of schools, youth workers and families). But  after f if teen 

months of working together we had a budget  and a proj ect  ready to be 

implemented. Successfully complet ing this proj ect  would provide an evidence 

base for future large–scale community grants in the future, as well as 

demonst rate the organisat ion’ s capacity to deliver proj ects within budget . We 

designed three main dimensions of data collect ion: hip–hop raps, interviews 

and youth part icipat ion in evaluat ion. 

 

This space showed me that  although negot iat ions and consultat ions are 

ongoing, the results of such t rust–building work are not  stable. ‘ Community’  as 

an ent ity is not  stat ic, and neither are community organisat ions. In the f irst  18 

months of the research relat ionship the organisat ion had two dif ferent  proj ect  

managers, and six people in administ rat ive or proj ect  roles. Somet imes there 

were dif f icult ies and delays in recruit ing staff .  All of these people were busy 

undertaking the core act ivity of community development  work, establishing 

their own roles within the community. It  was dif f icult  to reconcile the realit y 

of doing part icipatory research with my t imelines for doctoral candidature. 

 

Ruby: And I think that might be a critical part of that, maybe the community 

that you research, they set the timeline, and I think universities need to 

understand that if you’re going to work in Indigenous communities, the 

timeline will be a longer, extended period. I don’t think you can put a 

timeline on it Ruth. You may have to say, look, I’m gonna do research in 

Indigenous communities; it may take a lot longer than somebody who’d going 

out, I dunno, to research something else. I don’t think you can timeline it. 

Because those relationships, you need to build them for a year and a half, 

two years, ‘cos no one’s gonna trust you. (26 September 2007) 

 

As a researcher I had to revisit  constant ly the shape of the proj ect  to 

ensure it  was aligned with community–defined interests. This was not  an easy 

task in such a rapidly changing and unstable research team environment . I was 

always aware that  I was an outsider, and that  I did not  know or understand 

community polit ics, and the nature of relat ionships between community 
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development  workers, with their own web of power relat ions, did not  involve 

me. The need for proving t rustworthiness, maintaining consent , and the 

potent ial for resistance was always present . Once up and running, the second 

space was more closely aligned with principles of part icipatory act ion 

research. We designed a small proj ect  to develop an understanding of 

Indigenous youth perspect ives of ‘ protect ive’  factors from crime. This meant  

two things: the inquiry needed to focus on localised perspect ives of young 

people themselves (but  could also be potent ially replicated for broader 

general implicat ions), and needed to generate rich qualitat ive data. We began 

by drawing mind maps together to decide the shape of the proj ect . 

 

Figure 7  An example of a mind map used to design the hip–hop project 

 

Source: Ruth Nicholls 

 

Our collaborat ive team decided to use hip–hop as a creat ive qualitat ive 

technique with Aboriginal youth living in the Hawkesbury Local Government  

Area. We knew that  young people at  one of the local high schools had 

performed raps in Darug language at  school assemblies to celebrate NAIDOC 

week. We also knew that  hip–hop dance, music and art  was popular with local 

young people. Drawing from internat ional literature, I saw the potent ial for 
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using hip–hop as a performat ive qualitat ive method (Ladson–Billings & Donnor, 

2008, pp.75–76). The hip–hop workshops were to be led by an Aboriginal 

facilitator. The part icipants would write lyrics to inform qualitat ive 

understanding of young people’ s perspect ives of resilience. I will discuss the 

rat ionale for this creat ive and unconvent ional approach short ly. Following the 

workshops, the community workers were to undertake semi–st ructured 

interviews one on one with youth part icipants augment ing youth perspect ives 

art iculated in the raps. Finally, youth part icipants would evaluate a draft  of 

the community report  to confirm whether representat ion of their ideas was 

accurate. The report  would include young Aboriginal people’ s raps, artwork 

and opinions. 

 

Hip–hop is a global form of youth culture (Mitchell,  2003; Perkins, 1996, 

p.258) that  emerged on the st reets of New York in the late 1970s, at  that  t ime 

performed predominant ly by African–American art ists (Bennet t ,  2000, p.59). 

Hip–hop comprises four creat ive elements: writ ing (graff it i),  dancing 

(breaking), rhyming (rap) and disk–j ockeying (scratching and sampling music 

from vinyl records). Some argue that  hip–hop comprises a f if th element , 

known as ‘ beat  boxing’  (Stavrias, 2005, p.45): the creat ion of a beat  using 

human voice, rather than machine. Daniel Banks describes this as ‘ the 

essence’  of hip–hop: “ the experience of creat ing something from your own 

body, from your own experience without  material or physical resources”  

(Aust ralian Broadcast ing Commission [ABC], 2006). The polit ics of hip–hop are 

dif fuse. Underground art ists cont inue in a spirit  of resistance, but  it  has also 

become a part  of the popular music scene synonymous with misogyny and 

violence in the context  of American racial polit ics. However, this is only one 

aspect  of this global, diverse movement . Banks argues for the following 

definit ion: 

 
For many people, hip–hop is synonymous with rap music, not  
knowing that  hip–hop is a global, mult i–ethnic, grassroots 
culture commit ted to social change, social j ust ice and self–
expression through certain specif ic modes of performance. 
Rap is a part  of hip–hop and in addit ion to the commercial rap 
music that  the record indust ry promotes, there are many, 
many deeply thought ful,  polit ical,  poet ic and socially 
conscious … art ists using the mode of rap to communicate a 
progressive counter–hegemonic message … it 's a process of 
reclaiming your own history; writ ing it ,  performing it  and 
keeping it  alive. (ABC, 2006) 
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Hip–hop symbolises a dual modality: while burgeoning as a global youth 

movement , it s st rength lies in it s abilit y to represent  the otherwise unheard in 

a very local context  (Iveson, 1997, p.42). Maxwell’ s (2003) ethnography of hip–

hop in Sydney’ s Western suburbs exemplif ies the meaningfulness of hip–hop 

culture to those located outside the racialised and ghet toised climate of North 

American popular rap music. Maxwell’ s f ieldwork focused on the meaning of 

hip–hop to caucasian males living in Sydney during the 1990s, showing local 

polit ics are dist inct  from violent  American gang rivalry. Instead, the Aust ralian 

focus seeks recognit ion through ‘ authent icity’ ,  which rej ects affected 

American accents and valorises the ontologies of those living in (sub)urban 

Aust ralia (Iveson, 1997, p.43).  

 

Hip–hop has come to have part icular currency for culturally diverse and 

marginalised youth, and has broad appeal in Indigenous Aust ralia (Stavrias, 

2005). It  has been integrated into various community development  and health 

promot ion act ivit ies. In these events, teams of hip–hop art ists13 (musicians and 

dancers) t ravel to regional and remote locat ions to run dance and rap 

compet it ions that  focus on a posit ive health promot ion messages. The 

potent ial for self–expression is exemplif ied by ‘ MC Bec’ , an Aboriginal hip–hop 

art ist :  

 

I think it ’ s j ust  there’ s no other form of music that  you can 
express yourself  the way you can with hip–hop. Because with 
hip–hop you can j ust  f low and j ust  keep going and express so 
much; because a song in hip–hop has so much more lyrics than 
j ust  an R’ n’ B song, or something j ust  about  partying, or 
shallow stuff  l ike that , ‘ cos with hip–hop you can express like 
really deep stuff ,  l ike philosophy and your own beliefs and 
you can tell a story, and you can j ust  spit  it ,  and j ust  let  it  
out . It ’ s l ike The Dreaming, like the Aboriginal belief,  you sort  
of in The Dreaming, in the zone, and that ’ s like hip–hop for 
me. I’ m like in The Dreaming when I’ m rapping or dancing 
when I’ m up there, and there’ s nothing else like it .  (ABC, 
2006) 

 

In the context  of research around crime, popular rap music follows a 

t rope of dialogue about  criminal behaviour. This generates a creat ive plat form 

for sharing experiences, cont rast ing with modes of inquiry that  rely on in–

                                             

13 The facilitator for the Hip–hop in the Hawkesbury workshops was involved in such 
proj ects. 
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depth interviews and potent ial psychological harm to part icipants. Hip–hop 

creates a performat ive plat form for discussing crime, as the content  is 

‘ wrapped’  or ‘ packaged’  in genre. This is not  without  analyt ical challenges, as 

“ the slipperiness of const ructs such as genre and discourse, and the dif f iculty 

of somet imes keeping them apart ”  (Fairclough, 1995, p.212) require 

considerat ion.  

 

We recruited a Murri 14 hip–hop art ist  from Western Sydney as facilitator 

of the workshops. ‘ Brothablack’  was not  only a successful art ist ,  he also had 

experience working in schools as an Aboriginal l iaison off icer, and expert ise 

running hip–hop workshops with Aboriginal youth in remote areas, focusing on 

healthy behaviour and lifestyle choices. At  the t ime of the hip–hop workshops 

Brothablack had j ust  released his debut  album and was regularly aired on 

Aust ralian MTV and the nat ional youth radio stat ion Triple J. The t iming of the 

workshops was of the essence—Brothablack was about  to go on tour overseas. 

We had the funding and the opportunity to secure an excit ing role model and 

facilitator for the workshops. It  was relat ively early in the school year and I 

was anxious to f inally collect  some data (I was by this stage eighteen months 

into my candidature). 

 

Recruit ing young people to at tend the workshops proved dif f icult .  The 

main challenges were: 

 

• gatekeeping and parental approval of a youth–cent red proj ect  design 

• an inabilit y to recruit  formally through schools 

• stakeholder j ealousy over the grant  monies 

• lack of t ransport  to workshop venues (part icularly in the case of wet  

weather). 

 

We began by working through the local youth interagency network 

comprising youth workers from the neighbourhood cent res, staff  from the local 

high schools, police youth liaisons, health workers, the council,  and other 

community development  areas of specialisat ion. The youth interagency 

seemed enthusiast ic about  the proj ect , and looked to have access to a 

                                             

14 His mother’ s Count ry is near Rockhampton, Qld (Carroll,  2001, p.69). 

9 



 

substant ial number of young Aboriginal people who they thought  would be 

interested in part icipat ing. The community workers and I visited all of the 

youth cent res personally to spend t ime with the youth workers, providing 

details of how the proj ect  would work and the need for both the young person 

and a parent  or guardian’ s writ ten consent . This highlighted the tensions of 

designing proj ects according to a focus on youth interest  and part icipat ion as 

opposed to focusing design on ‘ what  parents/ guardians will approve of ’ .  It  was 

only later, in the evaluat ion process, that  it  was revealed to me that  a 

community member and ‘ gatekeeper’  to youth involvement  felt  that  hip–hop 

was ‘ too cont roversial’  and was not  encouraging part icipat ion in the 

workshops. 

 

One youth worker we met  with was Maori.  He openly mist rusted research 

applied to a community development  context , and my involvement  with the 

community as a non–Indigenous person. He suggested that  I was at tempt ing to 

deceive youth part icipants by couching part icipat ion in research as a ‘ fun’  

act ivity. Although he was associated with an organisat ion that  ran hip–hop 

dance classes, and he ran music programs, we did not  have any part icipants 

from his neighbourhood area at tend our workshops. His percept ion was 

interest ing because I was conscious of not  using recruitment  st rategies (such 

as posters or community radio announcements) that  would suggest  the 

workshops were only about  ‘ fun’ . My concerns about  ensuring part icipants 

understood the workshops were for a research purpose limited the recruitment  

st rategy to engaging with guardians who had access to young people, who 

would pass on informat ion sheets and consent  forms (viz. Appendix A), and an 

art icle in the local newspaper (Hawkesbury Gazet te, 7 March 2007). 

 

In addit ion to these gatekeeper challenges, I did not  have ethical 

approval to recruit  young people direct ly through schools. This was for a 

number of reasons: primarily because the proj ect  was not  exclusively schools–

based (the proj ect  was to include young Aboriginal people aged between 12–24 

years of age and who would not  necessarily be at  school). Doctoral research in 

schools requires approval from the state Minister for Educat ion, and the 

applicat ion must  demonst rate that  the research is of use towards educat ion 

outcomes (those relevant  to the research needs of the Educat ion Department ). 

The proj ect  could not  be categorised as focused on educat ion—it  was 
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principally working in partnership with an Aboriginal community organisat ion 

to research issues that  would further community development  act ivit ies and 

increase opportunit ies of applying for larger grants in the future.  

 

When I was invited to speak at  the local Aboriginal Educat ion 

Consultat ive Group (AECG) meet ing I felt  palpable tension from staff  of a 

school I had visited. All stakeholder liaison I undertook was in the company of 

workers from the community organisat ion and the research was consistent ly 

framed as a partnership. One (non–Indigenous) teacher in part icular explicit ly 

indicated her wish to obtain the grant  money we had won for the proj ect . 

‘ Her’  students15 were the group performing raps in language at  their school 

assemblies. There were polit ics and egos at  play. There were only so many 

polite phone calls I could make to interest  schools in dist ribut ing f lyers about  

the proj ect . Disappoint ingly, again key gatekeepers did not  support  or 

encourage part icipat ion in the proj ect . 

 

We situated the workshops at  neighbourhood cent res within walking 

distance to public housing, public t ransport  and schools with a large number of 

Aboriginal families at tending. Despite assert ions that  hip–hop dancing and 

music are ext remely popular with youth in the area (derived from consultat ion 

with youth workers and parents), at tendance at  the workshops was abysmal. 

The f irst  two workshops had no part icipants, and the f inal workshop (for which 

we received not if icat ion of consent  forms in advance) was marred by 

torrent ial rain. There was, however a lively group of parents and children of 

all ages who at tended the f inal workshop. The part icipants all seemed to 

enj oy watching Brothablack perform, learning how to beat  box and shyly 

put t ing together a group rap while sharing pizza. Many of the children in 

at tendance were st il l in primary school and were the younger siblings of 

part icipants or the workers’  children (their parents were also present  for duty 

of care). In the end it  was only a group of six (eligible) part icipants who 

cont ributed to this rap. 

 

 

 

                                             

15 Approximately sixty Aboriginal students at tending this high school part icipated in 
‘ her’  ext ra–curricular programs. 
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Figure 8  ‘Hip–hop in the Hawkesbury’ rap lyrics 

 

I came along to write a rap song 

I came from Claymore out  to Glenorie 

To meet  Brothablack to write this deadly story 

The Greater West  is where I’ ve lived all my life 

St icking with my mates to keep them out ta st rife 

I’ ve seen a lot  of dif ferent  places that  you wouldn’ t  know 

But  I decided to kick ‘ em now with this funky f low 

From the beach to the west  

Walkin’  out  my back door where the air is fresh 

Comin’  down a steep hil l,  with my mad skills 

No spills, all thril ls, all t he compet itors I dril l.  

Buggin’  on my girl when I’ m really bored 

Window shopping: empty pockets 

This shit  I can’ t  afford 

Talkin’  about  the t ruth, we make raps with Ruth 

Stat ing the facts, raps meshed by Brothablack 

Mother Earth’ s pain, drought  give us some rain 

Fill ing Warragamba to save Sydney’ s future 

No mat ter where we go, this place our zone where we roam 

The area I call home. 

12 March 2007 

 

The meagre turn out  of youth (ages 12–24 years) part icipants had not  

met  my expectat ions of  engaging ‘ marginalised’  young people to ‘ represent ’  in 

a youth–cent red forum (this was to my mind, the ‘ success factor’  for the 

proj ect ).  Af ter each of the workshops the community workers could see my 

disappointment  in the at tendance rates. They assured me that  it  is always 

dif f icult  to engage at tendance at  community events, even without  ethical 

rest rict ions on recruitment  st rategies, such as consent  forms.  

 

Ruby: The only time I think we were really aware of the difference was when 

we did the hip–hop. And you were really quite stressed, and I stepped back 

and all of us were just oh well, we’ll go and get the pizza, there’s not much 

we can do, and I know it was part, it was important to you to get the research 
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but you were on a higher intensity than we were. We were like, oh well, yep. 

Let’s have pizza, yeah. We’ll have a feed now, try again tomorrow … 

Ruth: I was so stressed out. 

Ruby: … And that I think that’s one of the only times I’ve noticed a 

difference. But we get stressed, we’re not perfect. (26 September 2007) 

 

My internal logic deemed that  the research must  have been 

‘ inauthent ic’  part icipatory research because of low at tendance rates at  the 

workshops. The way Kowal describes part icipatory research init iat ives that  do 

not  achieve their obj ect ives ref lects how I felt  after the hip–hop workshops: 

 

Failed intervent ions are at t ributed to an inauthent ic 
rendering of whichever ‘ success factors’  are deemed most  
important . Perhaps the Indigenous part icipants were not  
adequately engaged and empowered, even if  they may have 
appeared to be; perhaps the program did not  really correlate 
with the community priorit ies, even if  people may have said 
so at  the t ime; … perhaps the people involved were not  the 
appropriate people from the community’ s perspect ive, even if  
some community people said they were. While these 
diagnoses may well be ‘ t rue’  in some cases, they are applied 
all the t ime, no mat ter what  the circumstances. This 
indicates the criteria for at t ribut ing inauthent icity are 
internal to remedialist  logic, rather than ref lect ing the 
external realit y. In a non–falsif iable loop, the definit ion of an 
authent ic intervent ion is one that  works, and correspondingly, 
a failed intervent ion must  have been inauthent ic. (2006a, 
p.158) 

 

In berat ing myself  for having failed to produce an ‘ authent ic’  

part icipatory success in the workshops I became temporarily blinded to 

recognising the t ime, commitment  and part icipat ion the community workers 

had demonst rated, part icularly as the workshops were held in the evenings, 

including a Friday and Saturday. Community workers had brought  their own 

children along, and had even organised for an art ist  to decorate a didgeridoo16 

as a gif t  for Brothablack. In evaluat ing the workshops I was told: 

 

Ruby: And a big thing: if we don’t turn up, don’t stress, because that’s really 

something that’s really well noticed in our community. If you stress out ‘cos 

something’s not getting done when you want it done.  

                                             

16 Made and decorated by a Wiradj uri person. Didgeridoos are not  inst ruments 
t radit ionally made by Darug peoples. 
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Barb: That’s what I find. If someone comes in who sees you and something’s 

happened and then they get stressed out well, you look at them and think, 

‘Oh my God, just leave me alone, go away’. (26 September 2007) 

 

I soon realised through evaluat ion that  my administ rat ive framing of 

research (for the purposes of at taining inst itut ional ethics approval) had 

excluded rather than nurtured youth part icipat ion. The hip–hop proj ect  design 

was targeted at  the discrete subj ect ivit ies of Aboriginal ‘ youth’  aged from 12–

24 years old, yet  the only workshop that  resulted in ‘ data’  was one at  which 

younger siblings also came along and j oined in the act ivity. Micah (another 

community worker) explained to me the importance of siblings, regardless of 

their age, being able to part icipate in act ivit ies. 

 

Micah: Equality—you know, if one can't have it, nobody has it. You could be 

one short, but that doesn't matter.  Nobody has it. Or if one can't go, they all 

can't go. … Sometimes, I’ve thought it's a bit harsh, but that's their system.  

You know, if one kid couldn't go on the excursion because he was in trouble, 

then the other kid couldn't go. (18 December 2007) 

 

My ethics applicat ion and research proposal had determined part icipat ion in 

the hip–hop workshops according to age brackets, an arbit rary marker of  youth 

relevant  to my research f indings rather than the interests of the part icipants.  

 

The hip–hop workshops were an experience of the challenges in 

meet ing community expectat ions while also adhering to inst itut ional 

requirements (Darcy et  al. ,  2008). But  this phase also forced me to consider 

crit ically the part icipatory process of the research itself ,  rather than focusing 

on ‘ failed’  data collect ion outcomes. Clues began to emerge about  why 

‘ resistance’  manifested. 

 

Pearl: Adapt. Be able to adapt, because I think that’s what you’d find. Well, 

that’s what’s happened in our community, now first we had one idea, you and 

[A.] and that didn’t work. Then we tried the hip–hop. And, well, you know I 

still believe that worked; it was just that isolation part. Um, maybe [M.] was 

right about the research stuff, that it did put people off. (18 September 

2007) 
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This f inal suggest ion, that  research had ‘ put  people off ’ ,  was a clue to low 

part icipat ion rates. I wanted to explore why people had resisted (refused to 

part icipate) in an act ivity that  was designed by community members, 

facilitated by Aboriginal people, and intended to benefit  the community. 

Despite the intent ions of the research design, community workers immediately 

involved in the proj ect  expressed misgivings about  my mot ives, and an 

overarching suspicion of research as damaging and stealing from the 

community. I decided I needed to evaluate this point  of resistance, because it  

revealed a gap between theories of ethical methods (such as part icipat ion) 

and pract ice. Reflect ing on the process, I recognised I had const ructed 

‘ compliant  research part icipants’  according to levels of inclusion (surely deep 

and authent ic forms of part icipat ion generated more representat ion and 

inclusion?). I needed to reconcile those characterisat ions with the lived 

dynamics of  shif t ing opinions, whispers and local polit ics. In doing so, I needed 

to adj ust  my view of part icipat ion to consider why community members had 

resisted involvement  in the proj ect . 

A third invited space 

 
After the poor turn out  at  the hip–hop workshops the community workers 

thought  that  they would probably never see me again—that  I would walk away 

disappointed. But  I did not  walk away (despite my doubts about  my capacity to 

support  ‘ real’  part icipat ion). I cont inued to volunteer, helping to organise 

community events that  marked Sorry Day and NAIDOC celebrat ions.  

 

Pearl: It’s about that, maintaining that relationship, and I know, and I’ve 

heard it through other workers and you’ll hear it when you talk to them 

about people coming in and being there for a little while … 

Ruth: And then just disappearing? 

Pearl: … And it happens all the time.  

Ruth: Yeah, I remember once you were saying something when you thought 

that I might go… 

Pearl: Yeah, yeah! 

Ruth: … After the hip–hop workshops? 
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Pearl: I did, yeah. So for you to still stay around after, that was also just 

another inroad in showing, look I’m not going to give up just because it gets a 

bit too hard. (18 September 2007) 

 

After the frenet ic lead up to the workshops, I saw the need to 

recognise fat igue on all sides of the partnership. The organisat ion was 

undergoing more staff  changes, and other community development  act ivit ies 

needed to take precedence over the ‘ youth crime–prevent ion’  proj ect .  A 

teenager had left  home, a baby grandchild had passed away, and dynamics 

between community members remained challenging and disorient ing to me as 

an outsider.  

 

I persisted. My approach was to remain in contact , part icipat ing in 

organisat ional life in a volunteer capacity. I helped out  when there was lit t le 

administ rat ive support  for the NAIDOC concert ,  writ ing stallholder let ters and 

other associated administ rat ive tasks such as taking minutes at  meet ings. I was 

determined to demonst rate commitment  to the organisat ion, to show respect  

and reciprocity (Maiter, Simich, Jacobson & Wise, 2008). I was heartened to 

be reminded of the ethical value of reciprocity when my co–inquirers 

presented me with a beaut iful hand–painted bowl f il led with fruit  and 

chocolate as a thank you for my volunteering. During this t ime, a shif t  

occurred. Workers who had viewed me with some suspicion began to warm to 

me. I was told in part icular that  act ions such as sit t ing on the f loor in the 

crowded off ice space ‘ won over’  those who had init ially mist rusted my 

intent ions.  

 

Ruby: Very much so. Body language very much. 

Barb: I think it’s very much body language. I pick that up straight away. 

Ruth: I think of when you’re talking about me sitting on the floor? 

Barb: That really opened the door for me, when you walked in and sat on the 

floor, and I was going … you know I think that’s when it was the end of it. 

That was it. That was when I just fully opened up to you. (26 September 

2007) 

 

As a consequence of this developing t rust , the workers invited me to 

interview with them, to ‘ help’  my dissertat ion interests and further our 
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discussions of research ethics (which we spent  many hours discussing 

unrecorded). It  emerged that  my act ions as a humble volunteer altered the 

community workers’  views of my subj ect ivity. No longer was I purely an 

outsider researcher—I was also ‘ a helper’ .  

 

Pearl: I think what did it for everybody was when you volunteered your time 

at NAIDOC; one, that you’re so far over–qualified to sit down in front of the 

computer and do that stuff for us as an organisation, that really won most of 

the Aboriginal workers over, and the community. Oh, Ruth’s in, Ruth’s 

organising the … yeah. And all the time you’ve spent, what’s it been? Two 

years? It has to have been nearly two years. Yeah, you know you’re always 

there to put your hand up and to me, that’s what builds relationships. That’s 

why people are willing to sit down and talk about your research or me and 

[M.] come out there, ‘cos yeah, part of it’s that we want to do it, but part of 

it’s to support you ‘cos i.e. you support us as well. Yeah, that’s the 

Aboriginal community. (18 September 2007) 

 

Jade: The thing that stood out for me with you in the relationship with [the 

community organisation] is that you actually contributed.  It wasn't just a 

matter of coming in and asking some questions then leaving.  You helped us 

organise a number of events, which were important to us when we were quite 

short handed and desperate for people to help so, and I think that's important 

in dealing with communities that you… um … It's not a matter of owing, but 

when people contribute and build a relationship with the community. I think 

that's probably more important than sort of swanning in with a bunch of 

questions and sort of asking about your attitudes or what you want, what do 

you think will fix these issues. So I think the most important thing with 

researchers, or anybody really, is to build those relationships first and then if 

you gain the trust of people, then you will probably get a better quality 

outcome. (30 November 2007) 

 

During this t ime of volunteering, I refocused my research on ethically 

evaluat ing the process of doing research collaborat ively. We drafted a j ournal 

art icle together, and t ravelled to Melbourne to present  at  the Nat ional 

Research Ethics conference. This was the reason I was sit t ing with Ruby and 

Barb under the t ree. But  it  was not  the culminat ion of our research act ivit ies 
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together. After this experience we found ourselves returning to the second of 

our part icipatory spaces. 

Returning to the second invited space 

 
A year after the hip–hop workshops I had completed a f irst  draft  of my 

dissertat ion with a new focus on ethics and methodology. There was no longer 

a st ress on gathering data from young people for my Ph.D. research, but  there 

remained a shared sense that  we had not  f inished our collaborat ive proj ect . 

Once the organisat ional changes had set t led, the community workers told me 

they were eager and ready to undertake the next  stage of data collect ion to 

complete the hip–hop proj ect . As originally planned, they wanted to do 

t raining in interviewing and data analysis. They had recruited young people for 

the interviews and were ready to go. We began the act ion cycle again, and I 

offered to volunteer my research skills, providing t raining in how to design 

interview quest ions (the group determined to use a semi–st ructured interview 

schedule using the premise of appreciat ive, st rengths–based inquiry). The 

community workers determined the quest ions and the frames of analysis, 

undertook qualitat ive analysis and revised the draft  community report .  I 

provided t raining in interview techniques, t ranscribed the interviews, assisted 

with t raining in group idea–building (Hurworth, 2007) and data analysis, 

drafted the community report ,  facilitated youth evaluat ion of the report  and 

organised the product ion of the report  and the associated materials (postcards 

and badges). The research itself ,  however, was ‘ community owned’ , and the 

data (youth perspect ives) collected was not  for my doctoral interpretat ion. 

 

The group f irst  needed to (re)determine and reiterate their overarching 

aim and quest ion. The reason for repeatedly clarifying the overall purpose was 

because there were new part icipants who had not  been involved in the hip–

hop phase, and it  had been over a year since we had stated our research aims 

in our proj ect  proposal. The group worked quickly and effect ively through two 

mind–mapping exercises (st rategies we used to design the proj ect ) and 

clarif ied how they wanted to present  the issues discussed in the data. 

 

Facilitat ing the group data analysis phase was emot ionally challenging. 

Another community worker, Biddy, became dist ressed and began to cry as we 

read through the interview t ranscripts together. She was closely related to 
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one of the part icipants, and the experience the young person was recount ing 

was upset t ing for her. This is an issue which is lit t le discussed in terms of 

part icipatory research—because of the embeddedness of the research in a 

local context , it  is impossible (and indeed not  desirable) for the co–inquirers 

to be disconnected from the data and the inquiry. This int imacy of inquirers to 

research material can be empowering and liberat ing, but  also runs the risk of 

being t raumat ic and unset t ling. Upon Biddy’ s dist ress, we thought  it  was t ime 

to stop, but  she was adamant  that  we cont inue on in the data analysis.  

 

Biddy’ s discomfort  in dealing with the data reminded all of  us of the 

potent ial harms of research, and the fact  we were dealing with embodied 

‘ real l ife’  problems (as opposed to theoret ical problems) riddled with 

emot ional issues which could not  have been planned for in the design of the 

research. Biddy cont inued working enthusiast ically on the proj ect , but  after 

witnessing Biddy’ s discomfort  Barb dropped out  of the process. Although there 

are other factors that  altered the terms of her part icipat ion, she was never 

again at  work on the days I came to visit  (most  notable on a day we had 

organised to do an evaluat ion interview). I felt  I had lost  her t rust ; perhaps 

from her perspect ive my subj ect ivit y had returned to that  of a ‘ cold–hearted 

researcher’ .  

 

The next  method of data analysis I int roduced was not  adopted 

enthusiast ically by the group. Part ly because it  direct ly followed after the 

emot ional incident  previously described, but  also because it  involved ‘ dry’  

mat rices. Using the technique of ‘ idea–building’  (Hurworth, 2007) I was keen 

to int roduce the group to a technique that  would record ideas and supplement  

report  writ ing (a task which community workers told me was always 

challenging). But  the writ ten task was met  with quest ions such as ‘ why are we 

doing this when we can j ust  talk about  ideas?’  And, ‘ this is slow and a waste of 

t ime!’  

 

Although I was hoping the group might  f ind idea–building a useful tool 

for future act ivit ies, when I returned the following week to complete the next  

part  of the analysis, all the community workers had lost  or misplaced their 

worksheets (a resource pack I had compiled for ‘ how to do research’ ).  Below is 

an example of one of the idea–building sheets used in this act ivity. 
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Figure 9  An example of group idea–building for the ‘Mittigar Gurrume 
Burruk’ data analysis and report writing 

 

Source: Ruth Nicholls 

 

While the group found this exercise painstakingly and unnecessarily 

complicated (not  unlike the experiences of other part icipatory research 

pract it ioners [Cahill,  2007]), this part icular act ivity was crucial for developing 

a clear idea of ‘ themes’  which the group could agree upon (usually there 
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would be an array of dif ferent  opinions expressed in conversat ion, without  a 

deliberat ion achieved). Furthermore, this act ivity provided detailed records of 

the context  of the report ,  which were useful reference material during the 

draft ing process. Employing a method that  requires a sophist icated level of 

literacy is obviously not  applicable to all research situat ions; however, I had 

hoped it  might  be a tool to develop capacity. In the end however, it  was most  

useful to me as documentat ion of how ideas were determined as a group. The 

part icipants did not  see the point  of  the exercise. 

 

The next  technique of group analysis was far more successful.  I stuck 

coloured sheets of cardboard on the walls: each with a t it le (from our mind–

mapping exercise we had decided to use three themes for the report ,  and 

there was also a miscellaneous sheet ). Below are two examples of these 

sheets with the t it les ‘ friendship’  and ‘ safety’ .  

 

Figure 10  Examples of qualitative group data analysis collages 

 

Source: Ruth Nicholls 
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We each took a copy of the interview t ranscripts, and highlighted, cut  

out  and glued our favourite quotes to the sheet  of cardboard we thought  they 

suited. After this process, we all wrote comments on the coloured sheets 

explaining why we thought  the quote f it ted, or responses to the data. This 

act ivity was a resounding success, and feedback I received indicated that  this 

process was fun and useful to the group for future research and group 

act ivit ies. 

 

Pearl: What I really liked, what really stood out for me was that evaluation 

that we did. And pulling together what we did in that report. And I’ve never 

done anything that way before. It really had an impact; I really loved it. And I 

would like to use that somehow. Because it really worked I thought. (25 July 

2008) 

 

The idea–building pages and the coloured sheets with quotes and 

comments, together with the rap lyrics, formed the basis of the f irst  draft  of 

the community report .  The workers gathered youth artwork (or any other form 

of self–expression) to add to the report , and recruited a group of six young 

people (all of whom had been interviewed for the community report ) to 

part icipate in a youth evaluat ion of the draft  report .  We met  at  the local Pizza 

Hut  on a Friday evening, and discussed the f indings of the report  over ice 

cream after everyone had had their f il l of the ‘ all–you–can–eat  smorgasbord’ . 

Some examples of evaluat ion comments are provided in the following table. 

Table 2  Youth evaluation of the ‘Mittigar Gurrume Burruk’ draft report  

 

Do you agree with the f indings of the report? 

• I agree completely, there aren’t enough safe places for young people 

to hang out. As well as enough public transport services. 

• Yes because I have friends that have that very problem. 

• Yes because it is true. 

 

Do you think adults will be sympathet ic to young people’ s point  of view? 

• Some will and some won’t. Many adults are indifferent to the opinions 

and point of view of the youth simply because they’re not as old. 

• Yes because that might be what their kids complain to them about. 
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• Hopefully cause their own children are probably in the same 

predicament.      (20 June 2008) 

 

 

With this posit ive endorsement  from the youth part icipants, we had 

achieved outputs of a full colour community–report  with artwork, poet ry, rap, 

quotes and group analysis. We also produced a postcard and a badge. The 

community report  t it le,  ‘ Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk’ ,  is a Darug phrase meaning 

‘ happy to see you friend’  (a Darug Elder gave the organisat ion permission to 

use the t it le). The report ,  postcard and badge show a st rengths–based message 

from the perspect ive of young people, highlight ing issues of  friendship, 

isolat ion, the need for t ransport  and safety at  night . 

 

Pearl: And I think that it also revalidates everything that’s been said to 

everybody in the Hawkesbury over and over again. Fix the bloody transport, 

give these kids something to do; it’s been said that many times, it’s just 

another report that says that, but in a different way I think. (25 July 2008) 

 

Reflect ing on these outcomes, I am reminded of a bus stop I pass on my 

way to Richmond. It  symbolises the f indings of  the Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk 

youth report :  the isolat ion and frust rat ion of people who rely on public 

t ransport  in the semi–rural periphery of a large city. Not  classif ied as living in 

a remote or regional place, young people in the Hawkesbury do not  have the 

same access to recreat ional act ivit ies and public t ransport  opt ions as their 

counterparts in higher density areas of the met ropolis. The rural ideals of the 

colonial ‘ bread basket ’  of Sydney are placed under threat  by vandalism17.  

 

                                             

17 I am not  accusing young people of vandalising the bus stop. Rather, I consider this 
example of vandalism as a metaphoric expression of frust rat ion and isolat ion. 
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Figure 11  A bus stop in Yarramundi 

 

Source: Ruth Nicholls 

 

My thesis does not  contain any further analysis of the f indings within 

‘ Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk’  other than this descript ion of the report ’ s role in 

the process of collaborat ion. In this way, the proj ect  dif fers from other 

examples of  part icipatory research that  integrate academic analysis more 

overt ly into the material produced. Rather, I highlight  the issue of method:  

 

In work with marginalised or vulnerable people, one of the 
most  important  features of these types of method is their 
‘ hands–on’  nature, and their abilit y to enable people to 
generate informat ion and share knowledge on their own 
terms, using their own symbols, language or art  forms. 
(Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007, p.17) 
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The organisat ion’ s logo features prominent ly in the design of the report  

and postcard, with the colours of the logo used to ‘ brand’  the package of 

awareness–raising products. The front  of the postcard is reproduced below: 

 

Figure 12  The ‘Mittigar Gurrume Burruk’ postcard 

 

 

Pearl: I think what I liked, too, about the research was that when we finally 

got the report done is [T.] picking up that postcard and saying, “That’s mine. 

That’s my artwork.” That’s what I feel we’re about. That’s empowerment, 

and that’s what we envisioned in that report. Empowering young people, not 

working on the negatives, but working on the positives of who they are and 

what they are. (25 July 2008) 

 

  The report  was conceptualised, generated, analysed and evaluated by 

the community members themselves. On the back of the postcard is a line 

from the workshop rap song: “ No mat ter where we go, this place: our zone 

where we roam. The area I call home” ; and a quote from a poem: “ Being 

Aboriginal to me means belonging to a group of people with a rich art ist ic 

history, diverse culture and unique sense of Family and t radit ions” .  18

Participation? 
 
Although the report  was printed and ready for dist ribut ion during NAIDOC 

week 2008, it  has not  been formally launched in the community. There have 

been a number of circumstances that  have delayed this event . I have learnt  to 

discern when I should step back and allow the part icipants to determine when 

and how they seek to further the outcomes and products of the research.  

 

                                             

18 Part icipants’  words were not  edited; rather, spelling and grammar remained exact ly 
as the part icipants had originally presented in their material.  
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This ‘ stepping back’  acknowledges that  part icipants must  l ive with the 

effects of research in a dif ferent  way to the researcher. I hope the report  will 

generate awareness and discussion amongst  stakeholders about  services to 

support  young people accessing public t ransport  and meet ing safely at  night . I 

also hope the part icipants will f ind the report  a useful resource for applying 

for funding in the future to provide evidence of community development  

issues, and evidence of their abil it y to combine init iat ives and research. To 

determine this I have at tempted to feedback the f indings of my thesis 

argument  to the community, in addit ion to report ing on the outcomes of the 

collaborat ion. 

 

Knowing that  communicat ing the f indings of research in an accessible 

and meaningful way is important , I sought  to deliver a f inal report  to the 

community management  commit tee in November 2008. The commit tee was 

provided with a copy of  a summary of the research prior to the meet ing 

(reproduced in Appendix B). I had hoped that  the meet ing would enable 

informal discussions and feedback. When I turned up to report , only two 

members of the commit tee were present , meaning a quorum had not  been 

achieved. Although another community member arrived late, there was no 

t ime for me to present  given that  other mat ters had to be considered. This 

raised yet  more quest ions for me about  the terms of part icipat ion. Although I 

had sought  to always be accountable, and a meet ing was arranged well in 

advance of the day, part icipat ion remained ‘ uncomprehensive’  (some might  

say unconvincing). I do not  think this is a ref lect ion of the people involved in 

this research. I now consider my expectat ions that  community commit tee 

members would be present  at  the meet ing to be based on a discourse that  

suggests part icipat ion operates as a uniform and unwavering ent ity, with no 

compet ing priorit ies in the lives of part icipants. I view this not  as an act  of 

‘ resistance,’  but  an example of the complexit ies of people’ s lives beyond the 

terms of ‘ research co–inquirer’  or ‘ research part icipant ’ ,  or ‘ commit tee 

member’ .  People possess many subj ect ivit ies, shaped by mult iple discourses 

that  priorit ise or hinder part icipat ion within an array of spat ial and temporal 

factors. Part icipat ion over a long period of t ime (three years in this case) 

endures only if  it  incorporates f luctuat ions, alterat ions and acceptance of the 

possibilit y for ‘ non–part icipat ion’  at  t imes.  
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Detailing the process of  part icipat ion in pract ice demonst rates how the 

discursive const ruct ions of subj ect ivit ies interplay in part icipatory spaces. 

Within this case study, I indicated a shif t  in my posit ion from t rying to 

facilitate part icipatory research involving young people to ethically evaluat ing 

part icipat ion with community development  workers. Crucial to the changes in 

‘ part icipat ion’  was the form of my subj ect ivity from init ial engagement , 

meet ing with resistance, mist rust , and gatekeeping to a change in how the 

community part icipants perceived my intent ions. Their views of me as a 

researcher changed when I commit ted t ime as a volunteer.  

 

Part icipat ion as a social space is mediated by boundaries of  inclusion 

and exclusion: being an insider or an outsider. Despite the best  of intent ions, 

as a researcher (with my inst itut ional forms, t imelines, need for data, task of 

a thesis to write) I maintained a posit ion of ‘ outsider’ .  When I let  go of the 

need for data as an outcome and focused on the process of working with the 

community as a volunteer, t rust  began to develop. My subj ect ivity, according 

to the community workers, altered. I became an ‘ insider’  of sorts, someone 

who was will ing to get  to know people, help out , and be accountable. With 

this change in my subj ect ivity, part icipat ion began to f lourish: the community 

workers invited me to undertake interviews with them to evaluate our 

experience (and help me out  with my research); and the workers took 

ownership and cont rol of the Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk proj ect  outcomes. 

 

My understanding of garnering community consent  changed with that  of 

subj ect ivit ies within the research process. Later in my argument  I will discuss 

the concept  of ‘ community’  exploring why the process of the research 

(protocols of respect , developing t rust  and recognising resistance) were so 

important  to the community members involved in the research. While the 

material outcome of our collaborat ion (the ‘ Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk’  report ) 

was a milestone, it  was the tangible shif t  in subj ect ivit ies that  enabled 

collect ive evaluat ion about  the effects of part icipat ing in research. Later in 

my argument  I will discuss the outcomes for part icipants and my ref lexive 

approach to writ ing about  community perspect ives.  

 

Understanding how subj ect ivit ies are const ructed (and altered) is a 

crucial aspect  of Foucault ’ s ethics. In the next  chapter I will describe the 
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theoret ical basis of my argument  for understanding oneself  in relat ion to ‘ the 

space’  between t rust  and resistance. 
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CHAPTER 3   DEVELOPING AN ETHICAL SUBJECTIVITY 
 

My aim in exploring a case study of  part icipatory research with Indigenous 

peoples is to consider how the connect ions made between morals and methods 

shape the format ion of subj ect ivit ies in part icipatory spaces. In the 

int roduct ion to my argument  I proposed that  part icipatory methods for 

decolonisat ion are underpinned by a social j ust ice imperat ive for counter–

colonial remedialism: to redist ribute power between Indigenous peoples and 

researchers. Part icipat ion is intended to build the capacit ies of Indigenous 

part icipants to legit imate forms of knowledge relevant  to their interests. I also 

suggested that  this vision of power as a commodity is problemat ic, because it  

does not  incorporate adequate explanat ions for resistance within 

‘ empowering’  research. My theoret ical response was to view power as 

product ive, following Foucault ’ s def init ion of an unstable and divergent  force. 

 

Values at t ributed to methods create t ruth–games about  what  are ‘ good’  

and ‘ bad’  approaches to research, and how researchers should govern 

themselves in relat ion to research part icipants. On such terms, the rat ionale 

for a colleague confessing privately that  they feel their research has been not  

been ‘ ethical’  because they merely consulted with Indigenous part icipants 

ref lects ideas of deep or shallow part icipatory techniques (Cornwall,  2008a, 

p.276). This might  also explain why a group of postgraduate students hush 

with reverence while l istening to an account  of a ‘ child–led’  part icipatory 

proj ect  in Africa. Again, they are at taching values of authent icity to this form 

of part icipat ion (Cornwall,  2008a, p.276), such that  a method enabling pre– or 

semi–literate children to cont rol the data collect ion, interpretat ion and 

analysis was considered to t ransform power relat ions, therefore achieving 

authentic social j ust ice outcomes. 

 

A way of exploring the ethics of part icipatory spaces is to consider how 

‘ part icipat ion’  as a discourse creates certain ‘ t ypes’  of researchers (Kindon, 

Pain & Kesby, 2007, p.14). By asking how researchers employ part icipat ion as 

a means of ‘ being ethical’ ,  I will ask what  types of behaviour are valued as 

ethical and what  are not . I will consider what  part icipatory tact ics researchers 

employ to determine the ethical value of their work. I will at tend to quest ions 

of whose opinions and knowledge are discursively validated and whose are not . 
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Throughout  my argument  I will ask how part icipatory discourse informs the 

kinds of subj ect ivit ies we seek to embody, and the quest ion of how to govern 

ourselves (Davidson, 1994, p.119). 

 

Whilst  previous crit iques of part icipatory methods (Henkel & St irrat , 2001) 

have highlighted the ethical dangers of producing certain t ypes of 

‘ part icipant ’  (by subj ect if icat ion), I suggest  that  not  enough at tent ion is paid 

to the ways part icipants, inst itut ions, methods and techniques produce certain 

types of ‘ researcher’ .  This has implicat ions for the kind of ref lexive work 

employed to address the outcomes of part icipatory research proj ects: 

part icularly the ref lexive aspects of  monitoring and evaluat ion that  assess the 

role of the facilitator, and the broader social j ust ice and ethical effects of 

act ions towards change. Consistent  with my use of Foucault ’ s product ive 

definit ions of power and resistance, I will employ his approach to 

understanding ethics. 

 

In this chapter I will detail the theoret ical tools I am using to evaluate my 

case study. Here, I will extend my discussion of product ive power to consider 

how people inform and are simultaneously formed by power–knowledge: I 

refer to this as a process of ‘ developing subj ect ivity’ .  My intent ion in using 

this theoret ical approach is to consider how to develop an ethical subj ect ivity 

when researching with, and for, other people. Drawing from the specif ic 

situat ion of this case study, I will consider how a non–Indigenous researcher 

might  approach an understanding of  their ethics when undertaking research in 

the context  of decolonisat ion.  

 

Foucault ’ s legacy was to create histories of how people are shaped by 

knowledge and power, by exploring the intersect ions and interferences 

amongst  science, polit ics and ethics. In Foucault ’ s account , people are 

categorised as having part icular social and personal ident it ies according to 

‘ dividing pract ices’  that  shape and are reinforced by scient if ically ascribed 

classif icat ions (Rabinow, 1984, p.8). (As I wil l discuss in Chapter 4, an example 

of a dividing pract ice is how people are categorised as ‘ Indigenous’  or ‘ non–

Indigenous’ .) Systems of knowledge determine the ‘ t ruth’  of how an individual 

becomes part  of a populat ion group (Rabinow, 1984, p.8). These ways of 

shaping people, ‘ making people up’  as Hacking (1986) argues, are exemplif ied 
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in stat ist ics: quant ifying socially const ructed principles, standards or 

behaviours according to whether they are normal or abnormal (another 

example of a dividing pract ice) into a ‘ stat ist ical t ruth’ .  The dividing pract ices 

and classif icat ions inform and reinstate each other in a process of 

normalisat ion: “ by ‘ normalisat ion,’  Foucault  means a system of f inely 

gradated and measurable intervals in which individuals can be dist ributed 

around a norm—a norm which both organises and is the result  of this 

cont rolled dist ribut ion”  (Rabinow, 1984, p.20). The normalising gaze enables 

techniques of comparison, dif ferent iat ion, hierarchies, homogenisat ion and 

exclusion (Young, 1990, p.126) to shape social pract ices. 

 

Categorising, measuring and count ing, are techniques used to govern 

‘ populat ion groups’  (Foucault ,  2007, p.42). By creat ing data about  groups 

(their problems, st rengths, likes, needs, fears), the state is able to determine 

the most  effect ive act ions to govern populat ions (Foucault ,  2008, pp.18–20). 

As I will explain, these ‘ t ruths’  also hold implicat ions for the way we govern 

ourselves in relat ion to others. 

Closing the gap 
 
The health status of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples is an 

example of a data set  that  informs, and is informed by, socially const ructed 

dividing pract ices and scient if ic knowledge (Ring & O’ Brien, 2007). At  present  

there is a 17–year dif ference in the mortalit y rates of Aboriginal and Torres 

St rait  Islander men living in the Northern Territory compared to non–

Indigenous men in the NT (Pink, 2008, p.41). This stat ist ic, now commonly 

known as ‘ the gap’ , has been ext rapolated to account  for the dif ference in 

mortalit y rates of all Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples across 

Aust ralia (the current  data show that  the nat ional disparity between women is 

10 years, and the nat ional disparity between men is 11.8 years) (Pink, 2008, 

p.41). The gap exemplif ies dif ferences in material and social circumstances 

between Indigenous and non–Indigenous Aust ralians, and subsequent ly is also 

used to describe disparit ies in educat ional outcomes, wealth, employment , 

criminalisat ion, and empowerment . The gap is also crucial to understanding 

the reason a separate set  of ethics guidelines exists for Aboriginal and Torres 

St rait  Islander peoples. I will explain this in further detail in Chapter 4. 
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The signif icant  disparit y in health outcomes comparing Indigenous and 

non–Indigenous Aust ralia ref lects both the state’ s abilit y to care for it s 

cit izens, and in counter–discourses (such as neo–liberalism), the capacit y of 

cit izens to maintain their own health according to the resources available to 

them. Changes in government  bring changes in the approach towards 

normalising Indigenous health outcomes (Aldrich, 2006): in 2006 the ‘ Close the 

Gap’  campaign commenced, driven by NGOs (led by NGOs with rights–based 

approaches to development ), community–cont rolled health organisat ions, and 

the Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Social Just ice Commissioner. A 

Nat ional Indigenous Health Equality Summit  was held in Canberra in March 

2008, and the Prime Minister (along with other key polit ical f igures) signed a 

‘ Close the Gap Statement  of Intent ’ .  The result  of the ‘ Close the Gap 

Statement  of Intent ’  was governmental accountabilit y; the Rudd Government  

was now “ commit ted to measuring, monitoring, and report ing on their j oint  

efforts in accordance with a range of support ing sub–targets and benchmarks”  

(Calma, 2008, p.3). The f igure below shows the Prime Minister and the Federal 

Minister for Health on the front  cover of the report  about  the summit . 

 

Figure 13  Close the Gap: Outcomes from the National Indigenous Health 
Equality Summit  

 

Source: Calma, 2008 

 

The ‘ Close the Gap’  campaign did not  emerge without  an evidence base. A 

complex and value–laden indust ry of ‘ Indigenous policy’  and ‘ Indigenous 
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health’  draws fuel from stat ist ics of Aboriginal people’ s health status (Lea, 

2008, p.13). The canon of this sector is the importance of ‘ evidence based’  

research, to collect  detailed informat ion about  the lives of Aboriginal and 

Torres St rait  Islander peoples, driven by an ardent  belief that  more knowledge 

will solve or f ix a problem (Lea, 2008, pp.127–134; Pholi,  Black & Richards, 

2009). Kowal astutely notes this in her account  of ant i–racist  health 

researchers working with Aboriginal communit ies in the Northern Territory. 

She int imates how the intersect ion between what  is non–discursive (existent  in 

material form) is mutually informed by the discursive (the stat ist ics): 

 

Indigenous stat ist ics do not  only describe something called 
Indigenous il l–health, they create it .  Even more than that , 
they create the subj ect ivity of an ‘ Indigenous person’  in the 
moment  they are recognised as unwell by the state … the 
material realit y of il l–health—the chest  pain, the infected 
sores, the displacement  from home for dialysis t reatment  in 
town, the grief of premature death—are all abst racted and 
given new form through stat ist ical representat ion. (Kowal, 
2006a, p.154) 

 

Indigenous health stat ist ics demonst rate the way in which non–discursive 

events (an inj ury, dialysis, an infect ion) do not  exist  in a polit ical vacuum: 

rather, il l–health is understood in relat ion to social,  polit ical,  cultural and 

gendered contexts (Carson, Dunbar, Chenall & Bailie, 2007). I should point  out  

that  in making this assert ion I am not  j udging the veracity of material 

circumstances: I am not  seeking to de–legit imate the realit y of dif ferent  

morbidity and mortalit y rates, or suggest  that  the painful experience of il l–

health is a social const ruct ion. Rather, I seek to highlight  how we respond to 

these stat ist ics morally: for “ a PAR–inspired understanding of social j ust ice 

suggests that  it  is in fact  unethical to look in on circumstances of pain and 

poverty and yet  do nothing”  (Manzo & Brightbill,  2007, p.35). 

 

Stat ist ics such as ‘ the gap’  become a moral issue because they are 

evidence of dif ference from the norm. The goal of ‘ closing the gap’  is a moral 

task of normalisat ion through realignment  because a social value of 

contemporary society is that  all cit izens have a right  to equal health status. 

Ironically, the status of ‘ Indigenous health’  can quickly be at t ributed to the 

fact  that  Aust ralian society has not  always considered ‘ equal health’  to be a 

right  possessed by Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples. Historical and 
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contemporary examples of discriminat ion, violence and racism reinforce the 

moral impetus to ‘ close the gap’ . 

 

Researchers have a moral task of improving the accuracy of evidence 

base, to improve the quality of assessments and assimilat ive outcomes: Kowal 

(2006b) refers to this metaphorically as ‘ moving toward the mean’ . Part  of the 

challenge to determine an accurate evidence base about  ‘ Indigenous health’  is 

the need for Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples to self–ident ify as 

part  of a collect ive group in the Census and associated forms of monitoring, to 

assist  in the collect ion of stat ist ics, enabling the government  to “ assess 

Indigenous disadvantage”  (Pink, 2008, p.1). The challenge for this ‘ science of 

government ’  (Rose, 1999, p.6) is to understand Indigenous resistance to 

subj ect if icat ion. I will discuss this further in Chapter 4. 

 

‘ The gap’  shows an intersect ion between power and knowledge. Non–

discursive material t ruths do not  exist  separately from discursive rules, for 

‘ the gap’  is malleable: it s size depends on the type of stat ist ical model 

applied to determine the result .  ‘ The gap’  is current ly determined by the 

Census Data Enhancement  (CDE) Indigenous Mortalit y Qualit y Study (a direct  

method, without  stat ist ical assumpt ions); however, the gap was previously 

(1996–2001) determined using indirect  methods (Bhat  with and without  

unexplained growth, and Hill) (Pink, 2008, pp.2–4). Each of these models has 

dif ferent  st rengths and weaknesses, j udged according to what  is most  ‘ valid’ ,  

‘ reliable’ ,  ‘ representat ive’  or ‘ accurate’ .  The ABS st resses that  it  is crucial 

not  to compare the results across dif ferent  methods to then make assumpt ions 

that  health status has changed: rather the ABS highlights the dif ference 

between the methods, and why they produce dif ferent  results. These 

reservat ions show how technologies of the state are methods employed to deal 

with informat ion, not  inherent  t ruths. 

 

As Foucault  suggests, the value ascribed to ‘ t ruths’  is const ructed within 

systems of knowledge (what  is valid does not  exist  in isolat ion to that  which is 

in–valid). In this light  I am not  quest ioning the material t ruths of pain and 

inj ury that  const itute ‘ the gap’ ; rather I am interested in the way that  we 

respond socially, polit ically and morally to facts that  change at  the whim of a 

scient if ic explanatory system. We ground our responses to knowledge in the 
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belief that  stat ist ical facts are ‘ concrete’ ,  ‘ stable’  and ‘ reliable’ .  It  is crucial 

to remember that  knowledge and power constant ly intersect  and cont radict  as 

often as they reinforce each other. 

 

This short  account  of a complex issue demonst rates the way in which 

knowledge, power, social pract ices and discourse mutually inform, reinforce 

and interplay. It  shows how defining a problem (measuring the health of 

Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander people, and comparing health stat ist ics 

with people who are categorised as non–Indigenous) creates a body of 

knowledge that  reinforces a moral response to stat ist ical facts. Knowledge 

responding to ‘ the gap’  reinforces the social,  polit ical and ethical dimensions 

of material responses, such as emphasising part icipat ion as a form of 

remedialism in research. In this process, what  knowledge is already 

discursively established about  Indigenous research part icipants informs our 

ethical approach to relat ing with them. The process of research becomes a 

proj ect  of remedialism: for research with Indigenous peoples to be ‘ ethical’ ,  it  

must  be “ performat ive, healing, t ransformat ive, decolonising, and 

part icipatory”  (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p.2). 

 

Such an account  of ‘ Indigenous health’  might  suggest  that  the people 

collect ively const ituted by stat ist ics are ‘ vict ims to subj ect if icat ion’ ,  unable 

to resist  the power of the state to garner informat ion and cont rol populat ion 

groups. But  that  would only be to understand part ially the mechanics of 

power. By recognising the existence of resistance as an essent ial component  of 

power (Foucault ,  2007, p.389), it  is possible to understand some of the 

broader social quest ions I seek to ask, such as: how is it  that  Aboriginal and 

Torres St rait  Islander peoples are the only ‘ minority group’  to have a set  of 

culturally specif ic ethics guidelines for research? Foucault ’ s concept  of 

‘ governmentalit y’  offers some theoret ical suggest ions: 

 

Cit izens have made st rategic use of their status as members 
of ident if iable consumer communit ies to demand collect ively 
access to bet ter, or more appropriate services … through the 
deployment  of essent ialist  categories of ident ity ([eg.] 
“ Indigenous peoples” ) … consumer communit ies have been 
able to ext ract  concessions from authorit ies … to force change 
in health related policies and pract ices. (Petersen, 2003, 
pp.198–199) 
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With the expression of resistance ever–present  in relat ions of power, it  

is important  to remember that  the interplay of power and resistance occurs 

throughout  the discursive and non–discursive social pract ices that  shape what  

is ethical and what  is not . To explain this, I consider how there is more than 

one way to understand the product ion of ‘ subj ect ivity’ :  for we also internally 

produce our own subj ect ivit ies, normalising pract ices and remedial proj ects. 

Ethics are discourse 
 
Many people interpret  Foucault ’ s work as a pessimist ic account  of ‘ subj ects’  

as products of an all–pervasive sovereign state (Scheurich & McKenzie, 2005, 

pp. 857–862). However, his penult imate writ ings on ‘ care of the self ’  offer a 

dif ferent  view; they offer the concept  of  subj ect if icat ion as “ the way a human 

being turns him– or herself  into a subj ect ”  (Rabinow, 1984, p.11). This results 

in two ways of understanding how people are shaped by knowledge and power: 

the f irst  is “ subj ect  to someone else by cont rol and dependence” , the second 

is “ t ied to his own ident ity by a conscience or self  knowledge”  (Rabinow, 

1984, p.21). I refer to the lat ter as ‘ developing ethical subj ect ivity’ .  

 

Focusing on how people develop an ethical subj ect ivity demands an 

explorat ion of the relat ions of power and knowledge that  “ cluster”  (Rabinow, 

1984, p.12) around researchers and part icipants, shaping them as subj ects 

within a f ield of social relat ions specif ic to ‘ research pract ices’ . Using this 

approach, I will explore the ‘ technologies of the self ’  (the intersect ions of 

knowledge and power to develop subj ect ivity) as: “ what  establishes the 

relat ion with oneself  and with others, and const itutes human beings as ethical 

subj ects”  (Foucault ,  1984, p.334). The process of subj ect if icat ion enables 

recognit ion of people as complex, context–specif ic subj ects engaging within 

historically emergent  principles of social order generated by other humans 

(Falzon, 1998, p.59). 

 

The purpose of this theoret ical perspect ive is to understand how 

discourses shape research behaviours (such as valued knowledge, valid 

methods and ethical relat ionships). Research ethics in pract ice are not  simply 

a cause and effect  of government  rules. Rather, ‘ ethics’  are const ituted by 

discourses: domains of knowledge and power (with concepts, theories and 

material technologies) that  produce complex experiences and relat ionships 
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with others. People at tempt  to recognise themselves as ‘ ethical’  within these 

relat ionships through ‘ technologies of  the self ’ .  These technologies:  

 

[D]escribe the processes of const ruct ion of selfhood through 
the workings of psychological and other formal knowledge 
groupings, or sciences. These knowledge groupings are 
technological in the sense that  they are systemat ic mini or 
inter–discourses implicated in self–const ruct ion. (Kendall & 
Wickham, 1999, p.52) 
 

To consider ‘ developing an ethical subj ect ivity’  Foucault  provides three 

domains that  might  be interrogated. These are: “ How we const itute ourselves 

as subj ects of knowledge … The f ield of power in which we const itute 

ourselves as subj ects act ing on others … How we const itute ourselves as moral 

subj ects”  (Foucault ,  1983, p.237).  Resultant  from these domains of inquiry are 

three methodological lenses that  can be adopted: 

 

• language as the discursive product ion of knowledge 

• social pract ices as relat ions of knowledge and power  

• governmentalit y and subj ect ivity as pract ices of the self .  

 

These lenses broadly mirror Foucault ’ s methodological focus over the 

1960s (with his focus on the archive); the 1970s (the shif t  into genealogy); and 

the 1980s (his explorat ion of ethics) (Davidson, 1986; Falzon, 1998, p.101; 

O’ Leary, 2002, p.9; Scheurich & McKenzie, 2005, p.843). Like ‘ archaeology’  

and ‘ geneaology’ ,  Foucault  does not  use the term ‘ ethics’  in a convent ionally 

philosophical way. The methodological importance of ‘ ethics’  is the shif t  in 

understanding how subj ects are produced: they are no longer passive 

recipients of subj ugat ion, but  act ive in ref lexively observing discourses and 

social pract ices that  shape their percept ions of others and themselves. In this 

way, “ ethics neither displaces genealogy or archaeology nor makes them 

irrelevant , but  it  does alter the f inal methodological implicat ions of both”  

(Davidson, 1986, p.230). 

 

Foucault  was often crit icised for not  providing an ethical alternat ive to 

that  which he crit iqued (see for example Falzon’ s [1998, pp.16–19] discussion 

of Habermas’  crit ique of Foucault ).  But  Foucault  was not  interested in 

replacing one set  of rules with another, nor was he tempted to tell others 
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what  they should do (Foucault  in Kritzman, 1988, p.52). Foucault ’ s ethics is 

not  to ‘ lay down the law’ , but  to analyse it .  In this way, my analysis does not  

seek to provide a prescript ion for other researchers in the way that  they 

undertake their research relat ionships. Rather, I am offering a discussion of 

the ways in which researchers can ref lexively understand how they come to 

determine what  is ethical and what  is not . 

 

In Foucault ’ s analyt ic what  people usually refer to as ‘ ethics’  are moral 

codes, while ‘ moralit y’  comprises three domains: 

 

• a moral code 

• the behaviour of people under that  code 

• the way that  people “ const itute themselves as moral subj ects of a 

code”  (O’ Leary, 2002, p.11).  

 

This enables Foucault ’ s analyt ic to be quite separate from the social and legal 

inst itut ions that  his work sought  to expose as generat ing a series of discursive 

t ruth–games (Foucault ,  1994b, pp.255–256; O’ Leary, 2002, pp.7–9). In his own 

words he explains: 

 

in general,  we have to dist inguish, where the history of  
morals is concerned, acts and moral code. The acts [conduits]  
are the real behaviour of people in relat ion to the moral code 
[prescriptions]  imposed on them. I think we have to 
dist inguish between the code that  determines which acts are 
permit ted or forbidden and the code that  determines the 
posit ive or negat ive value of the dif ferent  possible behaviours 
… another side to the moral prescript ions … the kind of 
relat ionship you ought  to have with yourself ,  rapport a soi,  
which I call ethics, and which determines how the individual 
is supposed to const itute himself  as a moral subj ect  of his 
own act ions. (Foucault ,  1994b, p.263) 

 

The ethics, the relat ionship with oneself ,  suggest  a form of ref lexivity 

embedded within discourses and social pract ices that  posit ion the self—this is 

posit ionalit y. Ethics is not  a confession measured against  the qualit ies of an 

ideal universal self .  Rather, developing ethical subj ect ivity is about  creat ing 

domains of concern for oneself :  domains of concern about  the knowledge and 

power relat ions that  shape oneself .   
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These domains of ref lexive, posit ional concern are four–fold. Foucault  

terms them ethical substance; mode of subj ect ion; self–forming act ivit y; and 

telos (Foucault ,  1994b, pp.263–266). According to Foucault ’ s analyt ic, “ it ’ s not  

always the same part  of ourselves, or our behaviour, which is relevant  for 

ethical j udgment ”  (Foucault ,  1983, p.238). The ‘ ethics’ ,  the ref lexive domains 

of concern, are not  to be interpreted as prescript ions for what  is moral. 

Rather, they are a methodological means for ref lexive interrogat ion of social 

pract ices (discourse). For example, the ‘ ethical substance’  is the part  of self  

that  discourse suggests is of moral concern: substance may be mental or 

physical; it  may be a personal virtue or an act  (Foucault ,  1994b, p.263). The 

‘ mode of subj ect ion’  is about  how discourse shapes ways of relat ing to rules 

and obligat ions (Davidson, 1994, p.118). The ‘ self–forming act ivity’  is how 

discourse prescribes what  kind of “ ethical work one performs on oneself  in 

order to be an ethical subj ect ”  (Davidson, 1994, p.118). Finally, telos is the 

ethical goal, “ the mode of being at  which one aims in behaving ethically”  

(Davidson, 1994, p.118), as determined by discourse.  

 

My argument  suggests that  these four domains of ethical subj ect ivity 

are useful for evaluat ing ‘ part icipat ion’  as a discourse. Part icipatory 

researchers st rive towards a form of ‘ part icipatory nirvana’  (Cornwall,  2008a, 

p.271), seeking ‘ authent ic’  empowerment  as an ethical goal (Baistow, 1994). 

Part icipat ion in the context  of decolonisat ion seeks to produce a researcher 

who acts as a facilitator for emancipat ion through knowledge (such as Freire’ s 

conscientisation [Manzo & Brightbill,  2007, p.37]), who self–negates in order to 

reverse the dist ribut ion of power of the colonial gaze. The ethics of 

part icipat ion at t ributes qualit ies of  behaviour and personal accountabilit y that  

privilege the local, Indigenous and marginalised in order to at tain an ethical 

goal. However, this rat ionale cannot  cope with internal resistance to it s goals. 

Researchers who experience resistance to their ‘ facilitat ion’  cannot  fathom 

that  ‘ the oppressed’  might  resist  emancipat ion. Rather, the counter–colonial 

part icipatory researcher believes that  they have not  accurately and 

adequately served the interests of ‘ the oppressed’ , that  they have failed to 

create correct  condit ions for empowering part icipat ion, that  failure is their 

fault  because they ‘ possess’  power over others. This belief in the reversal, the 

redist ribut ion, of power—as a commodity—is problemat ic because it  cannot  

account  for resistance.  
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As my case study shows, there is a dislocat ion between part icipatory 

theory (which does not  recognise resistance) and pract ice (the actual 

behaviour of people in a social f ield). By considering how researchers create 

their ‘ ethical subj ect ivity’ ,  this dislocat ion can be explained. Social pract ices 

are complex intersect ions of power–knowledge; they are constant ly j ost ling, 

shif t ing, reinscribing, resist ing. Social pract ices are embodied, emot ional and 

unstable: power–knowledge relat ions are not  mechanist ic or mindless but  

corporeal (Falzon, 1998, p.44). Foucault ’ s ethics are about  people 

understanding what  surrounds and shapes them: relat ionships with others, 

rules and obligat ions, the things that  are said, and those that  are unsaid. 

Simultaneously, moral problems are not  conceived at  a purely individual level, 

but  within a social context  of technologies, authorit ies, explanat ions and 

subj ect ivit ies that  shape ‘ self ’  (Rose, 1999). As Cornwall (pers.comm. August  

2009) notes, “ engagement  in part icipatory research shapes the subj ect ivity of 

the research facilitator as well as those whom the research facilitator seeks to 

engage in the work … this is not  recognised enough, and is an important  

experient ial dimension of part icipatory research” . 

 

Analysing the ethics of part icipat ion shows how power relat ions (as a 

set  of reversible relat ionships [Foucault ,  2005, p.252]) connect  and define ‘ the 

researcher’  and ‘ the part icipants’ .  For, “ we cont inually encounter the other, 

inf luence [her],  exert  power over [her],  and at  the same t ime are inf luenced 

by [her] in turn”  (Falzon, 1998, p.89). 19 By considering power relat ions, this 

approach enables recognit ion of the part icipants’  choices and decisions within 

the research process (as well as those of the researcher). This approach 

enables me to ref lect  upon the effects of these choices and decisions in my 

research pract ices. The part icipants in the research are not  ‘ docile bodies’  or 

‘ research subj ects’ :  the part icipants are act ive in their knowledge–power of 

shaping my subj ect ivity as much as I am shaping theirs. 

 

The idea that  subj ects can enter into an “ act ive process of  self–

format ion within discourse”  (Rabinow, 1984, p.11) is a departure from 

readings of Foucault ’ s subj ects as inhuman, mechanist ic, docile bodies 

                                             

19 Falzon uses a dehumanising grammar referring to the Other as ‘ it ’ ,  which I have 
rej ected and replaced with a pronoun more appropriate to my case study. 
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dominated by omnipresent  state surveillance. Throughout  my argument , I 

consider the way in which we const itute ourselves according to the moral 

codes that  prescribe behaviour, the act ivit ies and pract ices we undertake in 

order to be considered ethical by the inst itut ions we operate within, and the 

social f ields and relat ionships developed within the research process. I use the 

term ‘ social f ield’  as “ a mult iplicity of ‘ force relat ions’ , of shif t ing, mobile, 

open–ended interplays”  (Falzon, 1998, p.44). As a method, this view of ethics 

dif fers from pre–ontologically ‘ encountering’  the other (for example Levinas, 

1985): it  involves power relat ions through act ivit ies and act ion, which might  

also incorporate refusal on the part  of others. Ethical encounters are not  a 

one–sided dialogue with an ‘ other’  but  are mult iple, unpredictable and 

internal. This approach to ethics also enables analysis of how ‘ others’  are 

discursively const ructed prior to our relat ionships with them. Hence, I am able 

to consider consent  to enter part icipatory spaces, and varying forms of  

resistance to part icipat ion. 

From the ancients to oneself 
 
Foucault  developed his account  of ethics from studying ancient  Rome and 

Greece. The literature he drew from included Cicero, Epictetus, Hippocrates, 

Marcus Aurelius, Plato, Plutarch and Seneca (Foucault ,  2005, pp.xxxi–xli).  Of 

the various concepts he used to explore ethics genealogically, epimeleia 

heautou and cura sui emerged as the levers for making his case. Epimeleia 

heautou was pivotal because it  enabled Foucault  to explain ‘ ethics’  as mult i–

faceted: incorporat ing a general standpoint  (comprising relat ions with others);  

a certain form of ref lexive at tent ion; and a form of praxis (Foucault ,  2005, 

pp.10–11): 

 

… epimeleia heautou,  which means taking care of one’ s self . 
It  does not  mean simply being interested in one’ s self ,  nor 
does it  mean having a certain tendency to self–at tachment  or 
self–fascinat ion. Epimeleia heautou is a very powerful word in 
Greek which means “ working on”  or “ being concerned with”  
something. … That  which a doctor does in the course of caring 
for a pat ient  is epimeleia heautou.  It  is therefore a very 
powerful word; it  describes a sort  of work, an act ivity; it  
implies at tent ion, knowledge, technique. (Foucault ,  1994b, 
p.269) 
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A similar concept  to epimeleia heautou—gnōthi seauton—formed the 

moral imperat ive of the ‘ Othering’  process in the European ‘ science of man’ .  

Rousseau states in his Discourse on Inequality:  “ the inscript ion on the Temple 

of Delphi [Know Thyself ]  … contains a precept  which is more important  and 

more challenging than all the heavy tomes of moralists”  (1755 [1984, p.67]). 

Foucault  (2005, p.3) j uxtaposes epimeleia heautou with the Delphic 

prescript ion ‘ know yourself ’  (gnōthi seauton) to argue that  although the 

phrase ‘ know yourself ’  is indicat ive of the subj ect ’ s knowledge of their 

relat ion to t ruth, in ancient  Greece it  did not  prescribe a moral imperat ive, 

but  rather a demand for “ prudence”  when approaching the oracle (Foucault ,  

2005, p.4). In Foucault ’ s analyt ic, the demand to develop a form of ref lexive 

at tent ion on the self  can be understood as ‘ self  knowing oneself ’ ,  so the terms 

are entwined, despite primacy of ‘ know yourself ’  in Western philosophy over 

the relat ively obscure epimeleia heautou.   

 

But  what  is Foucault  referring to as ‘ self ’ ? Is it  a substant ive, 

autonomous individual, with ‘ free will ’  and agency? In part ,  suggest ions that  

Foucault  reneged on his previous ideas in order to ‘ re–int roduce the subj ect ’  

(Falzon, 1998, p.52) stem from the way language is understood across 

cultures: part icularly the issue of ref lexive grammar. The English t it le ‘ The 

care of the self ’  given to volume three of The History of Sexuality,  is a 

technically problemat ic t ranslat ion of the Greek, Lat in and French terms used 

by Foucault  in his writ ings about  ethics. O’ Leary (2002, pp.119–120) explains 

that  the terms Foucault  uses epimeleia heautou,  cura sui,  and souci de soi,  

are all ref lexive pronouns which t ranslate into ‘ self–care’ .  Foucault  does not  

use a def init ive art icle in the way that  the well–known English t ranslat ion 

does. ‘ Care of the self ’  is literally souci du soi (de + le = du). In using the non–

definit ive (souci de soi) Foucault  is not  dealing with a substant ive form called 

‘ the self ’  (le soi) but  is referring to ‘ self ’  as a pronoun meaning ‘ oneself ’ .  As 

English verbs do not  grammat ically express ref lexivity (relying on pronouns for 

this effect ),  there is a potent ial reading of  the inf init ive ‘ to care’  as indicat ing 

a fundamental shif t  in Foucault ’ s thinking towards a substant ive ‘ self ’  

possessing agency and free will.   

 

Souci is a noun derivat ive of a ref lexive verb (se soucier de),  which 

means ‘ care’  in the context  of worry and concern. Souci de soi is much bet ter 
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explained as self–considerat ion as a cause for concern (that  which warrants 

at tent ion) rather than sat iat ing physical needs, help or comfort .  In this way, it  

is not  to be confused with feminist  ethics of care derivat ive of Carol Gill igan’ s 

writ ings on female moral deliberat ion (Baggini & Fosl, 2007, pp.12–14); nor is 

it  to be confused with what  Foucault  describes as the Californian ‘ cult  of the 

self ’  (Foucault ,  1994b, p.271). My preference is to use rapport à soi,  which 

means a ‘ relat ionship concerned with oneself ’ .  This preference is sourced 

from the quote discussed earlier (Foucault ,  1994b, p.263) (see page 78 of this 

thesis). 

 

Deleuze’ s (1988, p.100) reading of Foucault ’ s ethics expresses the 

ref lexivity inherent  in the language. He describes the relat ion to oneself  as 

‘ folding’ , which leads to a ref lect ion. Folding occurs in the context  of 

relat ions with others that  repeat  dif ference rather than reproduce the same 

(Deleuze, 1988, p.98). Similarly, Kendall and Wickham state, “ the subj ect  is 

produced out  of the doubling of force upon itself ,  the at tent ion to self”  (1999, 

p.53). By bending and folding subj ect ive understandings of self  and other, 

metaphors of the pract ical exercises involved in epimeleia heautou emerge. 

Foucault  (2005, p.500) refers more concretely to methods such as the 

importance of listening, the importance of writ ing and the importance of 

meditat ions. The ref lexive process of ‘ folding’ ,  of self  concerned with it self ,  

dif fers from what  is usually understood as ‘ self–understanding’ , rather: 

 

Reflect ion is no longer a mat ter of ref lect ing on ourselves in 
order to discover an essent ial nature that  will ground our 
forms of  thought  and act ion. Rather, it  is a turn to history in 
order to comprehend ourselves, the principles we live by, our 
ways of act ing, in their f initude, their historical emergence 
and specif icity. (Falzon, 1998, p.69) 

 

Given I have discussed ref lexivity, it  is important  not  to neglect  the 

idea of posit ionalit y, that  is, the importance of this form of ref lect ion being 

at tached to ‘ a history of  the present ’ :  “ Human act ion within discourse is 

always posit ional, that  is, it  always occurs through a subj ect  posit ion 

inhabit ing a space between the two poles of knowledge, the discursive and the 

non–discursive”  (Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p.53). By locat ing oneself  within 

the history of the present , the mult iple effects of knowledge–power that  shape 

and surround oneself  become apparent  while at tempt ing to relate with others 
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‘ ethically’ .  Foucault  refers to this as ‘ governing’  the self  (in cont rast  to being 

governed direct ly by coercive measures of the state). This means self–

posit ioning oneself  within discourse, within power relat ions with others, and in 

regards to the kind of knowledge others possess of the self .   

Rapport à soi: oneself & others 
 
My discussion of Foucault ’ s ethics has so far focused on the idea of subj ect ivity 

and oneself .  But  discussion of Foucault ’ s ethics must  also incorporate 

considerat ion of how ‘ others’  simultaneously const itute the ‘ self ’ ,  for “ the 

other is indispensable for the pract ice of the self  to arrive at  the self  at  which 

it  aims”  (Foucault ,  2005, p.127). This process of  relat ing self  with other is 

synchronist ic: the process of subj ect if icat ion (shaping oneself  through power 

and knowledge) involves measuring, comparing and cont rast ing oneself  with 

others. That  is, to be concerned with oneself  there must  always be a boundary 

(self / other) that  enables the const itut ive elements of the self  to develop. This 

undertaking is pervasive: every person is in the process of const itut ing their 

‘ self ’  by subj ect ifying others. 

 

For example, Henkel and St irrat ’ s (2001) cont ribut ion to the 

‘ part icipat ion as tyranny’  debate (Cooke & Kothari,  2001) suggests that  claims 

of empowerment  made by part icipatory approaches to development  are a 

benevolent  at tempt  to “ reshape the personhood of the part icipants”  (Henkel 

& St irrat , 2001, p.182). This argument  suggests that  while part icipatory 

pract it ioners think they are act ing as moral agents, they are actually 

subj ect ifying part icipants. Such an accusat ion suggests that  subj ect if icat ion 

simply equates to ‘ t yrannical’  and oppressive behaviour, which reinscribes 

roles of obligatory t ransformat ion (such as ‘ marginalised person’  to 

‘ empowered person’ ).  I do not  disagree with Henkel and St irrat ’ s crit ique; 

however, I do consider their conclusions neglect  to recognise that  the process 

of subj ect if icat ion is unavoidable.  Subj ect if icat ion of others is not  a causat ive 

effect  of part icipatory discourse: it  is a t ransversal effect  of the knowledge 

and power that  posit ions our ‘ gaze’ . Part icipants gaze upon the researcher 

during the process too. 

 

The key point  here is to consider the dif ference between the process of  

subj ect if icat ion (of others) and the process of developing an ethical 
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subj ect ivity. Recognising that  all persons possess the abil it y to ‘ gaze’  upon 

another evokes the relat ional mechanics of Foucault ’ s ethics. As such, it  is the 

researcher’ s relat ionship with the part icipants that  shapes the const itut ion of 

their self .  To develop an ethical subj ect ivity the researcher begins to ask 

crit ical quest ions about  subj ect if icat ion such as: 

 

• Why do I feel the part icipants in my research require 

empowerment  through using a part icipatory research approach? 

• How is my health status/ economic status/ level of 

educat ion/ experience of interpersonal violence/ experience of 

racism/ the colour of my skin etc. dif ferent  from the 

part icipants in the research? 

• How do I know of these dif ferences? Do I compare and cont rast  

myself  with others to art iculate dif ference? What  measures of 

normalisat ion do I call upon to art iculate dif ference? 

• Am I an empowered subj ect? What  privileges do I know I have? 

What  privileges do the part icipants believe I have? How does 

this affect  our relat ions with each other? 

• What  act ions should I take to recognise dif ference and privilege 

in relat ion to part icipants? 

• What  do I know of how others perceive my mot ives and act ions? 

 

These quest ions ref lect  worry or concern about  the role of the self  in 

relat ion to others. Therefore, it  is not  only the self–const itut ion of our 

subj ect ivit ies through discourse (social pract ices, discursive rules, inst itut ions) 

that  are of concern to our ethics. It  is also the way we const itute knowledge 

about  ourselves in relat ion to others. The product  of this process of comparing 

and cont rast ing oneself  with others (a dynamic relat ionship of const itut ing 

knowledge) enables decisions about  who gives inst ruct ions and who follows 

inst ruct ions, who governs and who is governed, who is responsible and who is 

in need of care. The not ion of governing is what  bridges rapport à soi into 

relat ing ethically with others because “ it  is the power over oneself  that  thus 

regulates one’ s power over others”  (Foucault ,  1994c, p.288). 

 

‘ Governmentalit y’  is a product  of the relat ionship between oneself  and 

others. Foucault  def ines governmentalit y in a number of ways, including, for 
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example, as a regime of sovereign power emergent  in Europe during the 

eighteenth century (Foucault ,  2007, p.388). For my argument  I use the 

following definit ion:  

 

‘ Governmentalit y’  implies the relat ionship of the self to 
it self ,  and I intend this concept  of ‘ governmentalit y’  to cover 
the whole range of  pract ices that  const itute, def ine, 
organize, and inst rumentalize the st rategies that  individuals 
in their freedom can use in dealing with each other. 
(Foucault ,  1994c, p.300) 
 

Governmentalit y is not  only about  techniques of the state to cont rol 

cit izens; it  is also about  the ways in which cit izens internalise various 

discourses in the process of governing themselves. Power relat ions exist  

everywhere and between everyone; therefore “ the analysis of 

governmentalit y—that  is to say, of power as a set  of reversible relat ionships—

must  refer to an ethics of the subj ect  def ined by the relat ionship of self  to 

self”  (Foucault ,  2005, p.252). Foucault ’ s ethics are about  shaping oneself  to 

consider oneself  as an ethical cit izen; they are about  governing oneself  in 

order to ethically govern others: 

 

[T]he person who takes care of [her] 20self  properly—that  is to 
say, the person who has in fact  analysed what  things depend 
on [her] and what  things do not  depend on [her]—when [she] 
has taken care of [herself ]  so that  when something appears in 
[her] representat ions [she] knows what  [she] should and 
should not  do, [she] will at  the same t ime know how to fulf il 
[her] dut ies as part  of the human community. (Foucault ,  
2005, p.197) 

 

By using Foucault ’ s ethics, I have a lens to see how researchers and their 

relat ionships with others are shaped by discourses, def init ions of power, and 

categorisat ions of humanity (whether female or male, Indigenous or non–

Indigenous, young or old). The purpose of my argument  is to discuss how 

deliberat ions towards social j ust ice are made, how certain types of people 

(ethical and unethical) are const ructed, and how alterity is employed to 

create remedial forms of part icipat ion. By ref lexively remembering that  “ the 

self  is a product  of social processes, not  their origin”  (Young, 1990, p.45) and 

occurs “ within regulated cultural and decision making processes”  (Young, 

                                             

20 I have altered the gender specif icity in this quote to apply it  more appropriately to 
the subj ect ive quality of voice presented in this argument . 
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1990, p.33), the way people understand themselves in the context  of social 

pract ices, inst itut ions and regulat ions, decisions they make, and part icipatory 

methods they employ become visible. For “ the ways in which part icipants are 

const ructed by others—and perceive themselves to be const ructed—within any 

given space for part icipat ion means that  they are never neut rally posit ioned 

players”  (Cornwall,  2004, p.84). Hence, developing an ethical subj ect ivity 

involves asking quest ions about : 

 

how they see you, how you see them, how they think you 
might  see them, how you want  them to see you, what  they 
want  and need, what  you want  and need, what  they think you 
need, what  you think they need, how much they adhere to 
mainst ream or colonized ways of thinking, how much you 
adhere to mainst ream or colonized ways of  thinking … how 
much they t rust  you [and] how much you need to be in 
cont rol.  (Zolner, 2003, pp.108–109) 

 

My argument  now turns to consider some of the ethics discourses that  I 

have ident if ied which are relevant  to the way part icipatory research 

const ructs values of ‘ good’  and ‘ bad’  processes and outcomes. This establishes 

the basis of claims of moral authority made by part icipatory methods to 

achieve social j ust ice through empowerment . 

Some tenets of participatory ethics 
 
Applying Foucault ’ s ethics to part icipatory discourse reveals three part icular 

examples of  ethics: Care Ethics, Communicat ive Ethics, and 

Communitarianism. These views of moralit y are important  points of dist inct ion 

for my argument  because they all inform the rat ionale of ‘ part icipat ion’ .  Each 

of these principles comes from a rich and extensive t radit ion (Honderich, 

1995) that  dif fers in ethical reasoning from the approach adopted in this 

thesis. In using Foucault ’ s ethics I am at tempt ing to ident ify philosophical 

tenets that  underpin the moral basis of part icipat ion. And this enables me to 

ident ify the kinds of values through which researchers applying part icipatory 

methods develop their goals and knowledge about  themselves. In doing so, my 

analysis dif fers from discussions about  principles of bio–ethics (Frank & Jones, 

2003). 

 

Care Ethics view determinat ions of  j ust ice by the quality of relat ionships. 

Rather than subscribing to a universal rule def ining j ust ice, Care Ethics 
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maintain “ that  ethical decisions arise through caring in a way that ’ s dif ferent  

from the way they arise when rules and principles decide things: they hold 

that  care isn’ t  j ust  another virtue but  that  instead it ’ s basic to ethical 

ref lect ion in it self”  (Baggini & Fosl, 2007, p.13). Care Ethics became 

art iculated as a form of female moral deliberat ion, in cont rast  to masculine 

const ruct ions of j ust ice using rat ional autonomy (also categorised as White and 

bourgeois [Young, 1990, p.110]). As noted earlier, the focus on relat ional 

accountabilit y in part icipatory research makes Care Ethics relevant  to how 

researchers const ruct  themselves as ethical.  

 

Communicat ive Ethics are somet imes called ‘ discourse ethics’ .  Here 

‘ discourse’  is a linguist ic term, and describes a dialogic process. Foucault  and 

Habermas had famous disagreements about  ethics (Foucault ,  1984, p.373) 

because in Communicat ive Ethics, Habermas argues for ‘ foundat ional ethics’  

over relat ivism (Falzon, 1998, p.3). In Habermas’  terms, discourse is a 

universal model for determining ethics in communicat ion with others: reason 

can be achieved not  by individual determinat ion, but  through a process of 

dialogue (Mohan, 1999; Van Der Riet , 2008): 

 

Habermas’  discourse ethics leads those engaged in ethical 
ref lect ion to crit icize and regulate their ref lect ion: Have 
alternat ive resolut ions and concept ions of this issue been 
explored? Have part icipants assessed the way in which the 
consequences of alternat ives will affect  every part icipant ,  
and has everyone potent ially affected been able to 
part icipate? (Baggini & Fosl, 2007, p.68) 

 

Iris Marion Young writes about  the importance of formulat ing j ust ice 

through the relat ional by drawing from Habermas’  Communicat ive Ethics. But  

she then challenges its implicit  universalism: 

 

Despite the possibilit ies of a communicat ive ethics, Habermas 
himself  retains a commitment  to the ‘ moral point  of view’  as 
that  of a ‘ generalized other, ’  in which the reasoning subj ect  
abst racts from her or his own concrete contexts of need, 
desire, and commitment  and regards others from this general 
standpoint . (Young, 1990, p.118) 

 

Part  of the problem for ‘ part icipat ion’  as a moral goal is the idea that  the 

only alternat ive to “ a unitary metaphysical vision”  (Falzon, 1998, p.4) is 

fragmentat ion (expressed pej orat ively as ethical relat ivism). Resistance is 
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viewed as a threat  because it  fragments goals of social j ust ice. This complex 

debate between ‘ relat ivism’  and ‘ universalism’  is long–standing, and I do not  

claim to solve these dif ferences. Rather, it  is important  to consider how we 

come to j udge ‘ relat ivism’  or ‘ universalism’  as cent ral moral features of social 

j ust ice. Using Foucault ’ s ethics as a methodology enables one to adopt  a 

crit ical stance, and always remember the social,  polit ical and historical 

contexts that  shape the composit ion of subj ect ivit ies in part icipatory spaces. 

 

Communitarianism is another normat ive (universalist ) moral code 

(Callahan, 2003) that  informs the moral impetus for ‘ deep’  and 

‘ t ransformat ive’  part icipat ion. In this model of  moral deliberat ion, 

‘ community’  is ontologically prior to individual ident ity (Popke, 2003): 

assert ing, “ humans have the discursive power to ‘ art iculate situated moral 

rules that  are grounded in local community and group understanding’ ”  

(Christ ians, 2005, p.151). Communitarian moral deliberat ion at tests a dialogic 

process (like Communicat ive Ethics) with a “ mult i–cultural vision of community 

that  seeks to honour dif ference”  (Christ ians, 2005, pp.155–158). When applied 

to the research context  in pract ice with Indigenous research part icipants: 

 

This model directs scholars to take up moral proj ects that  
respect  and reclaim indigenous cultural pract ices. Such work 
produces spiritual, social,  and psychological healing, which in 
turn leads to mult iple forms of t ransformat ion at  the personal 
and social levels. (Denzin, 2005, p.953) 

 

The remedial promises of part icipatory t ransformat ion are fundamental to 

the vision of  social j ust ice Communitarian Ethics st rives towards. However, 

Young suggests some reservat ions: “ Communitarianism represents an urge to 

see persons in unity with one another in a shared whole”  (Young, 1990, p.229). 

Again, resistance to emancipat ion and t ransformat ion cannot  be accounted for 

because Communitarianism represents “ an urge to unity, the unity of subj ects 

with one another. The ideal of community expresses a longing for harmony 

among persons and mutual understanding”  (Young, 1990, p.229). The problem 

with this vision of ethics is it  creates a narrat ive of ‘ good’  versus ‘ bad’ , of 

external forces of colonisat ion threatening the good will of a harmonious 

community (Sewell,  2001). It  simplif ies ‘ community’  and social relat ions, and 

creates impermeable borders of inclusion and exclusion according to what  is 

valued as ‘ harmonious’  or discordant . The contestat ions and complexity of 
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power relat ions within part icipatory pract ices are not  accounted for in this 

model of ethics, and yet  ‘ community’  is a cent ral concept  to the moral claims 

of ‘ part icipat ion’ .  I will discuss this in further detail in Chapter 7, 

‘ Everything’ s by Word of Mouth’ . 

 

Moral approaches such as Care Ethics, Communicat ive Ethics and 

Communitarianism are reproduced in many of the discourses that  prescribe 

how to relate ethically with Indigenous part icipants. Each of these moral 

codes suggests an answer or a t ruth that  can be achieved to decolonise, and 

each of these approaches suggest  “ a desire for a bet ter, less fragmented world 

… a redempt ive fantasy that  at tempts to overcome history and the ongoing 

effects of colonisat ion”  (Jones with Jenkins, 2008, p.482). Each of these ethics 

part ially reveal why resistance to part icipat ion is so unpalatable. Foucault ’ s 

ethics enable crit ical ref lect ion about  why resistance is at t ributed negat ive 

rather than product ive qualit ies, and similarly, how these ethics seek to 

mit igate the negat ive effects of power through remedial forms of 

part icipat ion. 

 

In this chapter I have argued for a ref lexive and crit ical approach to 

understanding ethics. The next  part  of my argument  considers how 

regulat ions, inst itut ions and rules for const ruct ing ‘ authent ic’  part icipatory 

research proj ects have become established, internalised and ethical.  I move 

towards a part ial history of the present  context  of remedial,  counter–colonial 

part icipat ion in research. 

0 



 

 

CHAPTER 4   REGULATING INDIGENOUS RESEARCH 
 
An invited space (Cornwall,  2004, p.76) is a social f ield const ituted and 

delineated by subj ect ivit ies. The previous chapter out lined theoret ical tools 

for considering how researchers develop an ethical subj ect ivity. I now turn to 

consider the historical cont ingencies that  shape and inform relat ionships 

between subj ect ivit ies within counter–colonial part icipatory spaces. 

Considering historical cont ingencies is an at tempt  to make the connect ions 

between decolonisat ion, counter–colonial research methods and the remedial 

qualit ies of part icipat ion visible. In this chapter I will show how ‘ part icipat ion’  

in research has come to be a ‘ right ’  claimed by Indigenous subj ect ivit ies. I will 

also discuss why exercising this right  in pract ice can be fraught  and complex: 

part icipat ing in research means engaging with a system of knowledge that  

always carries the potent ial to reinscribe colonial power. The historical 

contexts I provide in this chapter are at  the basis of counter–colonial research 

relat ionships. These historical contexts form the premise on which researchers 

understand their obligat ions to inst itut ions and to the people with whom they 

undertake research. 

 

Inst itut ions and their rules inform social pract ices such as research 

relat ionships. In order to understand bet ter the kinds of subj ect ivit ies that  

inhabit  invited spaces, I will connect  the format ion of “ people and 

statements”  (Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p.26). This prompts me to ask 

quest ions such as: 

 

• How have universit ies come to j udge research relat ionships according 

to bio–medical principles of experimental test ing? 

• How have dividing pract ices been reclaimed by Indigenous groups in 

order to argue for dist inct ive rights to part icipate in research? 

• How does the shif t  from ‘ protect ion’  from (bio–medical) harm to ‘ the 

right  to part icipate’  shape the subj ect ivit ies of researchers in relat ion 

to part icipants? 

 

To address these quest ions, I f irst  consider the emergence of regulatory 

ethics codes for research. Following this, I discuss a rights–based const ruct  of 
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Indigeneity on a global scale. I show how this intersected with a global 

redefinit ion of ‘ health’  to place emphasis on self–determinat ion and the social 

determinants of health. As I will discuss, this intersect ion resulted in a 

culturally dist inct ive set  of ethics guidelines for any discipline of research 

involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples.  

Ethics and research regulation 
 
Research subj ects have not  always been protected through ethical regulat ion. 

To understand why there are now formal protocols for protect ing the rights of 

human research subj ects, it  is crucial to consider why governments consider 

research a worthwhile act ivity. My departure point  is the early twent ieth 

century, when research became an essent ial component  of modernisat ion. By 

ascertaining ‘ t ruth’  and ‘ facts’ ,  research enables the development  of new 

technologies to ‘ improve’  all spheres of life (Cooper & Packard, 1997). In 

terms of research involving human subj ects, bio–medical research cont inues to 

be an inf luent ial domain for developing technologies to care for and govern 

populat ions. The tenets of bio–medical research are specif ic to Western 

European cultural concepts of knowledge (Christakis, 1992), often described as 

‘ logical empiricism’  or ‘ posit ivism’ —making t ruth claims according to a 

doct rine of ‘ verif iabil it y’  (Honderich, 1995, p.508). Medical research has a 

focus on empirical fact–f inding, which legit imates methods for test ing 

hypotheses: “ A fundamentally rat ional and experimental science, Western 

medicine holds research in very high esteem and bases its power upon it ”  

(Christakis, 1992, p.1079). Bio–medical research is therefore crucial to 

act ivit ies such as maintaining public health, curing disease, and the humanist  

t radit ion of ‘ mapping the body’ . Subj ect ivit ies in this paradigm comprise a 

researcher who seeks to ascertain t ruth about  populat ion groups by 

aggregat ing the results of cont rolled tests on research subj ects. 

 

At  this point  it  is important  to make a dist inct ion between the role of a 

doctor caring for a pat ient  and the role of a researcher in relat ion to a 

research subj ect . Although both of these relat ionships are located in a medical 

paradigm, dif ferent  morals underpin them. Prior to World War One, doctor–

pat ient  relat ionships were founded on the basis of t rust  in the doctor as an 

expert ,  and the therapeut ic context  of the relat ionship (Hazelgrove, 2002, 

p.122). 
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With the onset  of World War One, a rapid quest  for increased medical 

knowledge t ransformed doctor–pat ient  care into a composite of researcher 

and their human subj ect . This relat ionship was underpinned by a ut il it arian 

ethic to st rengthen milit ary tact ics. Medicine was an important  technology of 

the state, which required test ing on humans as ‘ experimentat ion’  in order to 

improve knowledge about  biological warfare. Under this ethic of 

ut il itarianism, conscient ious obj ectors became guinea pigs in hospital t rials for 

vaccines with a high risk of harm (Hazelgrove, 2002, p.115). Medical test ing 

was no longer simply about  f inding a cure for disease, but  involved test ing for 

harmful effects. The Nuremberg Trials (1946–1947) revealed ext reme 

violat ions of  human rights exercised for the purposes of ‘ research’ .  But  as an 

exhibit ion of post–war punishment , the t rials also demonst rated to the general 

public that  authorit ies in America and England were able to discipline their 

own research endeavours to effect  civic t rust  in state–sanct ioned medical 

experiments. As Hazelgrove suggests, “ the predominant ly ut il itarian ethic that  

underpinned Brit ish at t itudes to knowledge gained through medical at rocit ies 

was consistent  with government  sponsored experimentat ion pract ices”  (2002, 

p.114). Nuremberg demonst rated to the public the t rustworthiness and ethical 

veracity of medical research authorit ies in America and England (Hazelgrove, 

2002, p.111). Governments needed to maintain legit imacy for their own 

research act ivit ies through formalised systems of regulatory accountabilit y. 

The crucial cont ingency at  this point  was the int roduct ion of a regulatory code 

to out line the ‘ rights’  of human subj ects in research. 

 

Despite the existence of the Nuremberg Code (1948), the 1950s and 

1960s revealed cont inuing unethical pract ices in English teaching hospitals 

(Hazelgrove, 2002, pp. 118–120; Israel & Hay, 2006, p.32). One of the f irst  

members of the World Medical Associat ion (WMA) and editor of the British 

Medical Journal during this period was part icularly concerned with 

professional ethics (Hazelgrove, 2002, p.117)—he saw the damage caused to 

the credibilit y of bio–medicine and the status of doctor–pat ient  t rust  by the 

details of the Nuremberg t rials: this had the potent ial to erode the status of 

the medical profession and the legit imacy of knowledge produced by it .  

Consequent ly, the WMA was the f irst  professional organisat ion to produce a 

global code of ethical conduct  for it s members. The Helsinki Declarat ion 
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(1964) extended the ten–point  Nuremberg Code, const ituted by twelve 

universal points with a non context–specif ic applicat ion (Israel & Hay, 2006, 

p.34). As a professional body, the World Medical Associat ion’ s rules of conduct  

created a formalised system of knowledge that  produced certain ‘ t ypes’  of 

professional relat ionships (ethical/ unethical),  t ypes of research method 

(ethical/ unethical);  and types of part icipants (consent ing/ non–consent ing).  

 

The int roduct ion of a supra–nat ional professional code st imulated a 

proliferat ion of regulatory inst ruments within the laws of nat ion–states. In the 

United States, the ‘ Nat ional Commission for the Protect ion of Human Subj ects 

of Bio–medical and Behaviour Research’  was established in 1974. Five years 

later the Commission produced ‘ The Belmont  Report ’  (1979), which shif ted 

away from a code to the ‘ broader principles’  of respect  for persons, 

beneficence and j ust ice (Israel & Hay, 2006, p.35). This discursive shif t  was 

important  for the const ruct ion of subj ect ivit ies: no longer would a code 

explicit ly prescribe which behaviours were admissible or inadmissible. By 

creat ing a set  of ‘ principles’ ,  a moral, personal, value–laden series of 

decisions about  ethics would need to be made by researchers, and by the 

commit tees who j udged the research. This shif t  was an example of a 

technology of ‘ governing the soul’  (Rose, 1999). 

 

Eventually the inst itut ional regulat ion of research pract ices was to 

extend to all disciplines of research involving human subj ects. During the 

1970s the US Department  of Health, Educat ion, and Welfare oversaw the 

Nat ional Inst itute of Health’ s ‘ Off ice for Protect ion from Research Risks’ ,  and 

extended the tying of funding (which had existed for bio–medical grants since 

1966) into a rule that  “ all research conducted in inst itut ions receiving DHEW 

funds be exposed to an IRB [ inst itut ional review board] review comparable 

with that  applying to bio–medical work”  (Israel & Hay, 2006, p.42). This was 

the beginning of what  is known as ‘ The Common Rule’ :  the broad applicat ion 

of the Belmont  Report  principles across all disciplines (and, as I wil l soon 

discuss, this cont inues to resonate in ethical regulat ion of research in Aust ralia 

today). 

 

When researchers employ the Common Rule, they draw upon four 

principles: respect  for autonomy, beneficence, non–malef icence and j ust ice 
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(Israel & Hay, 2006, p.18). Known as ‘ principilism’ , this set  of ethics “ emerged 

as a pract ical and ‘ obj ect ively t ransparent ’  means of dealing with ethical 

decisions when state intervent ion emerged”  (Israel & Hay, 2006, p.18). In 

effect , principilism is a technology of normalisat ion that  enables 

administ rat ive surveillance of research processes (for example, a focus on 

writ ten informed consent  as a form of accountabilit y).  Review commit tees 

could vet  research using foundat ional interpretat ions of the Common Rule set  

out  as ‘ applicat ions’ .  The most  commonly cited are no harm, fully informed 

consent , no decept ion and the protect ion of privacy and confident ialit y of 

part icipants (Lincon & Guba, 2003, pp.221–222). Just  as Foucault  dist inguished 

between moral codes and people’ s actual behaviour, the int roduct ion of the 

Common Rule did not  necessarily make research pract ices more ethical.  It s 

funct ion was to regulate and govern research pract ices so that  the knowledge 

produced by the research remained legit imate. Nevertheless, despite a set  of 

administ rat ive ethical principles, the 1970s saw American prisons, public 

lavatories and social laboratories (Punch, 1998, pp.167–168) become sites of 

ethical cont roversy in medical and behavioural research.  

 

The administ rat ive results of ethical regulat ion and surveillance saw 

discursive st rategies for determining, proving, account ing for, measuring and 

evaluat ing ethics (Koro–Lj ungberg, Gemignani, Brodeur & Kmiec, 2007): 

consent  forms had to be signed by all part icipants, informat ion sheets about  

the research had to be provided, and an evaluat ion of risks be discussed. The 

technique of calculat ing the ‘ ethical outcomes’  of research operates through 

the correlat ing the precept  of beneficence with the calculat ion of ‘ risk’  

(Haggerty, 2004; Johnson, 2008). Beneficence has been t ransformed from its 

origins in deontological philosophy to the now ideologically dominant  mode of 

calculat ing the probabilit y of events (O’ Malley, 1996). Haggerty refers to risk 

as a “ science where stat ist ics about  previous events are used to analyze the 

likelihood of future untoward potent ialit ies”  (2004, p.402). Calculated risk is 

applied as a means for determining ‘ beneficence’  in inst itut ional review. By 

providing evidence of the probabilit y of events, a posit ivist  research proposal 

can convince the system that  there is lit t le risk of harm, or potent ial l it igat ion 

towards the university. The applicat ion of ethics regulat ion resulted in new 

ways for researchers to measure their ethics, and to engage in st rategic 

tact ics for endorsement  by ethical review commit tees. Relat ionships between 
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the researcher and their subj ects became calculated according to indicators of 

risk. 

 

The process of writ ing ‘ passable’  research proposals involves 

const ruct ing scenarios in which the relat ionship between the researcher and 

the part icipant  will result  in minimal harm (Haggerty, 2004). Designing 

research to mit igate harm holds methodological implicat ions for the way 

knowledge is framed, collected and determined. Some crit iques of 

inst itut ional ethics regulat ion term posit ivist  review of all research as a form 

of ‘ methodological conservat ism’ . At  the core of the problem is “ the idea that  

the researcher–researched relat ionship ought  to be obj ect ive and distanced”  

(Lincoln & Guba, 2003, p.228).  

 

Regulatory ethics guidelines are inst ruments that  shape pract ical 

determinants of research relat ionships by creat ing discursive boundaries and 

protocols. Researchers may be required to provide interview schedules or 

details of how recruitment  st rategies will maintain anonymity between 

part icipants to protect  confident ialit y and privacy. For researchers 

undertaking ethnographic research in a ‘ naturalist ic f ield set t ing’ ,  this may 

create const raints on the development  of rapport  with part icipants the 

relat ionship with whom should “ not  be rest ricted to the moments of ent ry, 

exit ,  and data collect ion but  extended beyond the scope of  … academic 

needs”  (Bhat tacharya, 2007, p.1100). Bhat tacharya points out  problems in the 

presentat ion of a singular consent  form template to mult iple part icipants, 

which is imbued with “ characterizat ion [that ] assumes a homogenous 

understanding of methodology, methods, implementat ion, and negot iat ions of 

mult iple un/ planned circumstances while conduct ing research”  (2007, 

p.1108). As Punch concurs:  

 

[T]here are simply no easy answers provided by general codes 
to these situat ional ethics in f ieldwork … my posit ion is that  a 
professional code of ethics is beneficial as a guideline that  
alerts researchers to the ethical dimensions of their work, 
part icularly prior to ent ry. I am not  arguing that  the f ield–
worker should abandon all ethical considerat ions once he or 
she has got ten in, but  rather that  informed consent  is 
unworkable in some sorts of  observat ional research. (1998, 
p.171) 
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Van den Hoonaard (2006, pp. 263–264) extends this analysis to suggest  

that  f ieldwork as a methodology is now in decline because of the close, 

unst ructured relat ionships it  builds between researchers and part icipants. 

Not ing a slump in f ield–based research reports (in Canada) since the 

int roduct ion of regulatory codes, Van den Hoonaard suggests there is now a 

homogenisat ion of social science and humanit ies methods, with part icular 

precedence given to interviews as the sole data–gathering technique: “ The 

‘ interview’  has come to occupy a dominant  posit ion in contemporary 

methodology because it  approximates an approach that  medical researchers 

are more familiar with that  any other social–science method”  (2006, p.264). 

 

While theories of the relat ional are now int rinsic to many social 

research approaches (such as part icipatory research), the problem st il l 

remains that  to pass ethical review researchers must  account  for ‘ measurable’  

harms and risks associated with their endeavours (Boser, 2007; Brydon–Miller & 

Greenwood, 2006; De Tardo Bora, 2004). The polit ical contexts of knowledge 

product ion therefore coalesce with the const ruct ion of researcher 

subj ect ivit ies, and the subj ect ivit ies of research part icipants: in order to pass 

regulatory review a certain kind of relat ionship is discursively formed. The 

context  of part icipatory research relat ionships can now be viewed as complex 

for authorit ies to regulate, and for researchers to determine what  exact ly is 

ethical in their pract ices. 

 

The Aust ralian system is connected to the genesis of the American 

system of inst itut ional review. Aust ralia’ s Nat ional Health and Medical 

Research Council (NHMRC) responded with post–Helsinki documentat ion in 

1966, and in 1985 st ipulated that  all NHMRC–funded work required ethical 

review. In 1999 the NHMRC stated that  all inst itut ions receiving NHMRC 

funding must  apply ethical review to all research involving humans 

(irrespect ive of whether the proj ect  was health–related or direct ly funded by 

the NHMRC) (Israel & Hay, 2006, p.48). The Nat ional Health and Medical 

Research Council’ s guidelines have had several iterat ions, the most  recent  of 

which was released in 2007 (t it led the National Statement on Ethical Conduct 

in Research Involving Humans).  Ethics review commit tees comprise an array of 

subj ect ivit ies that  represent  professional expert ise (pastoralism, the law, 
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medicine) to review principles of ethical conduct : research merit  and 

integrity, j ust ice, benef icence and respect  (NHMRC, 2007, pp.13–14).  

 

Feminist  crit iques of the Aust ralian system (Halse & Honey, 2005; Halse 

& Honey, 2007) highlight  the complexity of determining what  is ethical within 

such an administ rat ive, inst itut ional framework. Although several groups are 

given ‘ special considerat ion’  within the National Statement (NHMRC, 2007), 

the only group to have a dist inguishable set  of ethical values are Aboriginal 

and Torres St rait  Islander peoples (NHMRC, 1991; 2003; 2005). To consider how 

a dif ferent  set  of values produce a dif ferent  set  of subj ect ivit ies in relat ing 

‘ ethically’  with Indigenous Aust ralians, I now turn to consider how such a 

regulatory system might  def ine and employ the term ‘ Indigeneity’ .  Indeed, it  

now follows to consider how it  has come to be that  Indigenous Aust ralians are 

the only group to be able to claim a dif ferent  set  of ethical values applied in 

research. 

Indigenous rights, human rights 
 
Development  studies (and many other disciplines) tend to divide the world 

into North/ South contexts as a way of  delineat ing the colonisers from the 

colonised (Schut te, 2000). Given my case study’ s ‘ Ant ipodean’  locat ion, such 

neat  dividing pract ices cannot  be unproblemat ically employed. As such, I will 

out line a specif ic context  for using the term ‘ Indigenous’ 21 in my argument . 

When I am referring to ‘ Indigenous’  people, I refer to literature from 

Aust ralia, Aotearoa/ New Zealand and Canada. Indigenous peoples from 

Aust ralia, Aotearoa/ New Zealand and Canada remain colonised by a Brit ish 

Head of State, and have similar Anglophonic experiences of colonisat ion. 

While the non–Indigenous populat ions of these states enj oy comparat ive 

economic prosperity, high standards of living, health, housing and educat ion 

(viz. ABS, 2004; Hunter, 1999; 2006), their Indigenous counterparts experience 

the effects of inst itut ional racism and cultural genocide which manifest  in 

pathologies of high incarcerat ion rates, high unemployment  and poor health in 

comparison to ‘ mainst ream society’  (Cunningham, Cass & Arnold, 2005; Ring & 

O’ Brien, 2007). Indigenous peoples’  status is of ten defined by the kinds of 

                                             

21 Indigeneity is a contested and complex concept . Rather than provide a pithy 
definit ion, I recognise the diversity and contestat ions permeat ing polit ical 
const ruct ions of ‘ Indigeneity’ .  
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‘ gap’  I discussed in Chapter 3 (see page 71), and the kind of social j ust ice 

‘ gap’  I employed as the moral rat ionale for my case study of  part icipatory 

research (see page 34). 

 

Indigenous peoples comprise many social groups who determine their 

collect ive ident ity from the specif icit y of the local (such as relat ionship with 

Count ry, dist inct  forms of culture and language, their specif ic experience of 

colonisat ion). When I use the term ‘ Indigenous’ , I do not  do this to imply 

homogeneity. I use this term to discuss the dividing pract ices employed within 

discourses that  shape subj ect ivit ies which dist inguish between Indigenous and 

non–Indigenous. I acknowledge many Indigenous peoples prefer not  to use 

‘ Indigenous’  in favour of  local and self–determined ident if iers. 

  

‘ Indigenous rights’  have not  emerged from a polit ical void. They are a 

result  of a global collect ive rights movement  of decolonisat ion emergent  

through the United Nat ions (Bat t iste & Henderson, 2000, pp.1–8; Blaser, Feit  & 

McRae, 2004, p.2; Davis, 2008; Garkawe, Kelly & Fisher, 2001). Over t ime, 

Indigenous peoples and their rights have been framed in part icular ‘ orders of 

discourse’ . For example, Grosfoguel (2007, p.214) draws connect ions with the 

way in which Indigenous peoples have been categorised according to non–

Indigenous concepts of ‘ rights’  drawn from part icular historical contexts (see 

table below).  

 

Table 3  Orders of discourse for Indigenous rights  
 

 Indigenous peoples Rights Context  

Sepulveda versus 
de las Casas 
(School of 

Salamanca) 

 
C16th 

 
People without  writ ing 

 
The rights of 

people 

 
C18th 

 
People without  history 

 
Natural rights 

 
Enlightenment  

 

 
C20th 

 
People without  
development  

 

 
Human rights 

 
United Nat ions 

 

Adapted from Grosfoguel, 2007, p.214 

 

Other commentators note the way in which Art icle 73 of the UN 

Charter (1943) refers to ‘ peoples’  without  self–government , emphasising a 
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shif t  f rom a territorial categorisat ion into a legal one (Bat t iste & Henderson, 

2000, p.62). According to Chapman, “ the use of  the term ‘ peoples’  in 

internat ional law implies the right  to full self–determinat ion, including 

polit ical independence”  (Chapman, 1994, p.219). These various ways of  

def ining Indigenous rights are only one way of considering Indigenous 

ident it ies; for “ ‘ Indigenous peoples’  have been provisionally def ined in three 

basic ways: legally/ analyt ically (the ‘ other’  def init ion), 

pract ically/ st rategically (the self–def init ion), and collect ively (the global in 

group definit ion)”  (Niezen, 2003, p.19). 

 

Although the UN has been pivotal in recognising Indigenous peoples as 

collect ive groups, there remain problems in the exercise of collect ive rights 

within human rights law. According to some commentators human rights are 

based upon a ‘ radical individualism’  drawn from eighteenth century liberal 

individualism (Chapman, 1994, p.212). This crit ique is similar to Smith’ s 

comment  that  “ Indigenous groups argue that  legal def init ions of ethics are 

framed in ways which contain the Western sense of the individual and of 

individualised property”  (1999, p.118). Christakis’  work on cross–cultural bio–

medical ethics also highlights the social character of self–determining ident ity 

according to relat ions with others: 

 

Western societ ies st ress the individualist ic nature of a person 
and put  much emphasis on the individual’ s rights, autonomy, 
self–determinat ion, and privacy. But  this is at  variance with 
the more relat ional def init ions of a person found in many non–
Western societ ies which st ress the embeddedness of the 
individual within society and define a person by means of  his 
relat ions to others. (1992, p.1086) 

 

Iris Marion Young (2004) argues that  Indigenous self–determinat ion 

evolves through relat ionalit y rather than territorialit y (which suggests 

separateness and independence). Her argument  incorporates feminist  crit iques 

of autonomy to consider “ relat ions among peoples and their degrees of 

dist inct iveness are more f luid, relat ional, and dependent  on context ”  (Young, 

2004, p.178). Niezen (2003) and Young (2004) demonst rate the complexity of 

determining ident ity by connectedness or dif ference, and their arguments are 

useful in considering how subj ect ivit ies are developed and shaped when 

people interact  with each other. The ways in which people view one another 

(and themselves) is context  dependent ,  relat ional and st rategic. Claiming 

0 



 

Indigeneity “ is part  of a shif t ing cont inuum or bricolage of ident it ies ranging 

from the individual actor to the family, clan, t ribal group, language group, 

village, region, province, nat ion, and, not  least  of all,  internat ional 

aff il iat ion”  (Niezen, 2003, p.12). Hence, throughout  this l iterature I also t reat  

‘ Indigenous rights’  in a similar way to a product ive view of power: 

 

Rights are not  fruit fully conceived as possessions. Rights are 
relat ionships, not  things; they are inst itut ionally def ined rules 
specifying what  people can do in relat ion to one another. 
Rights refer to doing more than having, to social relat ionships 
that  enable or const rain act ion. (Young, 1990, p.25) 

 

Given that  I have considered ways in which collect ive ident ity is 

def ined, it  is now useful to consider how ‘ Indigenous rights’  were produced. 

United Nat ions’  use of the term ‘ Indigenous’  f irst  emerged in 1957 within the 

Internat ional Labour Organisat ion (ILO) Convent ion No. 107, ‘ Concerning the 

Protect ion and Integrat ion of Indigenous and Other Tribal and Semi–Tribal 

Populat ions in Independent  Count ries’  (Clark, 2008, p.77). This was highly 

signif icant  use of language given it  was “ a t ime when scholars st il l  commonly 

referred to subj ects of their invest igat ions as “ primit ives”  (Niezen, 2003, p.4). 

The UN’ s involvement  in the polit ical process of decolonisat ion began in 1960, 

when self–determinat ion was int roduced as a ‘ right ’  in Art icle 2 of the UN 

General Assembly’ s Declarat ion of Independence to Colonial Count ries and 

Peoples (Niezen, 2003, p.41; Blaser et  al. ,  2004, p.5). The legal processes of 

decolonisat ion in Africa also fostered a “ decolonisat ion of the mind”  (Smith, 

Bat t iste, Bell & Findlay, 2002, p.177) amongst  Indigenous scholars who began 

to publish ant i–colonial crit iques of research in the 1970s (Smith, 2005, p.87). 

For example, Connell’ s account  of Libertés (1973) by Paulin Hountondj i is of a 

text  “ cent rally concerned with the connect ions among intellectual integrity, 

freedom, and popular part icipat ion in polit ical change”  (2007, p.103). 

 

During the 1960s, Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander act ivists 

ident if ied with goals of equalit y art iculated by the Civil Rights movement  

(most  commonly associated with Black rights in America) (Brady, 2004, p.16–

19). The st ruggle for equal recognit ion under the Commonwealth was realised 

in const itut ional reform in 1967—and it  was after this that  Aboriginal act ivists 

turned at tent ion to the not ion of autonomy (Clark, 2008). As Brady notes, 

‘ equality’  had the potent ial to t ranslate into policies of assimilat ion. Mirroring 
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the polit ics of the United Nat ions (the adopt ion of the Internat ional Covenant  

on Civil and Polit ical Rights in 1966 [Pritchard, 1998, p.184]), ‘ self–

determinat ion’  became the off icial policy for the t reatment  of ‘ Aboriginal 

Affairs’  under the Whit lam Government  when it  came to power in 1972 (Brady, 

2004, p.20). The f irst  art icle of the Covenant  states: “ All peoples have the 

right  of self–determinat ion. By virtue of that  right  they freely determine their 

polit ical status and freely pursue their economic, social,  and cultural 

development ”  (Pritchard, 1998, p.186). In light  of this global discourse of 

rights during the 1970s “ there was a growing recognit ion among Aboriginal and 

Torres St rait  Islander people that  as the original populat ion their status 

implied an ent it lement  to certain rights”  (Brady, 2004, p.22). It  was this 

polit ical climate which saw the development  of  the Indigenous rights 

movement .  

 

The UN Working Group on Indigenous Populat ions (WGIP)22 was 

established in 1982 (Pritchard, 1998, p.40). The group worked to art iculate 

collect ive dif ference and uniqueness, not  only in relat ionship to land and self–

determinat ion rights, but  also in ways of knowing and understanding the world 

as expressions of culture that  warranted protect ion under internat ional 

agencies such the United Nat ions Educat ional, Scient if ic, and Cultural 

Organizat ion (UNESCO), the United Nat ions Children’ s Fund (UNICEF) and the 

World Health Organizat ion (WHO). The internat ional context  of this diverse 

yet  synergist ic art iculat ion of ident ity was also crucial to changing the policy 

of colonising nat ion–states by arguing a cont ravent ion of rights for cultural 

expression and protect ion. Professor Mick Dodson’ s account  of being a part  of 

the group provides insight  into the synergies of the movement : 

 

My f irst  session at  the UN working Group on Indigenous 
Populat ions was a moment  of  t remendous insight  and 
recognit ion. I was sit t ing in a room, 12,000 miles away from 
home, but  if  I’ d closed my eyes I could j ust  about  have been 
in Maningrida or Doomadgee or Flinders Island. The people 
wore dif ferent  clothes, spoke in dif ferent  languages or with 
dif ferent  accents, and their homes had dif ferent  names. But  
the stories and the sufferings were the same. We were all 
part  of a world community of Indigenous peoples spanning the 

                                             

22 It  has been argued that  the use of the word ‘ Populat ions’  instead of ‘ Peoples’  in the 
t it le ref lects the const raints placed upon the group in it s rights to claim self-
determinat ion (Dodson, 1998, p.62). 
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planet ; experiencing the same problems and st ruggling 
against  the same alienat ion, marginalisat ion and sense of 
powerlessness. (Dodson, 1998, p.19) 
 

Thus, Indigenous resistance has been a st ruggle characterised by a 

global collect ive push for inst ruments of internat ional law rather than the 

violence often associated with ethno–nat ionalist  disputes (Blaser et  al. ,  2004, 

p.16; Niezen, 2003, p.15). The collect ive work of delegates of the WGIP led to 

the United Nat ions declaring 1993 the Internat ional Year of  the World’ s 

Indigenous people, closely followed by the Internat ional Decade for the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples (1994–2004), and eventually the Declarat ion of 

Indigenous Rights in 2007. 

 

During the rat if icat ion of the United Nations Declaration of the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples in September 2007, the United States of America, 

Aust ralia, Canada and Aotearoa / New Zealand were the only nat ion–states to 

vote against  the resolut ion. 23 More recent ly, a change in federal 

administ rat ion has resulted in ‘ formal support ’  (though not  legally binding) of 

the Declarat ion (Human Rights Commission, 2009).  This push for recognit ion 

of dif ferent  rights cont inues to remain a contested j ourney, as Behrendt  

explains: 

 

Some non–Indigenous people feel confused about  this 
seemingly cont radictory stance – the claim for ‘ equal 
protect ion’  and the rej ect ion of the ‘ same standards’ . Such 
confusion indicates an inabilit y to grasp the not ion that  what  
we Indigenous people are asking for are the same rights but  
that  we seek to exercise them dif ferent ly … We all hold these 
rights by virtue of being human even if  we have a dif ferent  
cultural const ruct  of what  those rights might  mean in 
pract ice. (2001, p.4) 

 

‘ Dif ferentness’  is not  understood on the basis of  liberalism and the 

rights of an individual. Rather ‘ dif ferentness’  is the right  to exercise collect ive 

rights within a system of law (human rights) that  privileges the role of the 

autonomous individual under the power of a sovereign state. The art iculat ion 

of how Indigenous ident ity might  be expressed is complex and contested 

because Indigenous Aust ralia comprises heterogeneous cultures expressed 

                                             

23 The resolut ion was supported by 148 member states of the UN (with 11 abstainers). 
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through many dif ferent  languages, relat ionships to sea and Count ry, and 

knowledge systems. This collect ive comprises dif ference and heterogeneity, 

but  is held together by a resistance to liberal individualism.  

 

The developments in internat ional law recognising Indigenous peoples’  

rights mirror the processes of decolonisat ion within other inst itut ions such as 

universit ies. A st ruggle to reclaim intellectual sovereignty exists within arenas 

such as the academy, and this has ramif icat ions for researchers. It  is crucial to 

consider that  the responsibilit y of researchers to adhere to human rights 

principles in the ethical conduct  of research must  begin to engage with 

Indigeneity as a point  of dif ference. I will now brief ly consider rights of  

intellectual self–determinat ion in the context  of universit ies and the business 

of research. 

Indigenous knowledges & self–determination 
 
As I discussed in the int roduct ion to this thesis, the academy represents a 

colonising force. From Indigenous perspect ives, research cont inues to have the 

potent ial to ent rench eugenic const ruct ions of race. For example, 

dehumanising research pract ices (such as cranial measurements and dissect ion 

of cadavers) were used to cont ribute to a eugenic discourse that  legit imated 

invasion.  Linda Tuhiwai Smith’ s Decolonizing Methodologies begins by 

reminding the reader “ research is probably one of the dirt iest  words in the 

indigenous world’ s vocabulary”  (Smith, 1999, p.1). Research, measurement  

and stat ist ics are all governmental technologies that  many Indigenous groups 

cont inue to f ind threatening. For example, from Canada: 

 

[E]pidemiological port raits of Aboriginal sickness and misery 
act  as powerful social inst ruments for the const ruct ion of 
Aboriginal ident ity. Epidemiological knowledge const ructs an 
understanding of Aboriginal society that  reinforces unequal 
power relat ionships; in other words, an image of sick, 
disorganized communit ies can be used to j ust ify paternalism 
and dependency. (O’ Neil,  Reading & Leader, 1998, p.230) 

 

From Indigenous perspect ives, research is perceived as problemat ising 

and obj ect ifying (Smith, 1999), and resistance to involvement  in research has 

become a logical react ion: “ One Indigenous response to this ‘ dirt iness’  has 

been to rej ect  part icipat ion in, and the value of , research it self”  (Humphery, 
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2001, p.197). The other response has been self–determined intellectual 

reclamat ion, which has come to be known as ‘ Indigenism’ . 

 

Indigenous standpoint  and knowledge systems are often referred to as 

Indigenist  research in Aust ralia (viz. Rigney, 1997; 200124).  From this 

perspect ive, non–Indigenous involvement  in research about  Indigenous peoples 

is problemat ic and content ious. In this way, similarit ies can be drawn with 

essent ialist  debates in the ongoing development  of feminist  theory regarding 

the probity of male involvement  in research for and about  women (Pease, 

2000), and similar debates of researching ‘ otherness’  def ined by age, 

(dis)abilit y, class, and ethnicity (Fawcet t  & Hearn, 2004). 

 

A standpoint  posit ion would generally be that  experiences 
produce knowledge and knowledge divorced from experience 
is colonizing, appropriat ing and oppressive. Knowledge is not  
only about  the const ruct ion of ‘ others’  in society that  happen 
to be beyond the gaze of researchers, but  is very much 
concerned with overcoming dominant  const ruct ions of 
‘ others’  within the research process itself .  This highlights the 
importance of countering ‘ othering’  within the research 
process. (Fawcet t  & Hearn, 2004, p.209) 

 

Indigenist  crit ique is usually aimed at  non–Indigenous misinterpretat ion 

because universal applicat ion of non–Indigenous theory is disconnected from 

context  and place (in cont rast  to Indigenous standpoints which are grounded in 

a relat ional context  with place, kin, and the experience of colonisat ion). 

Stand–point  theory has many proponents in Indigenous Aust ralian literature, 

who assert  that  “ non–Indigenous Aust ralia cannot  and possibly will not  

understand the complexit ies of Indigenous Aust ralia at  the same level of 

empathy as an Indigenous Aust ralian researcher can achieve”  (Foley, 2003, 

p.46). The development  of an Indigenist  standpoint  ref lects theorised 

explanat ions of what  it  is to be Indigenous in terms of a subj ugated ontology, 

epistemology and axiology, which highlight  “ the ways knowledge is produced 

and legit imated”  (Semali & Kincheloe, 1999, p.34). As Grosfoguel suggests: 

                                             

24 “ Indigenism is mult i-disciplinary with the essent ial criteria being the ident ity and 
colonising experience of the writer. Similarly, by the term ‘ Indigenist ’  I mean the 
body of knowledge by Indigenous scholars in relat ion to research methodological 
approaches”  (Rigney, 2001, p.1).  
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“ The main point  here is the locus of enunciat ion, that  is, the geo–polit ical and 

body–polit ical locat ion of the subj ect  that  speaks”  (2007, p.213).  

 

To make the Indigenist  dist inct ion is to extend upon the post–colonial 

assert ion that  alternat ives to western epistemology exist ,  by framing research 

through the specif ic locat ion of Indigenous knowledges, standpoints and 

experiences of colonisat ion (Smith, 1999). This “ epistemic decolonial turn”  

(Grosfoguel, 2007) is explained as a shif t ing from “ those who read subalternity 

as a post–modern crit ique (which represents a Eurocent ric crit ique of 

Eurocent rism) [to] those who read subalternity as a decolonial crit ique (which 

represents a crit ique of Eurocent rism from subalternized and silenced 

knowledges)”  (Grosfoguel, 2007, p.211). This logic incorporates assert ions that  

“ self–determinat ion must  incorporate the right  to exclusive self–

representat ion”  (Hollinsworth, 1995, p.92) and a protest  against  the idea that  

colonial pract ices are of the past  (expressed as ‘ post ’  colonial) (L.T. Smith et  

al. ,  2002, p.175; G.H. Smith, 2000, p.215). 

 

‘ Indigenism’  does not  operate without  content ion. Other commentators 

refer to “ counter–essent ialism”  in order to challenge “ assert ions of a f ixed and 

stable indigenous ident ity”  (Semali & Kincheloe 1999, p.22–23). Semali and 

Kincheloe quest ion: 

 

[T]he essent ialist  assert ion that  there is a natural category of 
‘ indigenous persons.’  Indeed, there is great  diversity within 
the label, indigenous people. The indigenous cultural 
experience is not  the same for everybody; indigenous 
knowledge is not  a monolithic epistemological concept . (1999, 
p.24) 

 

The process of intellectual self–determinat ion by decolonisat ion is rich 

with complexit ies of standpoint  and ways of determining the subj ect ivity of 

‘ others’ :  in this discourse non–Indigenous subj ect ivit ies symbolise colonising 

thought . In the process of decolonisat ion, Indigenous standpoints are to be 

privileged with the aim of act ively reversing the effects of colonisat ion into 

‘ reclamat ion’  through methods such as test imonies, story–telling, celebrat ion 

of survival, act ion, revitalisat ion, restorat ion, networking, protect ion and 

democrat isat ion (Smith, 1999, pp. 142–162).  
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Polarisat ion has defined art iculat ion of Indigenous knowledges in the 

academy. While Indigenist  polit ical imperat ives remain embedded in a st ruggle 

against  (neo)colonisat ion, there is a tendency for this crit ique to homogenise 

‘ Western’  knowledges into a monolithic posit ivist  frame of inquiry. The 

methodological response to this is increased representat ion of Indigenous 

standpoints in research (through part icipat ion) to counter non–Indigenous 

Eurocent rism in research: 

 

One research milieu that  incorporates the means to address 
social inequity is found in part icipatory act ion research (PAR). 
The part icipatory act ion research approach to community 
issues is a culturally relevant  and empowering method for 
Indigenous people in Canada and worldwide as it  crit iques the 
ongoing impact  of colonizat ion, neo–colonialism and the force 
of marginalisat ion … Most  important ly, this approach serves to 
deconst ruct  the Western posit ivist  research paradigm that  is,  
and has always been, ant ithet ical to Indigenous ways of  
coming to knowledge on many levels; theoret ically, 
cognit ively, pract ically, and spiritually. (Ermine, Sinclair & 
Jeffery, 2004, p.13) 
 

Here the connect ion between discourses and their product ive effects 

become visible. Indigenous part icipat ion in research is crucial to countering 

Eurocent rism. Indigenous part icipat ion is therefore integral to the proj ect  of 

decolonisat ion, and to the protect ion of Indigenous peoples from the harms of 

epistemic violence. 

 

There are many other oppressed groups who might  make similar claims 

for recognit ion of dif ference. But  the quest ion now becomes – how have 

Indigenous Aust ralians been able to combine the protect ion of human rights 

with the right  to dif ferent  ethics guidelines? To understand this polit ical 

manoeuvre I return to the discipline of health research (the genesis of 

research ethics guidelines) and to the polit ics of the 1970s. 

Health is a human right 
 
In 1978 a new WHO concept  of health was declared ‘ a human right ’ .  It  was to 

have “ a profound inf luence on the discourse of  Aboriginal health act ivists”  

(Brady, 2004, p.27), as well as those of Aust ralian polit icians and policy 

makers (Aldrich, Zwi & Short , 2007). The Alma Ata declarat ion of health 

fostered a global re–definit ion of public health based on social and economic 
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factors, rather than biological determinism. The new public health was 

def ined by ‘ wellbeing’  rather than ‘ f reedom from disease’  and was to be 

explained through social pat terns of disease and ‘ causal pathways’  associated 

with ‘ social gradients of health’ .   

 

Commentators crit iquing the bio–medical disenfranchisement  of other 

disciplines of research under inst itut ional ethics regulat ions have observed the 

implicat ions for how ‘ research part icipants’  also came to be redefined.  

 

As st range as it  may seem, the bio–medical basis of nat ional 
research ethics codes is even overwhelming medical research 
on health. The convent ional bio–medical concept  of the 
“ human subj ect ,”  as found in ethics codes, is out  of step with 
WHO’ s own holist ic def init ion of  health … The “ human 
subj ect ”  in internat ional and nat ional research–ethics policies 
is a highly individualist ic, autonomous person, in cont rast  to 
WHO’ s holist ic def init ion of a healthy person. (Van den 
Hoonaard, 2006, p.266) 

 

This il lust rates how research part icipant  subj ect ivity is altered when a 

foundat ional def init ion of a discourse (such as health) is modif ied. The 

format ion of the research subj ects in ethics discourse changed when social and 

cultural factors became legit imate at t ributes of health status. 

 

‘ Health as a human right ’  became a polit ical concept  and an 

inst rument  for self–determinat ion of  Indigenous rights to collect ive dif ference 

(Brady, 2004, p.33; Eckermann et  al. ,  2002, pp.174-190). In the process of 

claiming collect ive rights to health and wellbeing, Indigenous act ivists aligned 

their self–determined art iculat ion of health with the new WHO definit ion 

which highlighted “ the need for community part icipat ion and local self–

determinat ion in health”  (Brady, 2004, p.27). Aust ralian Aboriginal def init ions 

of health developed to shape policies by melding cultural,  social,  and polit ical 

dif ference. While no pan–Aboriginal word for ‘ health’  existed, there was a 

polit ical imperat ive for recognit ion of Aboriginal health rights dist inct  from 

the mainst ream, which played a crucial role in the “ bureaucrat ic 

management  of Indigenous health mat ters”  (Brady, 2004, p.126). Phrases 

were developed to encapsulate dif ference: 

 

Gat j il [Dj errkura] told us there is no word ‘ health’  in 
Aboriginal languages. He said that  health means ‘ to promote 
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and st rengthen the life of Aboriginal people as a means of  
ensuring their survival and growth. 25 We then found that  this 
sentence can be t ranslated back as a single word into every 
language that  we tested. (Fleming & Devansen, 1985 cited in 
Brady, 2004, p.39  

 

Important ly, from the mid–1980s in Aust ralia, health (the dominant  

discipline of  ethical regulat ion) became equated with not ions of ‘ survival and 

growth’  in Indigenous policy making. As a result  of this, Indigenous Aust ralians 

were able to lobby the Nat ional Health and Medical Research Council for 

special ethics guidelines on the basis of  their right  to good health. Indigenous 

Aust ralians had a right  to ‘ survival and growth’  (incorporat ing social and 

biological determinants of health), and it  was the responsibilit y of researchers 

to support  this right . 

 

In November 1986 the Menzies Foundat ion and the NHMRC held a 

conference in Alice Springs t it led ‘ Research Priorit ies in Aboriginal Health’  

(NHMRC, 1991, p.4; Menzies School of Health Research, 1987)26.  While the 

purpose of the meet ing was to ident ify social and bio–medical ‘ problems’ , the 

Aboriginal delegates staged a ‘ take–over’  to crit ique the basis of Western 

research and priorit ise ethics from an Indigenous perspect ive (Humphery, 

2002, pp.14–17). The NHMRC provides a polite account  of this meet ing as 

follows:  

 

The 1986 Nat ional Conference on Research Priorit ies in 
Aboriginal Health exhibited all of  the hallmarks of a lack of 
t rust  and dif ference–blindness. Yet  part icipants courageously 
moved the debate forward by recommending the creat ion of a 
set  of ethical standards for research in Aboriginal health. 
(NHMRC, 2003, p.4) 

 

From this conference the Medical Research Ethics Commit tee of the 

NHMRC became “ convinced that  the Aboriginal community singled itself  out  

for special considerat ion”  (NHMRC, 1991, p.4) cit ing in part icular, “ it s 

                                             

25 Gat j il Dj errkura’ s definit ion of health is echoed and repeated in a culturally specif ic 
ethical value t it led ‘ survival and protect ion’  (NHMRC, 2003). I will discuss this in 
Chapter 5. 
26 An account  of the meet ing in a special issue of the Menzies School’ s Newslet ter in 
February the following year was t it led ‘Values and Ethics in Research’  (Menzies School 
of Health Research, 1987, pp.6-7). The current  guidelines are now similarly t it led, 
Values and Ethics: Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Health (NHMRC, 2003). 
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conspicuous level of poor health result ing from social,  historical and cultural 

factors”  (NHMRC, 1991, p.4); that  past  research has “ concerned itself  

primarily with mat ters of interest  to science or to white Aust ralians”  (NHMRC, 

1991, p.4); and “ insensit ivity among researchers to the values, needs and 

customs of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander communit ies”  (NHMRC, 1991, 

p.4). 

 

In response to the cont roversy of the Alice Springs meet ing, a closed 

workshop was held the following year in Camden, NSW to create a set  of 

‘ advisory notes’  (Houston, 1988). The result  was a document  with “ a desire to 

protect  Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples' cultures and value base, 

and not  surprisingly sought  to do so in a prescript ive process”  (NHMRC, 2003, 

p.4). The advisory notes formed the basis of the Interim Guidelines on Ethical 

Matters in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research (NHMRC, 

1991). In their f irst  form, the guidelines were ‘ protect ionist ’ ,  designed to limit  

harms. This called for a redraft  of the guidelines which aimed “ to extend the 

boundaries of ethical assessment  to promote ‘ inclusiveness’  as a way of 

ensuring that  the previous history of marginalisat ion of Indigenous interests 

within the const ruct ion of research is redressed”  (Dunbar & Scrimgeour, 2005, 

p.17). 

 

It  is also important  to remember that  during this period the NHMRC 

extended its regulatory scope to include all disciplines of research (as I 

discussed earlier).  Consequent ly the guidelines designed for health research 

involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  peoples now applied to all disciplines 

involving human part icipants – educat ion, anthropology, community 

development , criminology and so on. At  this point , connect ions can begin to 

be drawn between Indigenism as intellectual self–determinat ion, and the right  

of communit ies to be act ively involved in shaping research protocols according 

to the self–determined need of ‘ the community’ .  

 

Some commentators (Kowal, Anderson & Bailie, 2005) have connected the 

NHMRC’ s at tempts to improve Indigenous health status with determinants of 

health ident if ied by social epidemiology in the ‘ Whitehall Studies’ ,  which 

suggest  the relat ive percept ion of cont rol you have over your life correlates 

with your health and wellbeing. Marmot  (2004) asserts that  a social gradient  of 
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autonomy, social engagement , and relat ive empowerment  determines health 

status and suggests that  the social determinants of health are j ust  as 

important  as primary health care intervent ions. Similarly,  the remedial 

possibilit ies of empowerment  through part icipat ion include the World Health 

Organizat ion’ s ethics guidelines for research with Indigenous peoples. While 

this document  is “ not  intended as a subst itute or replacement  for nat ional and 

internat ional medical research ethics procedures”  (WHO, 2009, preface), it  

ref lects a methodological preference for act ive involvement  (Marinet to, 2003) 

of Indigenous communit ies through part icipat ion. Important ly, this document  

emphasises the connect ion between improving Indigenous health and 

employing part icipatory approaches to research. 

 

While the ‘ right ’  to health indicates why inst itut ions such as the NHMRC 

support  a part icipatory approach, the desire for self–determinat ion and 

empowerment  on the part  of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples 

themselves should not  be a neglected part  of this story. 

Indigenous participation & remediation 
 

The Aboriginal health sector was engaged with self–determinat ion polit ics of 

community cont rol well before the NHMRC guidelines were published. From as 

early as 1973, Redfern Aboriginal Medical Service was providing community–

cont rolled primary health care, and Fred Hollows placed maj or emphasis on 

the role of Aboriginal workers in his t rachoma survey of Aboriginal 

communit ies (1975–1977): “ the reason we succeeded was we got  a good lot  of 

Aborigines working with us”  (Jones, Buzzacot t ,  Briscoe, Murray & Murray, 

2008): 

 

‘ Barefoot  medicine’  had great  appeal to the early Aboriginal 
health movement  because of it s polit ical agenda, which in 
China was a polit ical,  rather than a technical creat ion [Rifkin 
1978], explicit ly designed to disestablish the power of the 
medical professionals and to give the people a role in their 
own health care. (Brady, 2004, p.36) 

 

The idea that  health services could be mobilised into culturally self–

determined care disassociated from professional elites was as inf luent ial 

globally as it  was in Aust ralia. When China j oined the WHO in 1973, Mao’ s 

barefoot  doctors made a huge impression because of the scale of health 
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delivery (Brady, 2004, p.30) and had a profound inf luence on polit icising the 

WHO’ s definit ion of health (Lee, 1997). This ideological approach encouraged 

empowerment  of para–professional community members in the provision of 

primary health care, and concomitant  derision against  outsider professional 

cont rol of community health services (Brady, 2004, p.36).  

 

A similar destabilisat ion agenda has much to do with the empowerment  

ideology of ‘ bot tom up’  principles of development . In the f ield of educat ion, 

for example, Freire’ s Pedagogy of the Oppressed was a highly inf luent ial 

document  for Indigenous act ivists such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Smith, 

Bat t iste, Bell & Findlay, 2002, pp.176–177), Graham Hingangaroa Smith (2000, 

p.210), and Marie Bat t iste (2000, p.206), and for anthropologists seeking to 

integrate praxis within their work (Bauman, 2001, p.208). This challenge to 

expert ise resonates now in the form of privileging local,  Indigenous, 

community knowledge as an exercise of decolonisat ion, and in the 

requirement  of community sanct ioning of research as an ethical requirement  

(Anderson, 1996; Bishop, 1997; Brown, 2005; Fletcher, 2003; Van Der Woerd, 

2006).  

 

Health is the most  inf luent ial domain in which regulatory change for 

ethical review has occurred. ‘ Health’  as a domain of knowledge, converges 

with the moral problem of Indigenous health status (as a populat ion group). 

Within this account , there is no clean cause and effect : rather a mult iplicit y of 

events, processes, new inst itut ions and rules (Foucault ,  1991b, p.76), and new 

technologies through which people to understand themselves (Rose, 1999). By 

deploying subj ect ivit ies towards the exercise of Indigenous rights, community 

act ivists have effect ively challenged government  inst itut ions, lobbying for 

more appropriate research methods involving their communit ies (Blaser et  al. ,  

2004; Petersen, 2003). Historical cont ingencies have enabled a socially 

(re)const ructed definit ion of ‘ health’  to become the key to the statutory 

implementat ion of dist inct ive regulatory ethics guidelines for Indigenous 

Aust ralians. By forging a dist inct  def init ion of health (an internat ionally 

recognised human right ), Indigenous Aust ralia gained polit ical leverage for 

self–determining the provision of health care and act ivit ies associated with 

health care (including health research). The basis of this special considerat ion 

was claims for recognit ion of collect ive rights to ‘ dif ferentness’ : def ined 
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posit ively (in terms of ontology, epistemology, and axiology) and defined 

negat ively (in terms of the experience of colonisat ion and resultant  health 

status). 

 

All of the historical events recounted in this chapter demonst rate how 

‘ interdiscursive’  changes can occur simultaneously (Foucault ,  1991a, p.68). 

People are shaped into subj ect  posit ions according to categorisat ions such as 

researcher/ part icipant  or Indigenous/ non–Indigenous, that  produce and re–

inscribe material effects and discursive products. The next  part  of my 

argument  seeks to ident ify the kinds of subj ect ivit ies that  are produced in the 

NHMRC guidelines for research involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 

Peoples. The convergence between discourses and subj ect ivit ies inform how 

part icipat ion in research is to be exercised in pract ice as a remedial ‘ right ’ .  

 

Moreover, the history of inst itut ional regulat ion reveals why researchers 

are governed by rules of administ rat ive accountabilit y such as writ ten, 

informed consent . The dif ference between inst itut ional and community views 

of research ethics set  the tension inherent  to doing research with and for 

Indigenous part icipants; both prerogat ives shape part icipatory space through 

discursive rules and implied social pract ices of  distance or relat ionalit y. Roles, 

characterisat ions and subj ect ivit ies are formed in relat ion to these rules and 

this tension. 
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CHAPTER 5   DISCURSIVE ETHICS 
 
My argument  for viewing part icipat ion as a remedial space between resistance 

and t rust  draws on the idea that  ‘ space’  is a social pract ice const ituted by an 

interplay of subj ect ivit ies, discursive rules, knowledge and power. In Chapter 

2 I located and int roduced my case study as a series of invited spaces. In my 

account  of this case study, I referred to the inst itut ional pract ices I followed 

in the development  of my research, including the st ipulat ion that  I 

demonst rate the values out lined by the National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Research Involving Humans (NHMRC, 1991) and Values and Ethics: 

Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health 

Research (NHMRC, 2003) (see page 34). Although my research was not  ‘ health’  

research, I was obliged to follow the NHMRC guidelines to meet  the 

inst itut ional governance and funding requirements of the university.  As 

discussed in the previous chapter, all research in Aust ralia involving humans 

must  adhere to the principles out lined by the NHMRC. These guidelines are 

part  of an archive that  shaped, informed and produced my conduct  in relat ing 

to, with, and for others. They are an archive that  informed my subj ect ivity. 

 

In this chapter I wil l consider the ‘ product ive effects’  of the NHMRC ethics 

guidelines for research involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples 

(NHMRC, 2003). The product ive effects of this archive are several discourses, 

which somet imes reinforce and somet imes cont radict  one another. These 

discourses create ideals and at t ributes for ‘ t ypes’  of persons, which in the 

process of developing an ethical subj ect ivity, people recognise and either seek 

to align with, or rej ect .  In this l ight , “ discourse is not  a place into which 

subj ect ivity irrupts; it  is a space of dif ferent iated subj ect–posit ions and 

subj ect–funct ions”  (Foucault ,  1991a, p.58). Focusing on an archive (a text  such 

as a set  of ethics guidelines), enables considerat ion of the social effects of the 

rules of engagement  ascribed to the f ield, and the reiterat ion of discursive 

knowledge to normalise behaviours and relat ionships. 

 

Following Foucault ’ s archaeological approach to discourse (Foucault ,  

1972), I wil l focus my analysis on the way t ruth is ascribed to “ a corpus of 

‘ statements’  whose organisat ion is regular and systemat ic”  (Kendall & 

Wickham, 1999, p.42). Rather than a ‘ deep’  hermeneut ic reading, the focus 
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on rules suggests reading not  only for the inst itut ional effects of regulatory 

inst ruments (such as protect ing human rights), but  also the moral and 

epistemological authorit y ascribed to statements. My analysis wil l also look for 

the ways statements recur and repeat , and the types or categories of people, 

act ivit ies, relat ionships, knowledges and t ruths that  are propounded or 

dismissed. The methodological approach to discourse analysis is as follows: 

 

do not  quest ion discourses about  their silent ly intended 
meanings, but  about  the fact  and condit ions of their manifest  
appearance; not  about  the contents which they may conceal, 
but  about  the t ransformat ions they have effected; not  about  
the sense preserved within them like a perpetual origin, but  
about  the f ield where they co–exist ,  reside and disappear. 
(Foucault ,  1991a, p.60) 

 

The archive (text ) I am analysing does not  exist  as a regulatory 

inst rument  in isolat ion. As I have already discussed, all Aust ralian university 

research involving humans is subj ect  to review by the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans (NHMRC, 2007). 27 This set  of 

regulatory guidelines contains special provisions for the assessment  of 

research involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples, and is to be 

read in conj unct ion with Values and Ethics: Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research (NHMRC, 2003), and 

Keeping Research on Track: A guide for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples about health research (NHMRC, 2005).  

 

Within these guidelines, Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 

community values (comprising reciprocity, respect , equalit y, responsibilit y, 

survival and protect ion, spirit  and integrity) are dist inguished from 

‘ mainst ream’  principles of  ‘ research merit  and integrity, j ust ice, 

beneficence, and respect  for persons’  (NHMRC, 2007). These values are 

expressed diagrammat ically in Values and Ethics: Guidelines for Ethical 

Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research (NHMRC, 

2003), which I will henceforth refer to as Values and Ethics (NHRMC, 2003). 

 

 

                                             

27 As my research commenced in 2005 my ethics applicat ion was assessed according to 
the previous version of the document  (NHMRC, 1999). However, in this instance I am 
referring to the way this text  is clustered in relat ion to current  regulatory devices. 
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Figure 14  Diagram of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander values for research 

 

Source: Values and Ethics (NHMRC, 2003, p.9) 

 

The diagram, like the text , is intended for researchers. It  uses a 

teleological representat ion of t ime, with arrows directed towards a ‘ future’ .  

This depicts a linear view of t ime and space, a modernist  proj ect  of 

development  directed towards what  lies ahead. These arrows, represent ing 

‘ development ’  towards the future bet rays the remedialism inherent  to 

research involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples: progress, 

change, improvement  for the future designed to heal and repair the effects of 

il l health of the present  and the past : the moral imperat ive for a separate set  

of guidelines in the f irst  place (see page 109). Problemat ically, this diagram 

suggests that  research incorporat ing these values operates as a l inear, 

sequent ial pract ice. As my evaluat ion in later chapters will reveal, this is not  

the case.  

 

In cont rast , Keeping Research on Track: A guide for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples about health research (NHMRC, 2005) presents 

the values very dif ferent ly. Designed as a community resource of informat ion 

about  rights within the research process, the community report  dif fers starkly.  
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Figure 15  Diagram of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander values for 
community use 

 

Source: Keeping Research on Track: A guide for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples about health research ethics (NHMRC, 2005, p.8) 

 

This diagram mimics Cent ral and Western Desert  iconography28—

symbolic representat ions of people, places, count ry, spirit s and resources 

(Meyers, 2005). This image suggests a ‘ t radit ional’  representat ion of holist ic 

knowledge, without  linear temporal dimensions. My purpose in point ing out  

the dif ferences between these representat ions of the values is to highlight  the 

dif ferent  subj ect ivit ies at t ributed to audiences. These images show a 

dif ference between how researchers are to interpret  the guidelines, and how 

Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples might  employ them. Keeping 

Research on Track: A guide for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 

about health research ethics (NHMRC, 2005), discusses intellectual property, 

provides basic informat ion about  research methods and out lines an ‘ eight  step 

research j ourney’  (building relat ionships, conceptualisat ion, development  and 

approval, data collect ion and management , analysis, report  writ ing, 

disseminat ion and ‘ learnings’  [NHMRC, 2005, pp.15–27]). Keeping Research on 

                                             

28 Dots and symbols are a t radit ional knowledge system used in the desert  sand. In the 
1970s Aboriginal art ists developed innovat ive techniques using acrylic paints on canvas 
to produce artwork of worldwide acclaim. While dots are famously associated with a 
homogenous view of Aboriginal ‘ culture’ , the technique is specif ic to desert  
communit ies (Berndt , Berndt  & Stanton, 1992, p.69). 
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Track asserts, “ Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples have a right , and 

indeed a responsibilit y,  to be involved in all aspects of research undertaken in 

our communit ies and organisat ions”  (NHMRC, 2005, p. i).  This is a document  

designed to support  and facilitate the right  to act ive community part icipat ion 

in research. 

 

While I have indicated that  there are mult iple texts related to one 

another as a corpus of regulatory material published by the NHMRC, the 

guidelines designed for researchers, Values and Ethics (NHRMC, 2003), are my 

focus. I suggest  that  the ‘ research j ourney’  between Aboriginal and Torres 

St rait  Islander peoples and researchers demands more than human rights 

protect ion—rather it  is shaped by discourses that  suggest  the conduct  of 

individuals should consider the remedial qualit y of relat ionships. The kinds of 

qualit ies I refer to are counter–colonial, healing, inclusive, part icipatory and 

deferring to community cont rol (rather than researcher cont rol).  These 

discourses connect , inform and reinscribe a connect ion between (counter–) 

colonialism, ethics and methodology.  

 

I suggest  that  three discourses from this archive inform researcher and 

part icipant  subj ect ivit ies: i) a discourse of apology, ii) a responsibilit y for 

act ion, iii) pragmat ic ‘ dif ferentness’ . The order of my discussion of these 

discourses is arbit rary; although there is not  a causal f low between the 

discourses, they are interconnected and mutually inform the rat ionale of each 

other. At  the same t ime, there are internal disrupt ions and confluences 

amongst  the discourses as they compete for primacy. This evokes confusion 

within emergent  subj ect ivit ies about  how to j uggle the various effects in 

pract ice. It  makes developing an ethical subj ect ivity a very complex arena. 

Discourse of apology: a moral domain 
 
The discourse of apology demands recognit ion that  the context  of research 

involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples and communit ies is not  

post–colonial:  the legacy of invasion and the process of colonisat ion cont inue 

to exist  and funct ion as a st ructural oppression, as defined by the ‘ new’  social 

movements of the 1960s and 1970s (Young, 1990, pp.39–65). This discourse 

implores non–Indigenous acknowledgment  of the contemporary impact  and 

effects of colonisat ion, through a concern for social accountabilit y,  and a 

8 



 

more subt le and socially contextual understanding of offensive behaviour: 

“ Unethical behaviour need not  always be a glaring act  or infract ion. It  often 

includes subt le or only sub–consciously intended encroachments on values and 

principles”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.3). Young discusses subconscious oppression as 

“ assumpt ions and react ions of well–meaning people in ordinary interact ions”  

(1990, p.41). In this case, the discourse of apology is referring to ‘ dif ference–

blindness’ : a refusal to recognise Indigenous peoples’  rights to dif ference (see 

page 103). The symbolic gesture of  ‘ saying sorry’  (Rudd, 2008) is inherent  to 

the apology discourse. 

 

The discourse of apology demands researchers recognise how and why 

Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander people might  perceive research to be 

negat ive, int rusive, threatening—full of potent ial neo–colonial harms.  

 

Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples vigorously oppose 
the assimilat ion, integrat ion or subj ugat ion of their values 
and will defend them against  perceived or actual 
encroachment . Researchers must  be aware of the history and 
the cont inuing potent ial for research to encroach on these 
values. (NHMRC, 2003, p.18)  

 

For the discourse of apology to establish itself ,  it  must  delineate moral 

dimensions. The discourse of apology const ructs three part icular 

subj ect ivit ies: the ‘ coloniser/ researcher’ ;  the ‘ counter–colonial researcher’ ;  

and ‘ collect ive Indigenous community’ .  The collect ive Indigenous community 

subj ect ivity is def ined here by negat ive experiences of colonisat ion (other 

discourses within the guidelines draw upon posit ive aspects of collect ive 

ident ity, as I will soon discuss). The coloniser/ researcher is drawn from a 

binary of dominat ion/ oppression, def ined in relat ion to colonised 

subj ect ivit ies. It  represents the omnipresence of neo–colonial force in 

research. The coloniser/ researcher is one who makes unsophist icated and 

prej udiced conclusions: 

 

Crude or unsubstant iated assumpt ions of the value or vitalit y 
of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander cultures and societ ies 
have led Aust ralian history in many instances to discriminate 
against  Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples. (NHMRC, 
2003, p.14) 
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Indigenous community subj ect ivity highlights the moral basis for a 

special set  of guidelines: “ The marginalisat ion of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander cultures by the dominant  society has created myriad inequalit ies”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.14). This collect ive is united in a st ruggle against  

colonisat ion.  

 

Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples cont inue to act  
to protect  their cultures and ident ity from erosion by 
colonisat ion and marginalisat ion. A part icular feature of  
Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander cultures and these efforts 
has been the importance of a collect ive ident ity. This 
collect ive bond ref lects and draws st rength from the values 
base of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples and 
cultures. (NHMRC, 2003, p.18) 

 

Indigenous community subj ect ivity is determined according to a 

collect ive opposit ional stance: “ The repeated marginalisat ion in research of 

Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander values has reinforced these barriers over 

t ime creat ing a ‘ collect ive memory’  that  is an obstacle to research today”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.18). Colonisat ion is an enduring process of  oppression, and 

research represents a colonial technology. The apology discourse asserts that  

this is a result  of Eurocent ric research pract ices generat ing harmful errors of 

j udgment  and discriminatory pract ices:  

 

Not  surprisingly the early observers knew nothing about  
Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples and cultures. The 
substant ial errors of j udgement  that  followed have had a 
signif icant  impact  on Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 
Peoples ever since. (NHMRC, 2003, p.2) 

 

Int roductory statements such as this suggest  a conflat ion between a 

colonising government  (the decision makers) and researchers (the early 

observers). This is an accurate impression of colonial bureaucracy, because 

many of the f irst  writ ten accounts and observat ions of Aboriginal and Torres 

St rait  Islander peoples were by government  off icials or powerful landowners 

(see, for example, Watkin Tench’ s observat ions, page 28). This conflat ion 

exists in the discourse of apology to suggest  how contemporary percept ions of 

research evoke being a subj ect  of the colonial gaze. In a later chapter I will 

discuss the way in which community part icipants in research may perceive 

research to be ‘ government  consultat ion’ :  ref lect ing both the importance 

government  places on ‘ evidence–based policy’  and community indif ference to 
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dist inguishing between consultant / cont ract  research and to university 

research. The important  point  is that  sovereign power and surveillance 

techniques are at t ributed to the act ivity of research, irrelevant  to whether a 

researcher holds social j ust ice as an their imperat ive. 

 

The discourse of apology seeks to t ransf igure uneven power relat ions 

by creat ing categories of cultural alterit y. For example, the metaphor used 

here of one set  of cultural values held by researchers (colonisers), and the 

other by Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples as a collect ive group: 

 

The const ruct ion of ethical relat ionships between Aboriginal 
and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples on one hand and the 
research community on the other must  take into account  the 
principles and values of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 
cultures.  (NHMRC, 2003, p.2) 

 

This represents a moral warning not  to reinstate neo–colonial research 

by ignoring, assimilat ing or subj ugat ing Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 

values. Research without  reference to the collect ive values of the guidelines 

reinscribes colonial pract ices, it  re–enacts Terra nullius (Connell,  2007, p.47) 

by evoking a discursive Intellectual nullius (Rigney, 2001, p.10).  

 

Researcher subj ect ivit ies cont inue to be deeply embedded in the 

experience of colonisat ion and are required to demonst rate act ively a polit ical 

commitment  to counter–colonialism, in the form of a crit ical imperat ive to 

“ redress the inj ust ices found in the f ield site or const ructed in the very act  of 

research itself”  (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p.305). The explicit  connect ion 

between colonisat ion, marginalisat ion and discriminat ion are integrated into a 

moral imperat ive to improve Indigenous (health) status by referring to 

established knowledge: “ Internat ional and domest ic studies have increasingly 

revealed a correlat ion between social and economic inequality and poor 

health. Research should seek to advance the eliminat ion of  inequalit ies”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.14). Remedialism is inherent  to ‘ ethical research’ ,  thus: 

  

When making j udgements about  Aboriginal and Torres St rait  
Islander Peoples, Aust ralia and it s public inst itut ions must  
acknowledge the history, and bridge the dif ference in cultural 
out looks to f ind a fair,  respect ful,  and ethical way forward. 
(NHMRC, 2003, p.2) 
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The apology discourse establishes a moral domain const ituted by power 

dyads: researcher/ community, coloniser/ colonised, power/ oppression, 

inst itut ional racism/ community values. Although the definit ion of oppression is 

closely aligned with st ructural oppression (manifest  subconsciously within daily 

pract ices), there remains a t race of ‘ power as a commodity’  in the moral 

dimensions of the apology discourse. Consider this example of an Indigenist  

writer discussing ant i–colonial st rategies: 

 

Academics who are to be t rue allies to Indigenous Peoples in 
the protect ion of our knowledge must  be will ing to step 
outside their privileged posit ion and challenge research that  
conforms to the guidelines out lined by the colonial power 
st ructure and root  their work in the polit ics of decolonisat ion 
and ant icolonialism. (Simpson, 2004, p.381) 

 

 Like the moral imperat ive for ‘ part icipat ion’  discussed at  the outset  of  

this thesis, the apology discourse frames power “ much like wealth in a 

redist ribut ive welfare system”  (Gallagher, 2008, p.140). This model implies 

that  if  the dist ribut ion of power is reversed, an ethical outcome will be 

achieved. This domain establishes a complex moral problem. If  power is to be 

redist ributed, how is the outcome to be measured? Is this def ined as the 

benefit  of the research? Do the part icipants in the research direct ly receive it? 

In it s applicat ion what  is the dif ference between the delivery of benefits for 

part icipants in research health, and defining benefits for part icipants in 

sociological research? 

 

The apology discourse establishes a rat ionale, reinforces and supports 

the product ion of a counter–colonial researcher. This is a researcher who is 

prepared to take responsibilit y for the legacy of the coloniser/ researcher by 

taking remedial act ion to benefit  the community. The document  states 

“ clearly, however, much remains to be done to ensure the genuine recognit ion 

of the fundamental values and principles of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander cultures within Aust ralian society and its inst itut ions”  (NHMRC, 2003, 

p.2). A necessary step after apology is to take act ion. 
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Closing the gap: responsibility for action 
 

The impetus for act ion is not  only to recognise and acknowledge a moral 

responsibilit y to counter colonisat ion, but  to do something to rect ify the 

situat ion. This has implicat ions for ways of understanding ‘ benefit ’  to the 

community. The responsibilit y for act ion evokes either a ‘ technical outcomes’  

approach (Miller & Rainow, 1997), or a radical view of empowerment . As I 

suggested in the int roduct ion, the way in which problems are defined 

inf luences the research approach adopted. Throughout  my argument  I have 

used the term ‘ remedialism’  to describe the moral goals of recognising 

Indigenous rights to part icipat ion in research. The discourse of responsibilit y 

for act ion delineates the healing qualit ies of the ‘ the counter–colonial 

researcher’ .  

 

Counter–colonial subj ect ivit ies are those of contemporary researchers 

who work against  ‘ dif ference–blindness’  (NHMRC, 2003, p.3). Due to the legacy 

of colonial power relat ions these subj ect ivit ies are const ructed as owing an 

obligat ion to the “ spirit  and integrity of communit ies not  j ust  to individuals”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.19). This demands ‘ making an effort ’  to demonst rate 

counter–colonial accountabilit y: “ Researchers will need to make a part icular 

effort  to deal with the percept ion of research held by many Aboriginal and 

Torres St rait  Islander communit ies as an exploitat ive exercise”  (NHMRC, 2003, 

p.18). The counter–colonial researcher therefore owes an obligat ion to the 

‘ collect ive Indigenous community’ ,  and recognises a responsibilit y to take 

remedial act ion in their work. 

 

An example of ‘ making an effort ’  is a will ingness “ to modify research in 

accordance with part icipat ing community values and aspirat ions”  (NHMRC, 

2003, p.11). Kowal’ s (2006a) ethnography of White researchers working with 

Aboriginal communit ies in the Northern Territory describes this discourse as 

‘ post–colonial logic’ ,  which seeks to invert  colonial power relat ions by 

support ing Indigenous self–determinat ion. Of the ethics review process she 

states: 

 

White ant i–racists must  show how they changed their plans,  
bent  to Indigenous desires, if  they are to demonst rate their 
“ integrity” . In effect  they must  demonst rate the inverted 
power relat ions of  post–colonial spaces through the 
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bureaucrat ic processes of ethical review. (Kowal, 2006a, 
p.248) 

 

The ethical value of ‘ responsibilit y’  is used to ascribe features of 

methodology that  allow the counter–colonial researcher to be accountable for 

their act ions. For example, this includes “ t ransparency in the exchange of 

ideas, and in negot iat ions about  the purpose, methodology, conduct , 

disseminat ion of results and potent ial outcomes/ benefits of  research”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.17). Such accountabilit y demands “ agreed arrangements 

regarding publicat ion of the research results, including clear provisions 

relat ing to j oint  sign off  for publicat ion”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.17). Such 

accountabilit y cont rasts with the National Statement emphasis on integrity, 

which suggests “ disseminat ing and communicat ing results, whether favourable 

or unfavourable, in ways that  permit  scrut iny and cont ribute to public 

knowledge and understanding,”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.12). Responding to this 

polit ical call involves making research more inclusive and democrat ic by 

fostering Indigenous involvement  and cont rol throughout  the research process. 

Part icipatory methods, fostering “ community engagement  and part icipat ion”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.23) is a suggested methodological response. 

 

Another value, ‘ reciprocity’ ,  evokes mutual obliged exchange. The 

applicat ion of reciprocit y in the text  involves “ unequal power relat ionships”  

and demands “ a return (or benefit ) to the community that  is valued by the 

community and which cont ributes to cohesion and survival”  (NHMRC, 2003, 

p.10). In pract ice, this suggests that  research must  be undertaken on the basis 

that  it  responds to self–determined collect ively art iculated needs according to 

a variety of scales: “ The proposal l inks clearly to community, regional,  

j urisdict ional or internat ional Indigenous health priorit ies and/ or responds to 

exist ing or emerging needs art iculated by Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 

Peoples”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.11). Defining such benefits in pract ice is a complex 

undertaking, as I will discuss in Chapter 7.  But  this value also provides clues to 

the importance I placed on capacity–building in my research experience, in 

providing t raining in research techniques. 

 

An implicat ion of the responsibilit y for act ion is how to def ine 

‘ benefit ’ .  The goal of the counter–colonial researcher is to return a benefit  
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that  supports the collect ive cultural ident ity of the part icipants. One response 

is a ‘ development  approach’  to def ine benefit  in terms of ‘ capacity–building’ :  

 

Whether the proposed research will enhance the capacity of  
communit ies to draw benefit  f rom beyond the proj ect  eg. 
through the development  of skills and knowledge or through 
broader social,  economic or polit ical st rategies at  local, 
j urisdict ional, nat ional, or even internat ional level. (NHMRC, 
2003, p.11) 

 

Responsibilit y for act ion st ipulates that  research must  have pract ical,  

immediate use for the part icipat ing community, def ined in cont rast  to a 

(coloniser) researcher who self ishly reaps all of the rewards. 

 

In addit ion, the unitary vision for harmony (as discussed previously in 

my account  of Communicat ive Ethics/  Care Ethics/  Communitarianism [see 

page 87]), underlies the basis of what  is deemed ethical: “ Ethical research 

occurs when harmony between the sets of responsibilit ies is established, 

part icipants are protected, t rust  is maintained and accountabilit y is clear”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.16). An ethical research proposal is one that  integrates 

‘ respect  for social cohesion’ , with the research design ref lect ing: “ the 

importance of the personal and collect ive bond within Aboriginal and Torres 

St rait  Islander communit ies and its crit ical funct ion in their social l ives”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.18). Internal resistance is not  considered an ethical part  of 

the process. 

 

‘ Responsibil it y’  is not  only about  return or benefit  in the form of 

capacity–building. It  is also about  measures of social accountabilit y.  The goal 

of this process is to “ move beyond a kind of superf icial compliance mentalit y”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.21) underpinned by a logic which asserts that  “ mist rust  had 

emerged because of superf icial engagement  between communit ies and 

researchers”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.10). The response to rect ify this situat ion of 

mist rust  is to reassert  “ a respect ful relat ionship [that ] induces t rust  and co–

operat ion”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.11) precisely because this “ is fundamental to a 

sustainable research relat ionship”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.12). This rat ionale 

connects the moral impetus of the research to taking act ion. To be an ethical 

researcher a counter–colonial researcher must  develop sustainable 

relat ionships through ‘ deep’  engagement . Spat ial qualit ies are at t ributed to 
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Indigenous part icipat ion in research, much like Cornwall’ s (2008a, p.276) 

discussion of ‘ deep’ , ‘ wide’  or ‘ shallow’  part icipat ion.  

 

Values and Ethics states, “ respect  is a feature of st rong culture, a 

personal and collect ive framework, which induces and promotes t rust , co–

operat ion, dignity and recognit ion”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.11). ‘ Respect ’  therefore 

is about  the qualit y of relat ionships, “ the t rust , openness and engagement  of 

part icipat ing communit ies and individuals is as important  as the scient if ic rigor 

of the invest igat ion”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.12). Indigenous part icipat ion also 

therefore equates to epistemological remedialism. This logic asserts that  the 

quality and integrity of the research f indings are at  stake. 

 

Such accountabilit y challenges the neo–colonial ethnographic pract ice 

of interpret ing others (speaking for them), or techniques of ‘ capturing voice’ , 

whereby the part icipants are passive subj ects who provide data for unbiased 

generalised f indings (Carter & Lit t le, 2007, p.1320). Consequences and 

accountabilit y are framed within the social dimensions of research 

relat ionships, rather than regulatory principles of human rights protect ion:  

 

Researchers need to understand that  research has 
consequences for themselves and others, the importance of 
which may not  be immediately apparent . This should be taken 
into account  through all stages of the research process. 
(NHMRC, 2003, p.12) 

 

Being a counter–colonial researcher is therefore a demanding polit ical 

task. They must  ensure that  they are not  subconsciously reinforcing 

oppression, they must  recognise that  there is always a potent ial for them to 

be viewed as neo–colonial because they are a researcher, they must  take 

act ion to deliver benefit  to the part icipants in the research, they must  carry 

social responsibilit ies in developing t rust ing relat ionships. Being an ‘ ethical’  

researcher is also a part isan endeavour: 

 

Advocates who talk about  values and cultural dif ference are 
often told they are being too polit ical or are adopt ing an 
‘ ideologically correct ’  view. Token gestures worsen this 
situat ion by exposing the debate to dismissive labell ing. 
(NHMRC, 2003, p.3) 
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Thus far, I have suggested that  the apology discourse makes a case for 

alleviat ing the negat ive effects of colonisat ion facilitat ing ‘ deep’  Indigenous 

part icipat ion in research. But  this is not  the only way collect ive ident it ies are 

const ructed within the discourse. There is also, important ly, a posit ive 

const ruct ion of collect ive community ident ity, drawing upon ‘ dif ference and 

dif ferentness’ . 

Pragmatism & difference 
 
I make a dist inct ion between ‘ dif ference’  and ‘ dif ferentness’  in order to 

convey a posit ive, self–determined art iculat ion of ‘ otherness’  in relat ion to 

equalit y. While the discourse of apology makes a case for dif ferent  t reatment  

on the basis of a collect ive experience of colonisat ion, there is another 

def init ion of collect ive ident ity art iculated on the basis of posit ive at t ributes 

of cultural dif ference, such as epistemology and axiology (as out lined in my 

discussion of Indigenism, see page 104). This discourse at t ributes collect ive 

ident ity to common values—values that  dif fer from non–Indigenous ethics. Most  

crucially, this assert ion of posit ive dif ference is based upon epistemological 

validity: 

 

Values underpin what  we perceive, believe, value and do. In 
the research context  to ignore the realit y of inter–cultural 
dif ference is to live with outdated not ions of scient if ic 
invest igat ion. It  is also likely to hamper the conduct  of 
research, and limit  the capacity of research to improve 
human development  and wellbeing. Contemporary writ ing 
about  science recognises this. (NHMRC, 2003, p.3) 

 

The definit ion of collect ive ident ity in posit ive terms is to assert  

equalit y through dif ference: a right  not  to be assimilated. ‘ Equalit y’  is usually 

def ined in terms of ident ical rights, privileges and status, or as the text  states, 

“ equality as a value may somet imes be taken to mean sameness”  (NHMRC, 

2003, p.14). However, the implied meaning in the text  is that  “ equalit y 

aff irms Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples’  right  to be dif ferent ”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.14). This creates a moral imperat ive for the researcher to 

“ seek to advance the eliminat ion of  inequalit ies”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.14). In 

pract ice, this suggests researchers must  be non–discriminatory but  also 

recognise ‘ dif ferentness’  as part  of their remedial endeavours.  
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While this discourse draws st rength from the symbolic assert ions of the 

discourse of  apology and the call for remedial act ion, it  also implies that  

research should recompense community part icipants. The text  suggests that  

equality be demonst rated by way of “ dist ribut ive fairness and j ust ice”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.14), which reinscribes a concept  of power as a commodity, 

as equity: “ The dist ribut ion of benefit  stands as a fundamental test  of 

equalit y. If  the research process delivers benefit  in greater proport ion to one 

partner in the init iat ive that  other partners, the dist ribut ion of benefit  may be 

seen as unequal”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.15).  

 

The cont rasts between posit ive and negat ive def init ions of ‘ collect ive 

Indigenous community’  exist  in the ethical value of ‘ Survival and Protect ion’ . 

‘ Survival’  “ includes maintaining the bonds and relat ionships between people 

and between them and their environment ”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.16). In pract ice, 

this means act ively support ing collect ive ident ity, while ‘ protect ion’  is needed 

from colonial erosion of  collect ive ident ity (NHMRC, 2003, p.18): 

 

Barriers between research and Aboriginal and Torres St rait  
Islander Peoples have been created for example where some 
researchers or inst itut ions have ignored or sought  to 
undermine this dist inct iveness. (NHMRC, 2003, p.18) 

 

  Values and Ethics (NHMRC, 2003) therefore seeks to highlight  

‘ dif ferentness’  as a posit ive at t ribute of collect ive community ident ity. But  

the text  also seeks to emphasise dif ference within community ident ity it self .  

This results in arbit rary repet it ion of the term ‘ Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander Peoples’ ;  somet imes this lexicon may be used twice within one 

sentence, producing awkward prose. The reason ‘ Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander Peoples’  is used so frequent ly is that  the term ‘ Indigenous’  is 

considered homogenising: 

 

This document  does not  use the term Indigenous. While this 
term has been used recent ly, most  Aboriginal and Torres 
St rait  Islander Peoples prefer terms that  bet ter ref lect  their 
cultural ident it y such as Nyoongar, Koori,  Murri,  
Ngaanyat j arra, Nunga and Palawa. This is about  more than 
j ust  language. It  is a ref lect ion of real cultural diversity.  The 
use of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples in these 
guidelines is intended to encapsulate this diversity. (NHMRC, 
2003, p.2)  
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While the goal of the phrase ‘ Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander 

Peoples’  is to encapsulate diversity,  there remains a conceptual slipperiness in 

simultaneously expressing diversity of cultures and the collect ive ident ity used 

to legit imate a separate set  of ethics guidelines. Moreover, the reference to 

regional groups might  suggest  that  the basis of ‘ community ident ity’  may be 

drawn in purely spat ial dimensions from a regional level. As the maps 

reproduced in the int roduct ion of this thesis demonst rated (see page 28), 

within Darug Count ry there are many clans (such as Boorooberongle); and 

within contemporary urban communit ies such as Sydney there are Murri people 

living in the Koori region of Aust ralia. 29 So while this deference for the term 

‘ Indigenous’  ref lects use as a regional self–ident if ier for individuals and 

families, the complexit y of def ining contemporary communit ies ascribed on 

the basis of t radit ional regions can be an inaccurate descript ion of the 

collect ive ident ity of a ‘ community’ .   

 

In pract ice, this means that  the way a counter–colonial researcher 

approaches a community must  be on terms of dif ference and dif ferentness: 

j uggling between a right  to a collect ive ident ity based on dif ferentness, 

const ituted by a mult iplicity of dif ferences (not  only ascribed by the spat ial 

but  by many social categorisat ions such as gender, age, languages spoken, 

custodianship of cultural pract ices). As such the text  demands that  the 

discursive knowledge–base of research must  ‘ reposit ion’  it self :  

 

These guidelines are based on the importance of t rust , 
recognit ion and values. The guidelines move away from a sole 
reliance on the quasi–legal considerat ion of compliance with 
rules. They promote a more f lexible approach that  encourages 
research to reposit ion itself  to incorporate alternat ive 
perspect ives. (NHMRC, 2003, p.4) 

 

This idea of reposit ioning evokes a metaphor of epistemic remedialism. 

The guidelines demand that  researchers engage with Indigenous knowledge 

systems to ensure ethical integrity of research f indings. Epistemology is a 

moral concern: “ Within the research process, failing to understand dif ference 

in values and culture may be a reckless act  that  j eopardises both the ethics 

and quality of research”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.3).  

                                             

29 For example, co-inquirers informed me that  the term ‘ Koori’  was inappropriate for 
our community report  because there were Murri people involved in the proj ect . 
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The basis for recognising dif ferentness is therefore moral—it  is a 

counter–colonial acknowledgment  of the diversity of cultures comprising 

collect ive community ident ity. The basis for recognising dif ferentness is also 

epistemological—researchers must  ensure engagement  with collect ive 

community members in order to ensure that  data is not  misinterpreted: 

“ Researchers who fail to appreciate or ignore Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander Peoples’  knowledge and wisdom may misinterpret  data or meaning, 

may create mist rust , otherwise limit  qualit y or may overlook a potent ially 

important  benefit  of research”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.15). The combinat ion of 

dif ference and dif ferentness creates a pragmat ic rat ionale for ‘ community 

part icipat ion’  in research. 

 

Methodological pragmat ism suggests that  Indigenous part icipat ion is a 

means for successful,  culturally appropriate (sensit ive and inoffensive) data 

collect ion methods (Kowal et  al. ,  2005, pp.468–469). This pragmat ic approach 

argues that  involving Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples as act ive 

part icipants at tains the best  qualit y data. Methodological pragmat ism is 

always underpinned by an epistemological imperat ive, for example: 

 

Random sampling procedures violate a fundamental principle 
of every indigenous group with whom I have worked. It  
assumes that  a stat ist ical or mathemat ical rat ionale should 
determine whom we talk to or with whom we intervene … 
Within an indigenous context , however, one looks for proof 
and generalizable knowledge by select ive sampling of those 
who have the knowledge that  f it s the quest ion. (Mohat t  & 
Thomas, 2006, p.110) 

 

The methodological implicat ions of engaging with dif ference and 

dif ferentness are described in ‘ Appendix 2: Suggested Applicat ion of the 

Guidelines’  (NHMRC, 2003, p.23). Here, the research process must  be 

“ ethically defensible on the grounds of each of the values”  (NHMRC, 2003, 

p.23). The research process is described as conceptualisat ion, development  

and approval, data collect ion and management , analysis, report  writ ing and 

disseminat ion (NHMRC, 2003, p.23). The text  def ines research as a collect ive 

enterprise: “ Research involves groupings of people in collaborat ive exercise”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.3), suggest ing “ it  is, therefore, essent ial that  researchers 

engage with Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander communit ies collect ively, not  
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j ust  with individuals”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.18). Defining research as 

‘ collaborat ion’  (Byrne-Armst rong, 2001) has implicat ions for processes and 

protocols for group decision–making: “ The st ructures and processes for 

negot iat ing community engagement  and part icipat ion will t herefore vary”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.23). 

 

Processes for group decision–making inform the way collect ive consent  

is determined and the kinds of agreements established when commencing the 

research. The guidelines consider it  ‘ ethical’  for ownership and cont rol of 

research to be equally dist ributed (rather than the sole right  of the 

researcher) and suggest  that  assessment  of proposals provides evidence of 

“ whether appropriate agreements have been negot iated about  ownership and 

rights of access to Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander Peoples’  intellectual 

and cultural property”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.13).  

 

An example of such an agreement  for assuring t ransparency in the 

research process is priorit ising knowledge t ransfer to community stakeholders: 

“ Researchers should not  make the publicat ion of research f indings a greater 

priorit y than feedback of f indings to the community in an appropriate and 

understandable way”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.12). Such processes and protocols rely 

on a clear applicat ion of the term ‘ community’ .  I will discuss this in detail in 

Chapter 7, ‘ Everything’ s by Word of Mouth’ .  

 

Defining research as collaborat ive and community–based is an explicit  

turn towards part icipatory methodology: “ Consultat ion and other st rategies 

that  facilitate Aboriginal part icipat ion are crit ical in all phases of this research 

process”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.23). Within the text , a spect rum of part icipatory 

research is referred to: 

 

Several dif ferent  models have been used successfully to build 
t rust  and recognit ion of cultural values and principles while 
also advancing the obj ect ives of the research enterprise. 
Some models have placed greater reliance on part icipatory 
processes. Some have established innovat ive inst itut ional 
arrangements with the ongoing involvement  of communit ies 
ensuring the integrity in the research enterprise … other 
models promote Aboriginal community cont rol over the 
research process, with Aboriginal people leading and 
implement ing the research act ivity. (NHMRC, 2003, p.5) 
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“ Community engagement  and part icipat ion”  (NHMRC, 2003, p.23) are 

therefore key methods for applying the guidelines, and are encouraged over 

the model of limit ing harm by bureaucrat ic measures. Epistemological 

pragmat ism therefore infers a connect ion between the authent icity of 

Indigenous part icipat ion in the research and the integrity of the research 

f indings. 

Intertextuality 
 
The NHMRC is not  the only inst itut ion to produce special guidelines for 

research involving Indigenous peoples. Given I have put  forward an argument  

that  a number of discourses coexist  within Values and Ethics (NHMRC, 2003), it  

is useful to consider whether other texts exemplify a similar array of 

discourses, and to ask whether other texts support , challenge, reinforce, or 

revalidate the complexity of counter–colonial research. The next  part  of  my 

discussion will consider some of the regulatory guidelines produced by 

inst itut ions other than the Nat ional Health and Medical Research Council.  My 

reason for including this review is to highlight  that  texts do not  operate in 

isolat ion: researchers naturally read and interpret  addit ional material about  

topics relevant  to their endeavours. Hence, my intertextual discussion 

incorporates literature pertaining to ethical research with Indigenous groups 

from New Zealand and Canada in part icular.   

 

There is a wealth of literature out lining Indigenous perspect ives of 

health research ethics. For example, Ermine et  al.  (2004) highlight  areas of 

divergence (such as interpretat ion of ethics, academic freedom, collect ive 

ownership, consent  and benefits), current  t rends, and the development  of a 

theoret ical ‘ convergence’ . An annotated bibliography by Sinclair,  Maxie and 

Scot t  (2004) (which funct ions as an appendix to Ermine et  al. ,  2004) contains 

approximately 500 references, ref lect ing the signif icant  amount  of material 

produced in relat ion to Indigenous research ethics and Indigenous knowledge 

protect ion over the last  30 years. Similarly, bibliographies compiled by 

McAullay, Griew, and Anderson (2002), and Caine, Davis, Jacobs, and Letendre 

(2004), reveal a corpus of literature that  causes researchers to ask many 

quest ions about  the nature of knowledge and ethics as praxis rather than 

prescript ively following a code (Borchert ,  2004; Letendre & Caine, 2004). 

Some examples of Indigenist  perspect ives of research ethics from Canada 
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include quest ions about  how to define ‘ Indigenous research’  (Weber–Pillwax, 

2001; 2004; Semali & Kincheloe, 1999); and comparat ive studies such as ‘ A 

comparison of the principles underlying Inuit  Qauj imanituqangit  and the 

Canadian Psychological Associat ion Code of Ethics’  (Wihak, 2004) and ‘ Ethical 

Dilemmas in Doing Part icipatory Research with Alaskan Nat ive Communit ies’  

(Mohat t  & Thomas, 2006). There are also several accounts of ref lexive 

pract ice, such as Baydala, Placsko, Hampton, Bourassa, and McKay–McNabb 

(2006) and Rut tan (2004), which have many similarit ies to crit iques of 

inst itut ional barriers when at tempt ing to forge ‘ equal partnerships’  in 

community–based research (Stoecker, 2008).  

 

It  is interest ing to consider how this literature relates to the statutory 

guidelines in Aust ralia, Aotearoa/ New Zealand and Canada, for (health) 

research involving Indigenous communit ies. Although Aust ralia, Aotearoa/ New 

Zealand and Canada all face similar issues in the provision of health services to 

their Indigenous populat ions (Cunningham, Cass & Arnold, 2005), they have 

developed dist inct  approaches to regulatory guidance of research. While 

polit ical lobbying for Indigenous rights cont inues at  internat ional fora, the 

Indigenous peoples of Aust ralia, Canada and Aotearoa/ New Zealand have 

produced an extensive amount  of l iterature art iculat ing a right  to part icipate 

in research about  their people and communit ies.  

 

In Aotearoa/ New Zealand, Maori academics have art iculated 

boundaries for non–Indigenous research legit imated not  only by exercise of the 

Treaty of Waitangi,  but  also by systems of pedagogy and research that  are 

culturally specif ic and self–determined (called Kaupapa Maori).  Regulatory 

mechanisms in Aotearoa/ New Zealand (the Guidelines for Researchers on 

Health Research Involving Maori [1998]) aim to increase Maori part icipat ion in 

health research, allocate research resources according to Maori health needs 

and perspect ives, and develop culturally appropriate pract ices in health 

research (Health Research Council,  1998, p.3). Operat ing under the Treaty of 

Waitangi, the Health Research Council of New Zealand (HRC) must  recognise 

Art icle 2 (the retent ion of cont rol over Maori resources, including people) and 

Art icle 3 (a right  to a fair share of society’ s benefits). The HRC approach is to 

use ‘ consultat ion’  as a mode of developing partnerships, focusing the research 

topic according to maximising potent ial benefits to Maori part icipants (HRC, 
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1998, p.5). The guidelines prescribe a consultat ion checklist  that  focuses on 

administ rat ive and bureaucrat ic concerns, such as “ list  tasks and t imelines. 

Allocate responsibilit ies and ensure communicat ion channels are open”  (HRC, 

1998, p.12). There is lit t le discussion of ethical values within the document , as 

it  states it  “ should be read in conj unct ion with the HRC Guidelines on Ethics in 

Health Research”  (HRC, 1998, p.3). This document  does not  explicit ly engage 

with substant ive Maori perspect ives of cultural protocols in research; rather it  

focuses on the obligat ions of partnership ref lected in the t reaty.  

 

Canadian First  Nat ion, Inuit  and Met is people have published 

extensively on philosophical responses to ethics, and established explicit  

regulat ions (compared to the less prescript ive ‘ values’  I have analysed). In 

Canada, the Canadian Inst itutes of Health Research (CIHR) has set  out  

Guidelines for Health Research Involving Aboriginal People (2007) for any 

research receiving their funding. These guidelines are a result  of establishing 

an Aboriginal Ethics Working Group in 2004, which worked closely with the 

Aboriginal Capacity and Developmental Research Environments (ACADRE) 

network, a mult i–disciplinary link between academic inst itut ions and local 

partnerships with regional First  Nat ion, Inuit  and Met is communit ies (CIHR, 

2007, p.2). The CIHR has 15 art icles, which are prescript ive and ‘ rights based’ , 

compared to the discourses I ident if ied in Values and Ethics (NHMRC, 2003). 

Art icle 3 is the most  relevant  to my argument , stat ing, “ communit ies should 

be given the opt ion of a part icipatory–research approach”  (CIHR, 2007, pp.36–

37). 

 

The University of Saskatechwan’ s (2006) analysis of  the CIHR art icles 

suggests any “ research that  affects Aboriginal well–being”  should apply the 

guidelines: as a consequence this widens the scope of applicat ion to “ archival 

research that  may perpetuate negat ive or inaccurate representat ions of 

Aboriginal people”  (University of Saskatechwan, 2006, p.4). Such an 

interpretat ion infers that  applicat ion of these dif ferent  guidelines extends 

beyond that  which involves living human part icipants to research which may 

affect  people connected to historical documents. Therefore, researchers in 

the humanit ies studying archival material about  history or literature might  

also be required to consider the ethical impact  of their research. This is not  

(yet ) the case in Aust ralia. 
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There has been a f lurry of intellectual debate and academic act ivism in 

Indigenous Aust ralia surrounding the const itut ion of regulatory codes 

(Anderson, 1996; Dunbar & Scrimgeour, 2005; Humphery, 2001). Many of these 

documents highlight  the convergence of the global Indigenous rights 

movements with the local concerns about  research as a neo–colonial pract ice. 

In Aust ralia, act ivism has focused on techniques of governance, ref lect ing the 

complexity of democrat ic representat ion of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander people in regulatory systems. The most  prominent  set  of mult i–

disciplinary guidelines (as opposed to health research) involving Aust ralian 

Indigenous peoples is the Aust ralian Inst itute of Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander Studies Guidelines for Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies (AIATSIS, 

2000). The int roduct ion of the AIATSIS guidelines posit ions the underlying 

principles of  the document  within the protect ion of Indigenous rights in the UN 

framework of internat ional law, “ founded on respect  for Indigenous peoples’  

inherent  right  to self–determinat ion, and to cont rol and maintain their cultural 

heritage”  (AIATSIS, 2000, p.1). The guidelines consist  of 3 main areas of 

ethical guidance: “ consultat ion, negot iat ion and mutual understanding” , 

“ respect , recognit ion and involvement ” , and “ benefits, outcomes and 

agreement ”  (AIATSIS, 2000, pp.5–15). These are detailed through eleven 

ethical statements (reproduced in the table below).  

 

Table 4  AIATSIS Guidelines for Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies 

 

Consultat ion, negot iat ion and free and informed consent  are the foundat ions 
for research with or about  Indigenous peoples. 

 
The responsibilit y for consultat ion and negot iat ion is ongoing. 

 
Consultat ion and negot iat ion should achieve mutual understanding about  the 
proposed research. 

 

Indigenous knowledge systems and processes must  be respected. 

 
There must  be recognit ion of the diversity and uniqueness of peoples as well 
as of individuals. 

 
The intellectual and cultural property rights of Indigenous people must  be 
respected and preserved. 
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Indigenous researchers, individuals and communit ies should be involved in the 
research as collaborators. 

 

The use of, and access to, research results should be agreed. 

 
A researched community should benefit  f rom, and not  be disadvantaged by, 
the research proj ect . 

 
The negot iat ion of outcomes should include results specif ic to the needs of the 
researched community. 

 
Negot iat ion should result  in a formal agreement  for the conduct  of a research 
proj ect , based on good faith and free and informed consent . 

 

Source: (AIATSIS, 2000, pp. 5–15) 

 

Another important  inst itut ion undertaking polit ical reform for research 

pract ices is the Cooperat ive Research Cent re for Aboriginal Health (CRCAH). 

This organisat ion incorporates linkages between universit ies and indust ry 

partners (front–line community cont rolled health service providers and 

government  agencies) by developing collaborat ive research agendas generated 

by ‘ indust ry round–tables’  (details are at  www.crcah.org.au). The CRCAH 

produced a monograph series about  what  it  terms ‘ the Indigenous Research 

Reform Agenda’  (IRRA) (Henry, Dunbar, Arnot t ,  Scrimgeour, Mat thews and 

Murakami–Gold, et  al. ,  2002a; 2002b; 2002c). The ‘ key elements’  of the IRRA 

are reproduced in the table below. This ‘ reform agenda’  out lines pragmat ic 

mechanisms for Indigenous part icipat ion in research. 

 

Table 5  The Indigenous Research Reform Agenda 

 
Involvement  of Aboriginal communit ies in the design, execut ion and evaluat ion 
of research. 

 
Defining a coordinat ing role for Aboriginal community cont rolled organisat ions 
associated with the research. 

 
Consultat ion and negot iat ions with Indigenous organisat ions as ongoing 
throughout  the life of a research proj ect . 

 
Mechanisms for ongoing surveillance of research proj ects by Indigenous 
partner organisat ions. 

 
Ownership and cont rol of research f indings by part icipat ing Aboriginal 
community cont rolled organisat ions. 
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Processes to determine research priorit ies and benefit  to the Indigenous 
communit ies involved. 

 
Transformat ion of research pract ices from ‘ invest igator–driven’  to an adopt ion 
of a needs–based approach to research. 

 
Determinat ion of ethical processes for the conduct  of research. 

 
Linkage between research and community development  and social change. 

 
The t raining of Indigenous researchers. 

 
The adopt ion of effect ive mechanisms for the disseminat ion and t ransfer of 
research f indings. 

 
Source: (Henry et  al. ,  2002a, p.1) 

 

The second paper in the IRRA series is a discussion t it led Rethinking 

Research Methodologies (Henry, et  al. ,  2002c). Here, the connect ion between 

an ethical approach to research with Indigenous Aust ralians and three 

methodological approaches (cross–disciplinary research, collaborat ive and 

part icipatory research methodologies, and the development  of ref lexive 

research pract ice) is referred to superf icially, and reinforces the alterity of 

subj ect ivit ies I discussed earlier. A review of CRCAH proj ects by Dunbar, 

Arnot t ,  Scrimgeour, Henry and Murakami–Gold (2003, p.40) revealed many 

dif f icult ies in implement ing part icipatory act ion research, despite the steady 

increase in the adopt ion of the approach by members of the organisat ion. 

Researchers sighted challenges such as ‘ securing the part icipat ion of suitably 

qualif ied peoples’  on reference groups, t ime pressures result ing from 

necessary collaborat ion, and ‘ dif f icult ies in achieving consensus’  in ident ifying 

and mobilising ‘ communit ies of interest ’  (Dunbar et  al. ,  2003, p.39-40):  

 

Of all the areas under considerat ion, it  is at  the level of  
implement ing collaborat ive and part icipatory methodologies 
that  researchers are report ing the most  dif f iculty … 
Operat ionalising these principles within the context  of  
research at  the inst itut ional and Indigenous community level 
is clearly not  easy. (Dunbar et  al. ,  2003, p.39) 
 

A subsequent  review of the literature (Henry, Dunbar, Arnot t ,  Scrimgeour & 

Murakami–Gold, 2005) suggested inst itut ional and st ructural improvements to 

be made such as the t ransfer and disseminat ion of research f indings, and 

capacity–building. The connect ion between research and tangible social 
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change in the form of community development  discourse of  remedial 

‘ capacity–building’  is evident  throughout  the IRRA.  

 

At  the regional level, the Aboriginal Health and Medical Research 

Council (AHMRC) of NSW has a detailed set  of regulatory guidelines for 

research into Aboriginal health, specif ic to their own ethics review commit tee 

(AHMRC, 1999, p.23). The ethical issues which must  be addressed in research 

applicat ions are: Aboriginal community cont rol; communicat ion st rategies 

which work within the context  of community cont rol;  and models of 

community inclusion in the framing and undertaking of the research. This 

document  shares many similarit ies with the OCAP principles (ownership, 

cont rol,  access and permission) found in Canadian literature (Schnarch, 2004). 

It s regulatory pert inence is posit ioned in relat ion to researchers seeking to 

work with Aboriginal Community Cont rolled Health Services. 

 

A local protocol for the Western Sydney community development  sector 

is t it led Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with 

the Indigenous Community of Western Sydney (Hurley, 2003). Although the 

protocols “ have been researched, consulted, and collaborated with the 

Indigenous community of Western Sydney”  (Hurley, 2003, p.3) there is no 

methodological detail provided in the document  about  this process. The 

document  provides some useful principles for working with communit ies 

(dist inct  from researching communit ies), such as at tending and support ing 

Indigenous events, and the importance of non–tokenist ic consultat ion. Dunbar 

and Scrimgeour discuss the role of community–based organisat ions in the 

brokerage of collect ive consent , highlight ing the fact  that  “ when academic 

researchers and Indigenous peoples talk about  research and ethics, they do 

not  always mean the same thing”  (2006, p.183). Their analysis suggests that  

applicat ion of Indigenous–specif ic principles in pract ice depends on the qualit y 

of communicat ion between researchers and community to develop shared 

understandings of research ethics agreements. 

 

Indigenous crit iques of ethics guidelines in pract ice highlight  a lack of 

inst itut ional mechanisms to ensure accountabilit y once the university review 

process has granted ethics ‘ clearance’ . A study invest igat ing ‘ The 

effect iveness and suitabilit y of ethics assessment  processes for research about  
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Indigenous–Aust ralians’  by the Nat ional Indigenous Postgraduate Associat ion 

Aboriginal Corporat ion (Tozer, 2006) revealed the inconsistencies in 

inst itut ional implementat ion of Indigenous–specif ic research guidelines. Using 

a survey of 27 universit ies and in–depth interviews with postgraduate students 

and staff  from Indigenous cent res/ programs within the universit ies (Tozer, 

2006, p.5), the report  found that :  

 

[E]thics assessment  processes operate at  a relat ively 
superf icial level. The processes do not  promote a 
comprehensive understanding of Indigenous Aust ralian ethical 
protocols or encourage a deep commitment  to ethical issues 
for research about  Indigenous–Aust ralians. (Tozer, 2006, 
p.107)  
 

The study called for deeper inst itut ional involvement  of Indigenous 

Cent res within universit ies, and Indigenous staff  in the assessment  of ethics 

applicat ions. Similarly, Dunbar and Scrimgeour have concluded that : 

 

Researchers are obviously reluctant  to openly crit icise a 
system on which they rely for access, and so it  is dif f icult  to 
t rack the extent  of resistance to increased levels of 
community cont rol over research and its f indings. Evidence of 
resistance, however, is indicated in proposals for research 
that  lack detail about  the way signif icant  Indigenous 
involvement  will be achieved and clear statements of  
Indigenous rights such as recognit ion of intellectual property, 
cultural safety, and power of veto over publicat ion. (2006, 
p.182) 
 

Brown notes the conflict  of ethical precepts in which “ researchers have 

found themselves torn between inst itut ional and community agendas”  (2005, 

p.89), while other commentators refer to systemic issues: 

 

University researchers often f ind themselves in a t ime, 
process and funding crunch. These factors can result  in an 
outcome that  is experienced by the community as less than 
promised, reinforcing the percept ion of exploitat ion or one–
sidedness to benefits. (Rut tan, 2004, p.15) 

 

The Onemda VicHealth Koori Health Unit  has applied a community 

development  approach to researching Aboriginal health research ethics 

(Shibasaki & Stewart , 2005; Stewart  & Pyet t ,  2005). Their f irst  community 

seminar resulted in a community publicat ion called We Don’t Like Research … 
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But in Koori Hands it Could Make a Difference (VicHealth Koori Health, 2000). 

In arguing for greater community cont rol of research, community workshops 

ident if ied barriers to and st rategies towards increased involvement  of 

Aboriginal (and Torres St rait  Islander) peoples in academic research (VicHealth 

Koori Health, 2000, pp.25–26). Many of the barriers were associated with 

st ructural issues of funding, qualif icat ions and the linking of  philosophies 

between research inst itut ions and community service providers. From this 

meet ing, ethics emerged as a topic that  warranted further discussion, 

result ing in an evaluat ion of six models of community cont rol and review of 

research to be undertaken with Koori people (Stewart  & Pyet t ,  2005). 

Onemda’ s (2008) most  recent  publicat ion, We Can Like Research … In Koori 

Hands,  reiterates the theme of community cont rol st rengthening the capacity 

for community change. Similarly,  some Indigenous commentators within 

universit ies have suggested the inst itut ional ethical management  of research 

requires the int roduct ion of a charter or t reaty of ethical research (Worby & 

Rigney, 2002), which might  in turn foster Indigenist  movements similar to 

Kaupapa Maori (Smith, 2000). 

Emergent subjectivities 
 
A dist inct ion can now be drawn between the roles of the ‘ collect ive 

community subj ect ivity’  and the ‘ counter–colonial researcher’  in the process 

of decolonisat ion. What  this demands in pract ice is an engagement  with 

methodologies that  act ively involve Indigenous peoples in the determinat ion of 

research about  their cultural heritage and ident ity. Part icipat ion and 

collaborat ion are viewed as crucial for protect ion from neo–colonial research: 

“ Failure to use a collaborat ive approach often results in published data with 

scant  useful feedback to the communit ies of concern, as well as intent ional or 

unintent ional exploitat ion of community knowledge”  (Mohat t  & Thomas, 2006, 

p.95). Counter–colonial collaborat ion is to occur on the terms of the 

Indigenous peoples, and the researcher must  work to engage with Indigenous 

methodologies throughout  all stages of the research. If  the researcher cannot  

themselves speak from within the collect ive community standpoint , they must  

develop a posit ion which is respect ful and privileges collect ive community 

knowledge in order to counter colonialism in research. This demand for 

collaborat ion and for the shif t  in ownership and cont rol of representat ion of 
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research f indings is closely aligned with the moral/ epistemological dimensions 

of part icipatory research approaches.  

 

Despite a wealth of literature at tending to this topic, there is a 

discursive silence that  indicates a lack of crit ical analysis. Remedial proj ects 

of power reversal assert  their moral authority, such that  most  discussions 

repeat  and reiterate the const ruct ion of problems and solut ions with 

predictable circularity. Few, if  any, of these accounts recognise or pay 

at tent ion to internal resistance within the process. 

 

This chapter has established a basis for the const ruct ion of 

subj ect ivit ies that  shaped my research experience. I have put  forward a case 

for understanding the moral dimensions of part icipatory methodology in terms 

of the characters (good and bad) that  discourses create. But , do these 

characterisat ions of subj ect ivit ies remain stable in pract ice? A more detailed 

considerat ion of how subj ect ivit ies (colonial/ researcher, collect ive community 

and counter–colonial researcher) shape and inform one another in pract ice is 

required. The next  part  of this thesis will consider three ways of 

understanding how subj ect ivit ies shape, inform, mingle and coexist : 

relat ionalit y, alterit y and posit ionalit y. In the next  chapter, I out line my 

method for evaluat ing how part icipatory space operates in collaborat ion with 

the community members involved: this brings a focus on ref lexivity within a 

part icipatory, relat ional context . Reflexivity in this form also draws out  the 

dynamism and mult iplicity of subj ect ivit ies within part icipatory space. 
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CHAPTER 6   LIVING THE TALK 
 

I began my discussion about  part icipat ion as an ‘ invited space’  (Cornwall,  

2004) by detailing a case study. The story of that  process now provides the 

context  for evaluat ing ethics in collaborat ive, part icipatory research. In this 

chapter I will explain my method for collect ively evaluat ing the experience of 

research with part icipants (Nicholls, 2009; forthcoming). As part icipatory 

research conceptualises ethics in a very dif ferent  way to principilism and 

inst itut ional review, I developed a ref lexive method to evaluate the process 

with the community development  workers involved in the hip–hop workshops 

and the product ion of the ‘ Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk’  report .   

 

[E]thical dilemmas encountered in part icipat ion are best  
understood in a process–oriented way. PAR is reliant  upon and 
seeks to facilitate the competence and ref lexivity of 
part icipat ing people. This means that  the PAR process is 
f lexible, socially responsive and emergent  and so the 
quest ions between the part icipants and the researcher 
progresses. Hence, part icipants should be allowed and 
encouraged to engage in the ethical review of their own 
proj ects. (Manzo & Brightbill,  2007, pp.38–39) 

 

Collect ive evaluat ion changed the dimensions and terms of use of 

part icipat ion in my research. While the act ive involvement  of the community 

workers had always been a feature of the research process, the part icipatory 

focus of the proj ect  had been in engaging young people in the workshops and 

interviews. In this way, there was a ‘ double layer’  of part icipat ion from my 

perspect ive, and for the community workers involved. These layers of 

part icipat ion resulted in a complex array of subj ect ivit ies constant ly shif t ing, 

being reproduced or fractured (Lather, 2007): there was me shaping the 

part icipat ion of community workers and the part icipat ion of young people; the 

workers shaping the terms of my part icipat ion and facilitat ing youth 

part icipat ion; and of course the young people viewed my subj ect ivity 

(researcher, st ranger) as dif ferent  from that  of the workers. In this chapter I 

focus on the role of community workers as co–inquirers about  research ethics. 

 

This chapter shows a dif ferent  approach to ref lexive understanding of 

part icipat ion in research. I engage with Indigenist  literature and explore the 

concept  of ‘ relat ionalit y’  to recognise interconnect ion between all the 
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part icipants (including myself).  As I am not  Indigenous, my abilit y to art iculate 

the explanatory principles of ‘ relat ionalit y’  in Indigenist  terms is limited by 

standpoint . In this capacity I at tempt  to consider elements of praxis and 

protocol through posit ionalit y, at tent ion towards f luid subj ect ivit ies, and a 

f ine balance between ‘ part icipatory consciousness’  (Heshusius, 1994) and 

recognising dif ference (McCorkel & Myers, 2003).  

 

This evaluat ion is gendered work, but  it  does not  privilege feminist  

epistemologies. In part ,  this is because I have at t ributed the moral 

underpinning of my employing part icipatory methods to decolonisat ion. But  

this admission also ref lects the dynamics of the collaborat ion more accurately. 

When I began my research, I was most  interested in the gendered experiences 

of part icipants (rather than ‘ youth’  per se), and it  was my intent ion to 

consider Aboriginal women’ s experiences of criminalisat ion. However, once I 

was in the f ield negot iat ing the terms of part icipat ion, the community 

development  workers did not  want  to exclude young men from the research: 

ident ity as a community was to be inclusive of Aboriginal women and men. As 

decolonising research confers part icipants the right  to determine the research 

according to their interests, it  was not  my prerogat ive to challenge this 

decision. I moved to recognise that  “ gender is not  the only dif ference”  

(Cornwall,  1998, p.50) to affect  the lives of research part icipants. As Aileen 

Moreton–Robinson points out , from an Aboriginal woman’ s perspect ive, 

Aust ralian feminist  debates neglect  to recognise crit ically ‘ Whiteness’  in 

discursive academic pract ices. She argues that  the “ middle–class white woman 

remains cent red, but  is unmarked, unnamed, and st ructurally invisible”  

(Moreton–Robinson, 2000, p.147). These points of tension within Aust ralian 

feminism have existed since colonisat ion (Paisley, 2000). In this chapter I seek 

to respond theoret ically to these concerns, much as I sought  to in pract ice. 

 

Most  of the community development  workers involved in the proj ect  

were women—but  there were also men involved in the hip–hop workshops. All 

of the part icipants in the ethical evaluat ion however were women. In this 

way, I draw from feminist  literature (Reid & Frisby, 2008) to develop my 

ref lexive understanding of what  enabled me to carry out  my research as I did.  

 

While I share no fundamental ident it y with any other person 
(as I am a unique ensemble of cont radictory and shif t ing 
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subj ect ivit ies), I am situated by one of the most  powerful and 
pervasive discourses in social l ife (that  of the binary hierarchy 
of gender) in a shared subj ect  posit ion with others who are 
ident if ied, or ident ify themselves as women. This subj ect  
posit ion inf luences my ent rée into social interact ions and the 
ways I can speak, listen and be heard. In this sense I am 
enabled as a woman, to research with other women. (Gibson–
Graham, 1994, p.219) 

 

However, the dif ferences between our subj ect  posit ions remain pivotal.  

While I may feel connected with the part icipants on the basis of gender, I am 

aware that  binaries and hierarchies define us by clustering around quest ions of 

Indigeneity and non–Indigeneity. The colonising gaze remains the most  

pervasive discursive frame to our relat ionships. Pearl,  Ruby, Barb, Micah, 

Biddy and Jade are ‘ community’ ,  and I am representat ive of ‘ the university’ —a 

st ranger and outsider with forms for people to sign, and my digital recorder 

sit t ing on the table between us. On these terms (Indigenous/ non–Indigenous; 

community/ researcher) I am like a man at tempt ing feminist  part icipatory 

research. While I felt  connect ions with the part icipants in the evaluat ion 

because of our gender, I knew that  my subj ect ivity was also White (Hurtardo & 

Stewart , 2004), younger (by at  least  ten years),  tert iary educated, middle–

class with Green polit ics, a vegetarian, a non–smoker, and not  ‘ local’ .  These 

features const ructed the part icipants’  view of me (Mantzoukas, 2004)—and 

created an impetus for me to have to ‘ move over’  and work hard to develop 

t rust . Dif ference was not  always a dif f iculty (often there were j okes about  

how much I l iked eat ing salad). But  dif ference was always present . 

 

Feminism has a long and rich history of praxis, and has taught  me a great  

deal theoret ically about  methodology and ref lexivity. However, while I can say 

the social dynamics of this evaluat ion are gendered, I cannot  describe this 

work as exclusively feminist . I also consider there is not  enough literature 

which carefully considers ethical subj ect ivity amongst  non–Indigenous and 

Indigenous collaborat ions. Usually, non–Indigenous people ascribe the role of 

counter–colonial researcher and at tempt  to negate their subj ect ivity to 

reverse their power over the Indigenous part icipants (Kowal, 2006a; Muecke, 

2005, p.174). This was how I began my research, but  I now view power 

dynamics and developing an ethical subj ect ivity as more complex and 

nuanced. 
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Ethnography as a principal methodological technique was purposefully 

refused in order to move against  the (neo)colonial posit ion of the 

ethnographer’ s gaze. Part icipatory Act ion Research demands the researcher to 

‘ enter the f ield’ ,  and in doing so, they funct ion as a part icipant  observer. 

However, the method does not  ask the researcher to explicit ly observe 

‘ others’  for the purpose of collect ing primary data. Rather the method 

involves observat ion of self  and others through act ion. Methods of recall that  

supported analyses of interviews (drawing part ially from Mauthner and 

Doucet ’ s [2003] voice-cent red relat ional method) included the following: 

• diary keeping to record key dates, regularity and durat ion of meet ings, 

t ime spans involved in the research process. Part icularly because PAR 

praxis is iterat ive, there was never a clear proj ect  end date to the 

act ivity in the f ield. This enabled me to see that  it  was the t imelines 

placed upon me as a research candidate with university deadlines that  

shaped and const rued t imelines of part icipat ion. 

• Journal writ ing for private use (recalling emot ions such as 

disappointment , conflict ,  wondering about  the basis of resistance 

within the part icipatory process, ‘ dumping’  raw emot ions on the page 

after lengthy and intense experiences in the f ield). The purpose of 

j ournaling for private use was to develop un-inhibited ref lexivity about  

my own role in the f ield. 

• Notes writ ten t ransparent ly whilst  in the f ield for the purposes of 

collaborat ive act ivity. These included notes from meet ings to 

determine proj ect  plans, phone numbers or email contact  details of 

stakeholders in the part icipatory proj ect , draft ing a budget , and 

writ ing grant  applicat ions. 

• Email correspondence between myself  and community co-inquirers 

not ing key dates, invitat ions to meet ings, co-ordinat ing and following 

up on part icipatory act ivit ies. 

 

These techniques supported my analysis of the interviews, which 

commenced when Pearl ment ioned to me that  members of the management  

commit tee and workers at  the organisat ion wanted to know what  they could 

do to reciprocate all of the volunteering I had done for NAIDOC week 

celebrat ions. She had suggested to the group that  I might  be interested in 

doing some interviews, and so it  was by invitat ion that  I applied for a variat ion 
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to my ethics protocol for permission to interview workers and community 

members associated with Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk (approval was provided by 

the Chair of  the University of Western Sydney Human Ethics Commit tee in 

September 2007). 

 

The part icipants and I were already in the habit  of talking about  the 

experience of research, which was both an advantage and a disadvantage. It  

was an advantage because everyone had a considered opinion about  the topic, 

and rapport  was already well established. The disadvantage was that  

somet imes people had already art iculated what  they felt  was important  to 

say. As such, the material collected is only a small representat ion of the many 

discussions we had about  research over the period of my contact  in the f ield 

(from October 2005 to November 2008). My method is not  ethnographic—I was 

not  undertaking part icipant  observat ion. I did not  want  people to feel like I 

was not ing down everything they said while I volunteered in the off ice. The 

interviews were a t ransparent  method of collect ing data: part icipants could 

request  that  the recordings be stopped if  they wanted to discuss confident ial 

issues. Interviews were recorded from September 2007 to September 2008. 

Most  interviews took the form of conversat ions, and were therefore 

unst ructured and were not  usually directed by my interrogat ion (although 

somet imes I asked quest ions for clarif icat ion of  concepts). Somet imes co–

inquirers asked me quest ions, but  usually the conversat ions were evaluat ive 

and aff irming. Interview lengths varied between vignet tes of f ive minute 

conversat ions and in–depth discussions of over an hour. 

 

Pearl: And we’re oral people to start with. So our stories, and our opinions 

and our things that we want to tell you should be counted and should be 

recorded because that’s how we do things. We’re talking people. (25 July 

2008) 

 

The interviews were t ranscribed and returned to part icipants to check 

they approved of the material;  they could make any changes they felt  

necessary. I took the posit ion that  relat ionalit y was the primary factor for the 

integrity of the data—as such it  was crucial that  the part icipants felt  they 

would not  be misrepresented and could retain cont rol over how their voices 

‘ sounded’  on the page. I do not  consider the data collected to be a moment  of 
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t ruth crystallised without  context ;  the data are co–const ructed and 

contextual, which means that  qualit y comes from the part icipants’  ongoing 

engagement  with representat ion. As Gaventa and Cornwall suggest , “ ‘ t ruths’  

become products of a process in which people come together to share 

experience through a dynamic process of act ion, ref lect ion, and collect ive 

invest igat ion”  (2008, p.179). 

 

Interest ingly, while we discussed the discomfort  of seeing spoken word 

t ranscribed, no one requested signif icant  changes be made. Rather, comments 

aff irmed ident ity: “ I didn’ t  realise I sounded so Black!”  and “ If  other 

Aboriginal people read this they’ ll recognise that  I’ m Aboriginal. I don’ t  want  

to change the way I sound. I’ m proud of my ident ity.”   With this direct ion, I 

t ranscribed the data to include colloquial pronunciat ion to accurately ref lect  

accent  and conversat ional intonat ion. The data have not  been grammat ically 

‘ cleaned’  by me, and the part icipants were invited to adj ust  the 

representat ions of their voice if  they wanted to. 

 

To analyse the writ ten t ranscripts I drew from Mauthner and Doucet ’ s 

(2003, p.419) account  of using a voice–cent red relat ional method. Here, they 

describe a ref lexive j oint  const ruct ion of knowledge produced through the 

interact ion between the researcher and the part icipant  by integrat ing 

emot ional and social responses into accounts of  the reading process. Although 

they point  out  that  the voice–cent red relat ional method “ st il l exhibits a 

leaning towards more interpret ive assumpt ions, with hints of both 

phenomenological and hermeneut ic approaches”  (Mauthner & Doucet , 2003, p. 

423), there is crit ical work that  can be applied to make this process 

ontologically t ransparent  and epistemologically accountable. As Byrne, 

Canavan and Millar recount : “ we were compelled by the [voice–cent red 

relat ional] method and part icipatory st ructure to acknowledge, consider and 

capture our respect ive biases before any at tempt  at  interpretat ion was made”  

(2009 p.76).  

 

Similarly,  in this Chapter I use ref lexivity on a number of levels to 

explicate my posit ion in the f ield at  the t ime of undertaking interviews and in 

listening, t ranscribing, choosing excerpts and writ ing about  the research 

process. For example, I acknowledge that  despite at tempts to address power 
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effects through the research process, such as returning segments of interviews 

to be used with approval of the part icipants, the power to determine which 

words are included in this thesis and the f inal context  of the placement  in the 

text  is made by me.  

 

The f inal output  can only be a reconst ructed account  of facts, 
events, observat ions, and theory as interpreted by the 
researcher. It  is also a process imbued with power relat ions, 
for the researcher has the power to select , highlight  and 
contextualise certain elements of  the data. (Mehta, 2008, 
p.237) 

 
This admission cannot  art if icially ‘ f ix’  inequalit y within the research process, 

but  is an at tempt  to be t ransparent  about  power relat ions (Grbich, 2007, 

p.99). I am aware of textual moves (exemplif ied by Lather and Smith’ s 

disrupt ive double text  in Troubling the Angels [Lather, 2007]) that  can be 

deployed to challenge dominant  researcher voices. However, present ing a 

dif f icult  and disrupt ive text  to erode and self–negate my own voice is not  my 

principal obj ect ive here. I consider there might  be other occasions for re–

presentat ions of material included in this thesis, which post–st ructurally play 

with voice and texture in representat ion. The focus of my task in writ ing this 

thesis is encapsulated in this statement  of part icipatory research’ s 

commitment  to evaluat ing pract ice crit ically: 

 

Honest ly acknowledging this confusion and the uncertainty 
they faced in t rying to respond to these power dif ferent ials 
between the academic researchers and community 
part icipants, and among the community part icipants 
themselves, offers important  insights into key ethical 
challenges facing these researchers and gives their accounts 
of their work a credibilit y and legit imacy that  more sanit ized 
accounts often lack. (Brydon–Miller, 2008, p.207) 

 

Given that  “ epistemology determines and is made visible through 

method, part icularly in the part icipant–researcher relat ionship, measures of 

research quality, and form, voice, and representat ion in analysis and writ ing”  

(Carter & Lit t le, 2007, p.1316), I will now provide detail of three concepts 

informing the evaluat ion of the research process: relat ionalit y, alterit y and 

posit ionalit y.  
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Relationality 
 
Some of the part icipants in the research have already been represented within 

this thesis. At  this point  I would like to reint roduce Jade, Pearl,  Micah, Ruby, 

Biddy and Barb’ s voices, providing their opinion on the underpinning 

methodology used for evaluat ion: the concept  of relat ionality. 

 

Pearl: That relationship, we talk about, this is one of the major strengths, I 

think. ‘Cos without that, you have nothing. As far as I’m concerned, if you 

haven’t got that relationship built in that community, you’re not going to get 

anything outta anybody. (18 September 2007) 

 

Micah: What happens is that we tend to choose people who we can work with, 

who will sit down and listen to us. (18 December 2007) 

 

Biddy: Sometimes it [research] loses the heartfelt part, and that’s what you 

really want to get across. (4 September 2008) 

 

Ruby: Word of mouth and people getting to know about you in the 

community. And if they wanna put you out there, they’ll put you out there, 

and if they don’t they won’t. (26 September 2007) 

 

Barb: And I think it just takes  … that researcher to come, and get to know 

these people, you know, personally, sit down with them, have a cup of tea, 

get to know the community, get to know the organisations. Then branch out 

with them you know, and go to Sorry Day, NAIDOC, you know, associate 

yourself with what they’re doing and eventually they’ll learn that respect 

and I think you’ll have more openness. (26 September 2007)  

 

The concept  of relat ionality is expressed in similar terms by Indigenous 

peoples from various parts of the world. For example from Canada: 

 

An Indigenous paradigm comes from the fundamental belief 
that  knowledge is relat ional … My father was saying how a 
couch or sofa in Cree t ranslated literally means “ someplace 
you sit .”  Rather than calling it  a sofa, rather than calling it  an 
obj ect , you name it  through your relat ionship to it .  You can 
extend this to say that  ideas and concepts, like obj ects, are 
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not  as important  as my relat ionship to an idea or concept . 
(Wilson, 2001, p.176–7) 
 

And in Aust ralian Indigenist  literature: 

In Indigenous cultural domains relat ionalit y means that  one 
experiences the self  as part  of others and that  others are part  
of the self ;  this is learnt  through reciprocit y, obligat ion, 
shared experiences, coexistence, cooperat ion and social 
memory. (Moreton–Robinson, 2000, p.16) 
 

The Indigenist  paradigm therefore deems knowledge const ruct ion and 

validity measures according to the relat ional. Like part icipatory pract ice, “ this 

relat ional port rayal of power relat ions mirrors Foucault ’ s view of power 

residing not  in individuals but  in the posit ions they occupy and the ways in 

which discourses make these posit ions available to them”  (Gaventa & 

Cornwall,  2008, p.177). 

 

I cannot  pretend to assume that  as a non–Indigenous person I am able 

to appropriate Indigenous knowledges because standpoint  is a requirement  of 

Indigenous relat ionalit y (Moreton–Robinson, 2000, p. 18). However, as a non–

Indigenous person I can respond thought fully to relat ions amongst  part icipants 

to consider the ways in which I can ident ify my own ontological 

presupposit ions. For example, I can f ind similarit ies with post–st ructural 

feminist  research approaches which highlight  connectedness (and 

disconnectedness) with research part icipants (Gibson–Graham, 1994; McCorkel 

& Myers, 2003, p. 204) and the “ complex, shif t ing and dynamic”  (McCorkel & 

Myers, 2003, p. 223) shape of such relat ionships. As Manzo and Brightbill note, 

“ the ethic of care, like part icipat ion, considers ethics as relat ional”  (2007, 

p.36). 

 

‘ Indigenist  research’ ,  l ike feminist  research, “ is a perspect ive with a 

set  of principles that  inform research approaches”  (Grbich, 2007, p. 95). This 

includes empowerment  as a desirable outcome from research, on the basis of 

addressing inequality, manifest  in cultural and st ructural discriminatory 

pract ices (such as the need for epistemological realignment  in research 

pract ices). What  dif fers, however, is that  “ Indigenous methodologies tend to 

approach cultural protocols, values and behaviours as an integral part  of 

methodology”  (Smith, 1999, p. 15).  
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Your methodology has to ask dif ferent  quest ions: rather than 
asking about  validity or reliabilit y,  you are asking how am I 
fulf il l ing my role in this relat ionship? … This becomes my 
methodology, an Indigenous methodology, by looking at  
relat ional accountabilit y or being accountable to all my 
relat ions. (Wilson, 2001, p. 177) 

 

Maori researchers have out lined Kaupapa Maori to express the cultural 

expectat ions of relat ing to part icipants ethically and respect fully. The 

approach art iculates a self–determined epistemology, rather than one that  is 

cont rolled by a cultural outsider with the mission to ‘ empower’  research 

part icipants (Bishop, 2005, p. 123). Smith’ s writ ings provide detail of 

culturally specif ic expectat ions, which provide cues for non–Indigenous 

researchers to consider how a community might  j udge them to be a 

t rustworthy, ‘ good’  person (Smith, 1999, p. 119–120). Researchers are 

expected to develop prevailing relat ionships with part icipants (Bishop, 2005, 

p. 117) on the terms of the local community (Bishop, 2005, p. 129). 

 

Pearl: I’m the same as you, to do that. I have to over–extend myself and do 

things way beyond what I would normally do in … 

Ruth: Your focus? 

Pearl: Yep, way beyond to build them partnerships. So there’s really no 

difference. I think Ruth, if you really think about it and apply it to 

everything. You can’t just sit there and say ‘this is how I’m going to do 

something’, because it doesn’t even work when you implement it into 

community work. (18 September 2007) 

 

Much of the focus of this approach is about  relat ionalit y and conduct , 

and dist inguishes between the development  of rapport  with part icipants and 

the development  of t rust  (Bishop, 2005, pp. 111–112). The not ion of rapport  

does not  always incorporate crit ical ideas of responsibilit y to community 

part icipants (Oakley, 2003, pp. 245–247). The way in which rapport  extends 

into t rust  and meaningful engagement  is by the researcher proving themselves 

as will ing to move into a liminal, in–between space, decentering themselves by 

challenging t radit ional not ions of obj ect ive cont rol between researchers and 

research part icipants. This process is how Heshusius suggests we begin 

“ describing ourselves and our work in ethical (and therefore part icipatory) 

terms”  (1994, p. 20). 
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Alterity 
 
Relat ionalit y not  only highlights the mult iple connect ions between people 

through accountabilit y—it  also highlights disconnect ion, dif ference, and a 

hyphen that  separates as much as it  connects. Just  as power relat ions always 

encompass forms of resistance, relat ionality also defines who is connected and 

who is not , and the terms of dif ference. 

 

In discussing ‘ Indigeneity’ ,  I want  to reiterate that  I recognise the 

complexity and contestat ions that  ref lect  the many dif ferent  peoples who 

ident ify as ‘ Indigenous’  and indeed, the researchers who in turn recognise 

their alterit y in relat ion to part icipants (Fawcet t  & Hearn, 2004). In 

recognising alterity between the researcher and part icipants, a demand 

emerges for a method of countering the situated power/ knowledge of the 

researcher. Researchers must  exercise caut ion in working the hyphen of self–

other: the goal of collaborat ive work should not  be to 

“ dissolve/ consume/ soften/ erase”  dif ference (Jones with Jenkins, 2008, p. 

475), for “ indigenous peoples—as a mat ter of polit ical,  pract ical and ident ity 

survival as indigenous peoples—insist  on a profound dif ference at  the Self–

Other border. The hyphen is non–negot iable”  (Jones with Jenkins, 2008, p. 

475). For some Aust ralian Indigenous researchers, the hyphen remains 

art iculated as insider/ outsider research: 

 

As for pract ical advice for non–Aboriginal researchers in the 
Aboriginal arena, well,  get t ing your foot  in the door is the 
maj or obj ect ive and I guess I have painted a reasonably bleak 
picture … given that  I possibly have a certain at t itude about  
non–Aborigines cont inuing to put  us under the microscope, 
good luck, you’ ll need it ,  because as I said before, no mat ter 
what  your intent ions are and how you present  yourselves, 
unt il a more enlightened and less suspicious t ime appears; as 
a non–Aboriginal researcher, you’ ll always be seen as an 
outsider mate, an outsider looking in. (Mackenzie, 2007, p.8) 

 

The part icipants in their evaluat ion consider alterity according to an inabilit y 

to empathise with the feeling of being colonised: 

 

Ruby: If you’re going to go and research Indigenous communities you better 

do some learning first, so you understand what Sorry Day is, what NAIDOC 

means, what the referendum meant for everybody in community, and then 
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maybe once you have, and you’ll never totally understand, but you may 

have an empathy, then I think you can start. (26 September 2007) 

 

Pearl: Maybe as a researcher, if you were to understand the history of what 

has happened, to the Aboriginal people in Australia, then maybe you would 

understand that you couldn’t  just  walk in there and say, this is what you’re 

gonna do. If you did do that, and took away that research and used it against 

them … know historically how ripped apart Aboriginal people have been from 

most everything that has affected them in Australia. (18 September 2007) 

 

Jade: I think part of it is that, um, some researchers probably don't 

necessarily have the ability to empathise very well with other people, and 

empathy is an important part of it … I don't think it has to be necessarily 

sympathetic, but I think if you can empathise with some of the things that 

might have happened to people, that happened in the past, well, that's 

important. I haven't had a lot experience with this sort of research, but I 

would imagine it's a fairly important part. Understanding people a little bit, 

and maybe knowing when to take a step back too, or understanding their 

reactions—if they’re angry reactions, figuring out why, and whether you 

need to rethink how you do things. (30 November 2007) 

 

Not  being able to understand totally the experience of colonisat ion 

delineates a dif ference. This creates situat ions whereby a researcher should 

not  assume to be connected to everything that  occurs—power relat ions 

between part icipants have an impact  on the degree of part icipat ion, but  these 

relat ionships may not  involve the researcher direct ly. This suggests there are 

t imes to step back and acknowledge power relat ions amongst  part icipants in 

collaborat ion. 

 

A product ive way of recognising dif ference is for discursive 

reposit ioning that  “ challenges the essent ialising dichotomizat ion of the 

insider/ outsider debate”  (Bishop, 2005, p. 115). Essent ialist  def init ions on 

either side of the hyphen “ assume a homogeneity that  is far from the realit y 

of the diversity and complexity”  (Bishop, 2005, p. 111) of what  all part icipants 

in a collaborat ion have to offer. This also applies to the dif ferences amongst  

forms of collaborat ive arrangements (Jones with Jenkins, 2008, p. 472). Lather 
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suggests, “ the move is, rather to endorse complexity, part ial t ruths, and 

mult iple subj ect ivit ies”  (2007, p.136). This demands a separat ion of discursive 

const ruct ion of subj ect ivity from st ructural locat ion (Fawcet t  & Hearn, 2004, 

p. 211), exemplif ied for example in the development  of a pro–feminist  male 

standpoint  (Pease, 2000).  

 

Obviously, such a process is highly complex, but  can be at tempted 

using an ethical form of ref lexivity that  enables the self  to ident ify carefully 

mult iple domains of self  (Foucault ,  1994a, p.223). These mult iple views of self  

delineate between discursive and material elements of subj ect ivity. 

Acknowledging dif ference amongst  part icipants requires at tent ion to mult iple 

subj ect ivit ies produced by the surrounding social context  and discourses. For 

example, while I am interviewing Jade, or Pearl,  or Biddy I am an outsider and 

they are insiders. I could essent ialise their subj ect ivit ies as ‘ Indigenous’  and 

mine as ‘ non–Indigenous’ . However, in a dif ferent  social context  Pearl might  

know more about  her family’ s history than Jade or Biddy; Pearl might  assert  

that  her opinion should be privileged over Biddy or Jade because she is a 

t radit ional custodian of the place where they are located; Biddy might  have 

wider community connect ions than Jade; and Jade might  be learning her 

language and act ively caring for Count ry. Each of them can make claims of 

power and knowledge over each other by performing certain subj ect ivit ies 

within context . 

 

Jade: I suppose, one of the things I think is probably important in recognising 

is … within communities there is just such a range of diversity in people's 

experience, and that attitudes and perceptions are going to be just as 

diverse.  You know things that upset people will be quite different.  What 

people are open to will be different depending on their experience of growing 

up.  Or even how … Not everyone grew up with their Aboriginality intact. And 

some people come to it later in life.  So in which case, they may have 

different attitudes to those people I would consider fortunate enough to 

know things about their past. (30 November 2007) 

 

Each of these social contexts suggests compet ing discourses of 

‘ authent icit y’ :  proof of lineage, embeddedness in the community, and 

protect ing the natural resources of the land. Incorporat ing Narayan’ s (1998) 
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argument  against  cultural and gender essent ialism, the insider/ outsider frame 

might  recognise that  such essent ialisms are ‘ neat  packages’  derivat ive of the 

colonial rat ionale of invasion and imperialism.  

 
What  postcolonial feminists need to do is not  endorse 
‘ cultural relat ivism’  but  to resist  various forms of cultural 
essent ialism, including relat ivist  versions … by point ing to the 
internal pluralit y,  dissent ion and contestat ion over values and 
ongoing changes in pract ices in virtually all communit ies. 
(Narayan, 1998, para 46) 
 
In this way, def init ions of subj ect ivit ies become more complex and 

contextual than simple at t ribut ions of insider/ outsider: instead, there is a 

focus on dif ference within categories of ‘ insider’  to recognise power relat ions 

amongst  part icipants exist  simultaneously with power relat ions between the 

researcher and collect ive group. The terms of part icipat ion for a part icipant  

may depend on their relat ionships with other part icipants, more than the 

terms of their relat ionship with the researcher. Family connect ions, roles at  

work (which categorise and create hierarchies), belief or interest  in a proj ect , 

all inf luence the terms of part icipat ion.  

 

Jade: It is important not to assume … sometimes when I look at the way, or 

listen to the way other people talk about Aboriginal people you get a real 

diversity in their opinions and some are of course of they’re drunks, they've 

got a bottle of red Nellie in a paper bag, they beat their kids and do all these 

terrible things to them; and then you have the other people who almost 

idealise Aboriginal people as the noble savage. You know who might be fresh 

out of the trees, but they've got all of these amazing traits. And basically I 

think is as a researcher probably, it's a matter of marrying up the fact that 

Aboriginal people are just other humans who have all those flaws, and you 

talk to them and you deal with them in a way that treats them like another 

human being. … And whilst not making an assumption that everyone is bad, 

and does terrible things to their children, also don't make the assumption 

that everyone is good and they deserve some sort of special treatment.  I 

think that might be valid. A valid point of view. (30 November 2007) 

 

In summary, while epistemological preference can be given to the 

relat ional, this must  always encompass dif ference. In pract ice this suggests 

that  the idea of ‘ “ us”  cannot  stand in place of the hyphen; it  can only name 

5 



 

an always condit ional relat ionship between’  (Jones with Jenkins, 2008, p. 

475). This means “ orientat ion to a relat ionship—to the hyphen—rather than to 

the Other, is the most  feasible posture for a colonizer collaborator”  (Jones 

with Jenkins, 2008, p. 482). Rather than define relat ionships according to 

connect ions and disconnect ions, relat ionships amongst  subj ect ivit ies can be 

conceived as liminal spaces. As social contexts, discourses, rules, and 

inst itut ions constant ly inform and produce the shape of subj ect ivit ies, power 

relat ions (incorporat ing acquiescence and resistance) become the site for 

ethical at tent ion. To understand ethical subj ect ivit ies, creat ing a rigid 

def init ion of one self  and the part icipants can only result  in essent ialism. Fluid 

definit ions of self ,  responsive to social,  polit ical,  inst itut ional contexts enable 

at tent ion towards power relat ions and ethics. This is a process of “ being open 

and suscept ible … learning from dif ference rather than learning about  the 

Other”  (Jones with Jenkins, 2008, p. 480). 

Positionality 
 
To at tend to the liminal suggests a spat ial dimension to part icipat ion. 

Cornwall (2004) discusses the importance of incorporat ing space into analysis 

of part icipatory pract ice by considering the power dynamics of ‘ invited 

spaces’ . Considerat ion can be given not  only to the types of knowledge 

produced within a local, community–based context  but  also to metaphorical 

applicat ions of spat ial ref lexivity. For example, considerat ion may be given to 

who speaks within an invited space of part icipat ion (such as a community 

consultat ion, a meet ing, an interview): 

 

Jade: People walk away, and they get some kind of doctorate or something 

become doctor somebody because, in fact, unless you deal with the 

community for a while, all you're doing is touching the surface.  And what 

you're probably doing is getting to the people will most likely to give you 

their opinion.  And they may not reflect, they obviously don’t reflect the 

whole community's opinion.  They are more outspoken, and sometimes those 

people that are more outspoken, are also the people that are more bitter 

about things in the past.  Not always, but you certainly will get, it's like 

dealing in any community, you will get people who sit back and evaluate the 

person in front of them and wonder if they can trust them.  And if they do, 

they will give them information. (30 November 2007) 
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Jade delineates space by showing how a researcher ‘ walks away’  from 

the community back to the academy. In cont rast , there exists an alternat ive 

space, deeper than the ‘ surface’ . The ‘ surface’  is a space in which only 

outspoken community members are located. This has implicat ions for the type 

of informat ion provided. Jade sees an alternat ive space where a researcher 

comes before the community to have their t rustworthiness appraised 

(similarly, Kanohi kitea,  the seen face, is an ethical protocol in Maori 

communit ies [Smith, 1999, p.120]). Metaphors about  depth and authent icity 

are evident  in everyday talk about  research pract ices. 

 

Viewing part icipat ion as a spat ial pract ice evokes ‘ post ionalit y’  within 

a collaborat ion as “ constant ly shif t ing ground on which st ruggles for cont rol 

are waged”  (Cornwall,  2004, p.81). Even for ‘ insiders’  part icipatory spaces are 

not  stable or f ixed: Smith (1999, pp.196–199) points out  her ident ity as a Maori 

woman shif ted from being ‘ a community member’  to that  of ‘ researcher’  

when undertaking f ield work. As an insider, she was able to ident ify this shif t  

ref lexively in relat ionships, which resulted in her suggest ing that  while stand–

point  (being Maori) enables cultural understanding, there remain addit ional 

relat ions of power which need to be addressed in research relat ionships: 

“ Being a Maori researcher does not  mean an absence of bias; it  simply means 

that  the potent ial for dif ferent  kinds of biases need to be considered 

ref lexively”  (L.T. Smith, 2000, p. 236). Similarly, Nagar emphasises the 

researcher’ s need to reconceptualise their place within collaborat ion as ‘ a 

f issured space of fragile and f luid networks of connect ions and gaps’  (2003, p. 

359). For, “ one’ s locat ion—the f luid geographical, polit ical,  emot ional, 

gendered, raced, classed posit ion—is we think perhaps more important  than 

the dist inct ion between academic and non–academic researcher”  (Cahill & 

Torre, 2007, p.203). 

 

Bishop suggests that  there are some similarit ies between Kaupapa 

Maori and collaborat ive part icipatory methods, but  develops more detail 

about  the “ discursive posit ionings within the collect ive”  (2005, p. 121); he 

goes on to say that  “ [ t ]his emphasis on posit ionings within a group const ituted 

as whanau [ family] also addresses concerns about  accountabilit y, authority 

and cont rol”  (2005, p. 121). From this standpoint , “ while cross–cultural 
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competency could be argued as a necessary condit ion for the researcher to 

engage in part icipatory research, it  is not  suff icient  in it self  to ensure 

empowerment  of the other research part icipants”  (Bishop & Glynn, 1999, p. 

178). A spat ial crit ique of part icipat ion might  then involve dif ferent iat ion 

between kinds of knowledge created within social,  polit ical, and inst itut ional 

spaces to dist inguish:  

 

the ‘ epistemic locat ion’  from the ‘ social locat ion’ . The fact  
that  one is socially located in the oppressed side of power 
relat ions, does not  automat ically mean he/ she is 
epistemically thinking from a subaltern epistemic locat ion … 
not  claiming an epistemic populism where knowledge 
produced from below is automat ically epistemic subaltern 
knowledge. (Grosfoguel, 2007, p. 213)  
 

Viewing part icipat ion as a spat ial pract ice enables recognit ion of the 

diversity of standpoints within collect ive groups: social locat ions, epistemic 

locat ions—a mult itude of subj ect ivit ies within part icipatory research. 

 

Given this discussion of relat ionalit y,  alterit y and posit ionalit y, I cannot  

rely on a ‘ f irst  person’  applicat ion of ref lexivity to situate knowledge (Rose, 

1997). Researchers need to engage with ref lexive evaluat ion of collect ive and 

negot iated design, data collect ion and analysis to consider the interpersonal 

and collect ive dynamics at  play during the research process, and the catalyt ic 

effects of part icipat ion. Addit ional polit ical and relat ional layers of ref lexivity 

are essent ial for a researcher to evaluate empowerment  and part icipat ion 

crit ically in a counter–colonial context . Incorporat ing resistance into accounts 

of part icipatory research enables an abilit y to acknowledge “ internal conflicts 

and cont radict ions”  (Fawcet t  & Hearn, 2004, p. 211) without  deeming 

part icipat ion a failure.  

Multi–layered reflexivity 
 
Reflexive ident if icat ion of the researcher’ s discursive posit ion in collaborat ion 

with community requires recognit ion of at  least  three layers of ref lexivity 

(Chiu, 2006, p. 191). This dif fers from literature regarding researchers using 

ref lexivity in peer–based team work (Siltanen, Willis & Scobie, 2007). The 

layers of ref lexivity I consider part  of my methods are ‘ self–ref lexivity’ ,  

‘ interpersonal ref lexivit y’ ,  and ‘ collect ive ref lexivity’ ,  drawing part icularly 
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f rom the model out lined by Chiu (2006), though dif fering in theoret ical 

analysis (she uses Bourdieu’ s concept  of  habitus, while I will situate each layer 

within the context  of counter–colonialism). A similar st ructure of ‘ f irst–, 

second–, third–person inquiry’  is out lined by Reason and Bradbury (2008, p. 6), 

as a means for dist inguishing between voice(s) and pract ice—however, there is 

a dif ferent  intent ion and emphasis in my applicat ion.  

 

The focus here is to ident ify discursive posit ions within a collect ive, 

and to account  for movement , fragilit y, f luidit y and change within 

collaborat ive research relat ionships. By pract ising the three layers of 

ref lexivity, there is an opportunity to reframe not ions of j ust ice, 

empowerment  and part icipat ion within research as a paradigm of relat ionships 

that  nurture self–determinat ion, whereby “ the individual person is const ituted 

through his or her communicat ive and interact ive relat ions with others. The 

individual person acquires a sense of self  from being recognized by others with 

whom he or she has relat ionships”  (Young, 2004, p. 183). 

First person: transparent, self–reflexivity 

 
Pearl: I always just talk from my personal view, what I believe; I don’t talk 

for anybody else. (4 September 2008) 

 

The f irst  layer is self–ref lexivity (f irst  person), which asks the 

researcher to ident ify what  hidden assumpt ions may underpin their research. 

For example which disciplinary theories st ructure the research proposal or 

funding that  have enabled the research to proceed? Feminist  researchers refer 

to this as ‘ ref lexive t ransparency’  (Oakley, 2003; Rose, 1997) and although it  

does not  necessarily cont ribute to a broader agenda of social change 

evaluat ion within the research process, it  does enable reconceptualised 

quality assessment  (Lather, 2003). The researcher must  be aware of the 

context  of power and privilege in the research process, of what  ideas were 

included and what  ideas were excluded according to predetermined elements 

brought  by the skills or st rengths of the researcher.  

 

First–person ref lexivity also demands that  the researcher consider the 

ways in which they write about  collaborat ive research. There has been a noted 

tendency for researchers to ‘ hide’  within collaborat ive texts (Pain, 2004, p. 
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658), and there is a danger that  this “ systemat ically distorts the power 

posit ioning of all who part icipated in the research”  (Chiu, 2006, p. 189). 

Others have noted the irrelevance that  writ ing to academic audiences holds 

for community inquirers who are more interested in the pract ical outcomes of 

the research act ivity or in the product ion of material for use by the 

community involved (Nagar, 2003). It  is therefore pivotal for the collaborat ive 

researcher to recognise their ident it y when present ing material intended for a 

variety of audiences.  

 

Heshusius (1994) contends that  it  is possible to become over–concerned 

with the self ,  emphasising the distance between self  and others as a result  of 

efforts to manage subj ect ivity. In this way, “ the preoccupat ion with how to 

account  for one’ s subj ect ivity can be seen as a subt le version of empiricist  

thought , in that  it  port rays the belief that  one knows ‘ how to handle things’ ”  

(Hersusius, 1994, p. 16). This highlights the need for addit ional layers of 

ref lexivity; not  towards cont rolling collaborat ion, but  as a gesture of at tent ion 

and recept ivity to the relat ional, the spaces in–between. Working ref lexively 

in the interpersonal and collect ive layers reveals what  connects those working 

in collaborat ion, j ust  as self–ref lexivity highlights the hyphen of dif ference 

between us, with all of it s complexity and tensions (Jones with Jenkins, 2008, 

p. 473). 

Second person: interpersonal reflexivity 

 
Micah: One of the things that we've been saying from long time that you can't 

work with Aboriginal communities without working with Aboriginal people. 

(18 December 2007) 

 

The second layer is relat ional–ref lexivity (second person), which calls 

for an evaluat ion of interpersonal encounters and the researcher’ s abilit y to 

collaborate with others. As feminist  researchers have noted “ Reflexivity has 

mainly focused on examining the ident it ies of the individual researcher rather 

than the ways in which those ident it ies intersect  with inst itut ional,  

geopolit ical and material aspects of their posit ionality”  (Nagar, 2003, p. 356). 

Posit ionalit y enables the researcher to consider the terms of their inclusion 

within the collaborat ion by considering interpersonal encounters along the 

research j ourney, and the abilit y to collaborate (as opposed to lead, cont rol or 
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delegate). Kaupapa Maori demonst rates an intersect ion between what  is 

deemed ethical behaviour by the community (as opposed to inst itut ional or 

non–Indigenous determinants of ethical behaviour) and the necessity for the 

researcher to be self–aware of the process in which they are embedded 

(Bishop, 2005; Smith, 1999).  

 

Within my research experience, community co–inquirers have 

communicated the idea of posit ionalit y as a f ine balance of commitment  to 

relat ionships and self–checking. Co–inquirers have not  demanded that  I deny 

my subj ect ivity of ‘ being’  a researcher, but  that  I acknowledge such a role and 

then build relat ionships of t rust  in that  acknowledgment .  

 

Jade: If you haven't experienced it, you don't know what the realities of other 

people's existence is. The things that we accept as everyday stuff they don’t 

have.  So it's a bit of a learning experience isn't it? 

Ruth: Yeah definitely. 

Jade: The differences in affluence and education, and not making judgments 

about people based on that, you know, so yeah, I can understand where you're 

coming from on that. It's quite a steep learning curve. (30 November 2007) 

 

Recognit ion of relat ionships is exemplif ied in the dist inct ion between 

t radit ional modes of interviewing research subj ects and developing ‘ authent ic 

rapport ’  with research part icipants (Oakley, 2003). Extending this into an 

agenda of collaborat ive inquiry demands complex and careful negot iat ion to 

include community–determined inquiry (Smith, 1999, p.137).  

 

Pearl: This is from my perspective, so I can’t talk for everybody, but I think 

they need to be at everything. And I even think this could work in a non–

Indigenous research … that your research may need to go for two or three 

years to build that relationship ‘cos the more relationships that you build, 

the more quality that you’re going to get outta your research, ‘cos as long as 

you can be partial I suppose and not have your whole heart and soul in with 

the people as well. 

Ruth: Mmm. 

Pearl: I dunno. I think you would really need to look at that, to step back 

from it sometimes maybe as a researcher. I think you get more quality from 
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us, because we’ve built a relationship for nearly two years. (18 September 

2007) 

Third person: collective reflexivity & catalytic validity 

 
The third layer of ref lexivity is where the biggest  claims about  social change 

are made in part icipatory act ion methodologies. This third layer demands the 

quest ion of how the collaborat ion determined the frames of inquiry. It  also 

asks what  were the terms of part icipat ion, who part icipated, or did not  … and 

what  effects this had on the outcome of social change and pract ical 

knowledge for the community part icipants.  

 

Building upon a ref lexive determinat ion of posit ionalit y, this layer 

quest ions the idea of an all–knowing, all–seeing researcher, and connects with 

Lather’ s (2003, p. 189) discussion of const ruct  validity (was the theory 

underpinning the research actually relevant  to f indings; and in this case, 

‘ pract ical knowledge’ ?) and face validity (were the f indings analysed by the 

part icipants in the research as well as the researcher?). For example, Biddy 

ref lects on using semi–st ructured interviews with youth part icipants with 

whom she had ongoing (t rust ing) relat ionships. She notes that  she was able to 

increase the qualit y of the data by tuning the quest ions according to her 

knowledge of the people she was interviewing. She also comments on the 

qualit y of the data according to the level of rapport  and t rust , indicat ing that  

if  I had been at tempt ing the interview, I would not  have been able to achieve 

the same qualit y of data: 

 

Biddy: When I was asking the questions, I sorta mixed them around a bit and 

changed them … and I think it just added … they were comfortable, like if you 

went and did it they’d be … they didn’t know you. (4 September 2008) 

 

‘ Collect ive–ref lexivity’  seeks to art iculate not  only contextual change 

of act ion outcomes from the research (such as the procedural accounts of 

evaluat ion and output  in the form of ‘ lessons learned’ ),  but  extends into a 

domain of “ catalyt ic validity”  (Lather, 2003, p. 191). The suggested ref lexive 

process of collaborat ive ‘ sense–making’  is therefore a theoret ically consistent  

tool within part icipatory methodology. However, this third layer of ref lexivity 

also demands that  the researcher understand a shif t  in their posit ionalit y. This 
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shif t  entails simultaneously being recept ive to alternat ive domains of power 

and knowledge, and at tempt ing to maintain space for this throughout  the 

ent ire research process by ceding researcher cont rol beyond the init ial phase 

of negot iat ion, and extending part icipat ion into data collect ion, analysis and 

dist ribut ion.  

 

Ruby: I still believe that it all boils down to the individual researcher and the 

community and I don’t know if you can apply, you would have to make it that 

you’re—if you were going to make it like a step by step process, you would 

have to make it so interchangeable, there’d have to be … so it could be 

manipulated and interchanged so that it could suit the community. I still 

think the community should steer it. So maybe you go in there, as a 

researcher, and just have something in your head, but like you say, the whole 

thing changes anyway. (26 September 2007) 

 

With this in mind, it  is worth considering that  gestures of inclusion 

require decentering. Whether it  is possible to apply the three layers of 

ref lexivity equally and at  all t imes is yet  to be determined. From my 

experience, these movements and shif ts are best  considered as complex, 

unstable posit ions. Perhaps then,at tent ion to the three layers of ref lexivity is 

like j uggling: requiring concent rat ion, movement , balance and coordinat ion.  

Juggling is resist ing essent ialist  posit ions while also recognising dif ference. 

This is the abilit y to see that  the hyphen both connects and separates us when 

we undertake collaborat ive counter–colonial research.  

 

Moreover, this layer of ref lexivity calls for discussion amongst  

collaborat ing part icipants about  the effects of taking part  in research, to 

ref lect  together about  whether part icipat ing was t ransformat ive, aff irming, 

cathart ic or empowering. Carter, Jordens, McGrath and Lit t le (2008) have 

undertaken empirical research into the social processes of research 

part icipat ion. By coding interview data under a rubric of ‘ part icipat ing in 

research’ , Carter et  al.  (2008) have ident if ied several domains of part icipat ion 

which shed light  on why people choose to part icipate, and also why people 

choose to disengage from the research experience. Most  ethics review 

processes assume that  research part icipants are at  risk of emot ional 

disturbance through part icipat ion, and protocols of protect ing the wellbeing of 
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part icipants must  be set  in place (such as highlight ing the part icipant ’ s right  

to exit  research at  any stage, and the availabilit y of counselling services for 

part icipants if  required). In cont rast  to this assumpt ion, Carter et  al. ’ s 

research found that  the part icipant ’ s desire to exit  the research process was 

based upon undergoing an ontologic and epistemic experience of 

reconst itut ing knowledge about  themselves through involvement  in research. 

Part icipants chose to exit  the research process once this process of aff irmat ion 

or catharsis reached saturat ion point . Similarly,  earlier feminist  ref lexive work 

notes part icipants found the interview experience cathart ic (England, 1994, p. 

85). However, the idea of the relat ion of  the self  in const itut ing knowledge of 

oneself  has great  implicat ions for evaluat ing the ethics of research 

part icipat ion. 

 

Pearl: I feel like that I’ve been empowered now, through your research and 

through being involved from the beginning and all the way through it, that 

when somebody else comes in, I can ask them what they’re doing with it, 

where it’s going and what is going on and feel that I have the right to ask 

them questions. So I think that’s a really great outcome. (4 September 2008) 

 

Another approach for gleaning the part icipant ’ s experience of research 

stems from the idea that  interviews may be epistemic (Brinkmann, 2007). This 

supposit ion, inspired by Socrat ic dialogue, endeavours “ to move conversat ion 

partners from doxa to episteme (i.e. from a state of being simply opinionated 

to being capable of questioning and justifying what  they believe is the case”  

(Brinkmann, 2007, p. 1117). Brinkmann argues that  “ the conversat ion partners 

were thus posit ioned as responsible cit izens, accountable to each other … and 

the topic would therefore not  be the narrat ive of the individual’ s life or his or 

her experiences but  rather people’ s epistemic pract ices of  j ust if icat ion”  

(2007, p. 1128). In this way, part icipants can ask quest ions of the researcher, 

and the researcher can ref lect  upon what  they have developed relat ionally 

with the part icipants to ask epistemic quest ions. This might  hold implicat ions 

for considering the relat ional qualit y of the data: 

 

Jade: People who I think know things are the ones who aren't aggressive and 

aren't easily offended. And you can actually ask a question. (30 November 

2007) 
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This provides clues for establishing ethical relat ionships which 

simultaneously seek to divulge a personal commitment  and openness from the 

researcher, while also operat ing under the rubric of a research relat ionship in 

an counter–colonial context . That  the process entails f inding “ a ‘ common’  

understanding [which] does not  imply f ixity or comprehensiveness”  (Siltanen 

et  al. ,  2007, p. 49) enables some integrity in maintaining f luidity in the 

const ruct ion of subj ect ivit ies within the collaborat ion.  

Re–presenting collaboratively 
 
One of the ‘ t roubling–points’  of collaborat ive and part icipatory research is the 

not ion of producing collaborat ive material for an academic audience. During 

the process of working within invited spaces our collaborat ion had a number of 

opportunit ies to co–present : a seminar at  my university (December 2006), a 

conference interstate (October 2007), and submit t ing an art icle to an 

internat ional j ournal (September 2007–December 2007). Here, I ref lect  on 

each of these re–presentat ions. 

 

In December 2005 we gave a presentat ion at  an ‘ engagement ’  seminar 

hosted by the Social Just ice and Social Change Research Cent re of the 

University of Western Sydney. We focused on the ethics of collaborat ive 

research, and highlighted ways of understanding the NHMRC guidelines by 

discussing some of the recommendat ions of the AIATSIS guidelines and 

community responses to these points. Af ter the presentat ion, a member of the 

audience approached us. 

 

Pearl: Afterwards this guy came out, he was an academic person, like a 

research person. And he came up to Ruth, and like me and [M.] and [C.] were 

standing there, and he’s like, ‘how do you get them to interact with you?’ 

The three of us just looked at each other and thought, you’ve gotta be 

kidding me—we’re standing there! (4 September 2008) 

 

Pearl: Something that I found interesting was that day that we went to 

Parramatta with you … and you’re big on values, and I’m big on values and I 

don’t know if that has a lot to do with research, but that’s just my concept. 

When that guy came out and spoke to us, I thought, ‘My God if you were to 
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come into the community, you wouldn’t get jack from us’. He seemed quite 

arrogant. And I thought, ‘My God, you’ve got no people skills at all’. And 

maybe that’s a big component that needs to be understood in your research, 

but you need people skills. 

Ruth: Yep, it’s about interpersonal skills 

Pearl: It is, and how you relate to people. Because if you don’t have that, 

how are you going to get anything out of it?  

Ruth: Mmm, he didn’t really have any idea of what he was talking about as 

well. 

Pearl: But he was arrogant. He was arrogant, and I thought my goodness, and 

he kinda gave me the opinion of, oh, you know … we had just got up there 

with you as well, which historically happens through research in Indigenous 

communities but there was no acknowledgment that we got up there with you 

as well, he was more interested in talking to you about how to get in there, 

and we were all standing in front of him, and I thought my goodness you 

arrogant little person. And that’s not how we work in our community … in the 

Hawkesbury. We really strive and try to acknowledge everybody. That’s my 

opinion. (18 September 2007) 

 

This discussion highlights the dif ference between pragmat ic issues of 

part icipat ion (quest ions of how to engage, gain access to part icipants) and the 

moral issue of decolonising research. Counter–colonial research is not  a 

technical applicat ion of part icipatory methods (such as mapping or photo–

voice). Counter–colonial research demands engaging with Indigenous 

knowledge systems such as relat ionalit y, recognising and acknowledging the 

role of all part icipants within a collect ive. 

 

We also t ravelled interstate to give a paper together at  the Nat ional 

Health and Medical Research Council’ s Human Ethics Conference30 based upon 

our group discussions.  

 

Ruby: We’ve done a conference with Ruth down in Melbourne, me and [M.] 

and Ruth. 

Ruth: The National Ethics Conference. 

                                             

30 I should note that  the NHMRC provided part ial funding for this by covering the 
regist rat ion costs of community co-inquirers. 
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Ruby: Yep, about how we got involved in the research and the designing of 

the questions and how we get to steer which way we think it should go. And 

our opinions are valuable and Ruth listens to that kind of stuff and that’s 

what Ruth’s trying to do with her thesis. (7 August 2008) 

 

While there were some reservat ions about  speaking in front  of a large 

audience, this experience of represent ing the research experience was 

posit ive and highlighted the way in which we had j uxtaposed power relat ions 

in our collaborat ion.  

 

Ruby: So when we went to Ruth’s conference … not Ruth’s conference, the 

ethics conference down in Melbourne, we were all allowed to sit at a table, 

and no one had to get up and stand at the podium, so, the microphones were 

just in front of us which I think is less intimidating … I think it was because 

we were all equal, all sitting at a table, and there was all them academics 

sitting up there talking about different things, but we were all just equal. 

And there was no power or … Ruth was at the table sitting right next to us. (4 

September 2008) 

 

Following this presentat ion we received feedback from an audience 

member. She emailed: 

 

Ruth—I was in the audience at the ethics conference in Melbourne where you 

presented this week. I’m just emailing my congratulations on a great 

presentation—innovative style and a wonderful feeling about it. It wasn’t just 

what you and the other two presenters actually said, it was the living the talk 

message that came through—from [J.S.] (just an ordinary audience member). 

(19 October 2007) 

 

The audience member’ s feedback about  ‘ l iving the talk’  highlights the 

symbolic importance of part icipat ion in the representat ion of research. It  was 

not  what  we said, but  the symbolism of our presentat ion style that  st ruck a 

chord of authent icity. Our session did not  contain any other papers with 

community members speaking about  the research experience as ‘ ethical 

subj ects’ .  Hence, in many inst itut ional spaces represent ing an account  of 
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part icipat ion in a part icipatory way is j ust  as important  as the intellectual 

substance of the presentat ion. 

 

Dif ferences in preferred modes of representat ion were highlighted 

when we at tempted to write a j ournal art icle together. Using the t ranscripts 

of our discussions and the material we discussed in the seminar and 

conference, I drafted a composit ion of our thoughts. This was the f irst  t ime 

the part icipants saw their voices on the page. 

 

Ruby: We did an interview with Ruth for a paper she wanted to present, oh it 

was to go to a journal thing, and so we did this interview and me and [M.] are 

talkin’ normal and Ruth transcribed it all. And we’ve looked at this written 

thing and gone, ‘We don’t speak like that!’ And Ruth’s gone, um, I’ve written 

it exactly how you’ve spoken it. And we’ve gone, ‘Oh we sound dumb!’ We’ve 

gotta change that, we need to change it. We sound silly, I’ve got ‘shit’ and I 

think I had [laughter] but yeah it was horrible, we were readin’ it goin’ awh! 

… which makes me wonder, because as Koori people we have that thing about 

being seen as not as educated, so I wonder if that’s why people have that 

issue when they read it? Like ooh, that sounds a bit dumb here, better change 

that. You know what I mean because that’s what I found, and I think [M.] 

even made reference to that. (25 July 2008) 

 

What  this experience highlighted was the issue of representat ion as 

intertwined with ownership and cont rol of research. Using a medium that  the 

part icipants did not  feel was their st rength (writ ing for an academic audience 

rather than speaking), displayed the points at  which the research process may 

become less t ransparent  and interpretat ion and use of data may become 

exclusive. This reiterates the need for crit ical ref lexivity in any interpret ive 

(hermeneut ic) analysis of data. By integrat ing gestures to reinsert  ownership 

and cont rol in the process, the research material is explicit ly co–const ructed 

with the part icipants. 

 

Biddy: All hell’d have broke loose if she31 said ‘This passage meant this’, but 

it didn’t. 

                                             

31 Not  referring to the author, but  another researcher. 
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Pearl: Can you imagine! 

Biddy: Ah, no. 

Pearl: The people when they go, ‘That’s not what I meant by that!’ 

Biddy: Yeah, because I can say Joe Blow does this, and you can take it in a 

different way than you would. 

Pearl: And that’s why … 

Biddy: People involved should get to read it. 

Pearl: That’s why, that’s what Ruth’s research is about, is us being actively 

involved in her research. And that’s why, me and [M.] were talking yesterday 

about how you did that paper and when we seen the way we sounded, we 

sounded really … 

Biddy: And when I was reading it back I though, geeze, [T.] talks black! 

Pearl: I know, I know exactly! That thing where you go ‘Wow, do I really 

speak like that?’ But being allowed to see yourself and change it. That was a 

really important part of it. Especially I ‘spose like Biddy said, if when it’s 

recorded, and you transcribe it and that’s not the general meaning that you 

have for it. 

Biddy: Sometimes it loses the heartfelt part, and that’s what you really want 

to get across. 

Pearl: And I think sometimes, when I’ve looked at the paper that Ruth did, 

our heartfelt stuff was in it, because most of our words stayed, it wasn’t 

transcribed into academic language. We would’ve went … 

Ruth: Who is that?! 

Pearl: ‘What’s that?!’, you know (4 September 2008) 

 

It  is in the report ing of part icipatory research to academic peers that  the 

greatest  ethical dilemmas of this approach become apparent . The uneasy 

division between the academy and the part icipants reveals it self  in developing 

and represent ing ‘ voice(s)’ .  In writ ing for an academic audience, the division 

between community and researcher are reinscribed. The balance of j uggling 

between subj ect ivit ies is tenuous and fragile. The writ ing process highlights a 

paradox of community–based part icipatory research: there are mult iple 

perspect ives and cont ribut ions in the research process, mult iple ways of 

represent ing a collect ive research experience, and mult iple audiences to 

address. These mult iplicit ies suggest  that  at  t imes, despite efforts, research 
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f indings may st ruggle to f ind the right  ‘ pitch’ .  This is an ongoing challenge in 

connect ing ethics with methods. 

 

In this chapter I explored the concept  of relat ionalit y as methodology 

drawing from Indigenist  epistemology. Acknowledging the limitat ions of 

applying Indigenist  research principles as a non–Indigenous person, I discussed 

the limitat ions of the Self–Other hyphen using post–st ructural feminist  ideas of 

ref lexivity, posit ionalit y and f luid subj ect ivit ies. Following this, I out lined a 

mult i–layered approach to ref lexivity which described the personal, 

interpersonal and collect ive implicat ions of research in pract ice. These 

theoret ical considerat ions enable a vision of collaborat ion which is f luid—

‘ working the hyphen’  to understand connectedness and dif ference between 

Self–Other.  

 

The ref lexive meditat ions within these chapters are therefore crit ical 

ref lect ions of myself  within the process of undertaking a collaborat ive 

research proj ect , and comments on the research process provided by 

community co–inquirers in recorded conversat ions, for which I obtained 

writ ten consent . Community co–inquirers were provided with t ranscripts and 

we have discussed the data in the context  of writ ten analysis. 

 

This chapter provided the basis for explaining the way in which 

people’ s behaviour under moral codes is to be interpreted in this study. The 

methodology dist inguishes itself  from ethnographic and hermeneut ic 

techniques to consider ways of engaging with and integrat ing Indigenous ways 

of knowing into the research process. By providing both the theoret ical 

impetus and pract ical implementat ion of relat ionalit y as methodology, the 

ethical evaluat ion of the research can now incorporate voices from various 

layers of ref lexivity with a clear understanding of qualit y and validity of  

qualitat ive data used in the discussion. 

 

In the next  chapter I will focus on the process of def ining, at taining and 

maintaining community consent . Using a metaphor of t rust  to consider 

relat ionships and reciprocity, I consider the extent  to which part icipat ion 

assumes harmony, consensus, and unwavering consent . Using a crit ical 
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interpretat ion of resistance I consider the complexit ies of working collect ively 

in community–based research.  
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CHAPTER 7   EVERYTHING’S BY WORD OF MOUTH 
 
Ruby: We’re really good with word of mouth. That’s how we talk, and it only 

takes us to say one thing to one person and the whole community knows 

either you’re suss and they’re not going to talk to ya, or this person’s alright, 

we’ll have a chat to her. (26 September 2007)  

 

In this chapter, I will argue that  the way ‘ community’  is def ined has 

implicat ions for the scope of part icipat ion. This sounds like a fairly 

st raight forward proposit ion of cause and effect . However, do part icipants 

employ the term community in the same way in dif ferent  contexts? Do 

researchers employ the term for dif ferent  purposes? If  qualit ies of ‘ community 

engagement ’  in part icipat ion have a moral underpinning, what  implicat ions 

might  exist  for the ethical outcomes of the research? The complexity of 

def ining ‘ community’  is a cent ral concept  for evaluat ing the ethics of 

part icipat ion. In this discussion, I will show that  ‘ word of mouth’  is an example 

of how the term ‘ community’  is employed on a variety of scales to art iculate 

local, nat ional, and internat ional ident it ies. Using ‘ word of mouth’ , I seek to 

dif fuse the const ruct ion of f ixed and rigid subj ect ivit ies in the research 

process, including the const ruct ion of one’ s own posit ion in part icipatory 

pract ice. 

 

I am going to take problemat ic def init ions of ‘ community’  as a cent ral 

concern for evaluat ing the ethics of part icipat ion in pract ice. To do this, I will 

explore how the process of gaining and maintaining collect ive community 

consent  for part icipatory research involves recognising mult iple subj ect ivit ies 

within invited spaces. As I indicated at  the outset  of my argument , community 

is employed as a natural and self–evident  collect ion of people with shared 

interests within a social f ield. Similarly,  Gibson–Graham (1994) found the 

act ion research approach relied upon a gendered ident ity that  was supposed 

to be inherent  and coherent , but  in pract ice the context  and situat ion 

affected and altered social ident it ies. 

 

I am exploring community as “ a situated pract ice, a site of resistance 

and as a dynamic polit ical f ield”  (Hickey & Mohan, 2004, p.17). I will t reat  

community as comprising mult iple discourses that  hold implicat ions for 
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consent , and the success or failure of part icipat ion as an ethical endeavour. 

Employing the term ‘ community’  has implicat ions for part icipatory processes 

and the goals part icipat ion seeks to achieve. 

 

In all community approaches process—that  is methodology and 
method—is highly important . In many proj ects the process is 
far more important  than the outcome. Processes are expected 
to be respect ful,  to enable people, to heal and to educate. 
They are expected to lead one step further towards self–
determinat ion. (Smith, 1999, p.128) 

 

The way in which community is def ined by the research proj ect  

determines who is listened to and who is marginalised, the breadth and depth 

of consultat ion, the levels of part icipat ion, and accordingly the shape and f lux 

of research quest ion(s).  In this chapter, community voices represent  their 

perspect ives, in an embodied case study of people, t ime and place. 

Community–based part icipatory research is operat ionally grounded in the 

local, so this case study discusses local circumstances, while also considering 

wider social and polit ical implicat ions (Mohan, 2001, p.166).  

 

I’ m going to explore gaining and maintaining collect ive community 

consent  as a process of determining margins of t rust  and resistance, which 

shape the boundaries of  part icipat ion. ‘ Word of mouth’  indicates a non–

discursive dif fusion of knowledge, which ascribes a reputat ion that  will either 

‘ make’  or ‘ break’  the degree of part icipat ion. ‘ Word of mouth’  has 

implicat ions for the width, depth and veracity of part icipat ion—the kind of 

claims it  can make about  engagement  and effect iveness. Word of mouth not  

only indicates consent , it  also indicates a potent ial for refusal, rej ect ion and 

resistance. In this chapter, I will make an argument  for recognising resistance 

as a natural part  of negot iat ing consent  with mult iple subj ect ivit ies. 

 

Consent  is usually def ined in terms of an individual, a rat ional 

autonomous being deciding whether or not  to take part  in an act ivity. ‘ Fully 

informed’  consent  is a key mant ra emanat ing from the Nuremberg Code that  

resonates in contemporary research regulat ions. However, because counter–

colonial research must  support  part icipants’  rights to associate as a part  of a 

collect ive ident ity, consent  needs to be t reated as a collect ive exercise (with 

fully informed consent  of individuals embedded within it ) (NHMRC, 2003, 
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p.19). Consent  can be considered a regulatory inst rument , a form signed by a 

fully informed research subj ect . In a collect ive view of consent , it  is an 

approval process that  must  pass through key gatekeepers, authorit ies and 

mechanisms that  are discursively const ructed to represent  the interests of the 

collect ive.  

 

In some circumstances and some communit ies, consent  is not  
only a mat ter of individual agreement , but  involves other 
properly interested part ies, such as formally const ituted 
bodies of various kinds, collect ivit ies or community elders. In 
such cases the researcher needs to obtain the consent  of all 
properly interested part ies before beginning the research. 
(NHMRC, 2003, p.14) 

 

However, consent  is also about  personal decision–making, and creates 

measures of  community engagement  and effects qualit ies of  part icipat ion. 

Viewing consent  as a social pract ice (as compared to inst itut ional),  collect ive 

consent  is about  developing a ‘ good reputat ion’ ,  fostering inclusion, and 

making the act ivity of part icipat ion a democrat ic process. Community consent  

demands understanding discursive protocols of knowing who should be 

approached f irst ,  who will be angry or offended if  not  involved, who has a 

legal right  to be involved, and who has the inf luence to evoke resistance to 

part icipat ion. 

 

Collect ive consent  equates to ‘ community consent ’ .  The NHMRC 

guidelines state, “ a key concept  is the not ion of  community. In these 

Guidelines community is recognised as a complex not ion that  can be invoked 

in relat ion to cultural groups, geographic groups or communit ies of interest ”  

(NHMRC, 2003, p.2). In Chapter 5, ‘ Discursive Ethics’ ,  I discussed the way 

‘ good’  and ‘ bad’  subj ect ivit ies are invoked as characters who either f ight  

against  or reiterate neo–colonial research pract ices. One of the presupposed 

collect ive interests of ‘ community’  is an opposit ional stance against  ‘ research’  

from ‘ the outside’ . Posit ive dif ference and opposit ional dif ference define 

‘ community’  subj ect ivit y: the posit ive features are dif ferent  cultural values 

and knowledge, which highlight  epistemological concerns for the quality of 

inquiry. Dif ference as opposit ion is comprised of collect ive experiences of 

colonisat ion, marginalisat ion and discriminat ion. Opposit ional dif ference 

results in a moral power dyad of coloniser/ colonised, which renders 

researchers ethically responsible to ‘ community’ .  Whether posit ive or 
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opposit ional, these dif ferences establish dichotomies that  produce 

subj ect ivit ies imbued with morally ‘ good’  or ‘ bad’  qualit ies (Kothari,  2001, 

p.140). ‘ Community’  is valorised as a local moral agent  operat ing against  neo–

colonisat ion (Francis, 2001, p.79). 

 

As I have argued throughout  this thesis, the idea of reversing the 

dist ribut ion of power through part icipat ion is conceptually problemat ic. 

Essent ialised ‘ good’  and ‘ bad’  characters cannot  account  for resistance or 

power relat ions within a community. For a researcher to evaluate the ethics 

of part icipat ion in pract ice, the concept  of ‘ community’  must  be recognised as 

complex, dynamic and mult ifarious. Observing ways in which essent ialised 

characters are invoked and used as tact ics to include and exclude is crucial,  to 

understanding how part icipants shape the researcher’ s subj ect ivity, and in 

turn, how a researcher will const itute and govern their ‘ self ’ .  

A vision of harmony: place, space & culture 
 
Although many discussions about  community begin by stat ing the dangers of 

assuming homogeneity, community as a concept  always relies on connect ions 

that  bind people together to create a collect ive ident ity. Discourse about  

community searches for connect ions, a cohesive bond, forms of commonality. 

 
Definit ions of community are as diverse as communit ies 
themselves and there is no one definit ion of community which 
applies in all cases. Communit ies cannot  be assumed to be 
homogeneous. To make this assumpt ion is to ignore the 
diversity of groupings within communit ies. On the other hand, 
community can be used as a shorthand way to describe groups 
of people who indeed share a culture, including common 
linguist ic characterist ics, common geography, common 
culture and a common history. (AIATSIS, 1999, p.41) 

 

Often research proposals use cartography and stat ist ics to scope and 

define community in human geographic or sociological terms. Within crit iques 

of post–indust rial society and the urban–rural cont inuum, a prevailing 

definit ion of community is based upon the self–contained locat ion in which 

people live, where they were born, where their family live, and social,  

polit ical,  and economic st ructures which bind people collect ively 

(Abercrombie, Hill & Turner, 2005, pp.71–72). More contemporary sociological 

thought , ref lect ing a t ransnat ional, diasporic and globalised world may define 
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community according to what  people imaginat ively const ruct  as home or 

nat ion (Anderson, 2006). Community is also const ructed ‘ virtually’ ,  through a 

sense of ident ity in belonging (Abercrombie et  al. ,  2005, p. 72). These 

discourses of place, stat ist ics, polit ics, imaginat ion and belonging are all 

useful and interest ing (and have been a maj or concern of sociology since the 

discipline’ s incept ion). Most  interest ing is not  necessarily the substance of the 

various definit ions of community, but  the way that  def init ions produce 

subj ect ivit ies. Community is not  substant ive and stable, but  a complex series 

of power relat ions, ascribing connect ions and boundaries of inclusion and 

exclusion: 

 

classic ethnographic technique presupposes the existence of a 
funct ioning community, a small,  t radit ion–bound social 
universe that  is to be the obj ect  of knowledge … community is 
not  a pre–given social ent it y. Communit ies have become 
polit ical actors who claim their right  to def ine history, to 
regulate the body, to enact  violence. (Connell,  2007, p.177) 

 

If  ‘ community’  as a concept  is viewed as a polit ical and dynamic ent ity 

that  manifests a social f ield, then applying theoret ical def init ions 

disconnected from local social pract ices is not  part icularly relevant  to 

part icipatory epistemology. If  theoret ical def init ions of community fail to 

engage with the way in which the part icipants explain the concept  for 

themselves, then part icipatory act ivit ies will be limited to the interests of the 

researcher alone, rather than the interests of the part icipants. As such, this 

discussion considers how part icipants def ine and use the concept  of 

community as a social pract ice, and how part icipat ion itself  operates spat ially. 

 

As I discussed in the outset  of this thesis, a crucial space to consider in 

counter–colonial part icipatory research is ‘ Count ry’ .  Aboriginal and Torres 

St rait  Islander peoples at t ribute collect ive ident ity according to a genealogical 

relat ionship with Count ry: this genealogy encompasses ancestors who live in a 

place as spirit s watching over the resources (the land, water, creatures and 

people).  Count ry incorporates spirit ual,  spat ial and polit ical dimensions. 

Aff il iat ion with Count ry funct ions like nat ionalit y. Relat ionship to Count ry 

delineates resource allocat ion, rights and responsibilit ies. This relat ionship has 

affect ive dimensions: I have heard people describe their relat ionship to 
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Count ry as like their love for their grandmother. People may ident ify with 

more than one Count ry, depending on the genealogies of their parents: 

 

For us, count ry is a word for all the values, places, resources, 
stories and cultural obligat ions associated with that  area and 
its features. It  describes the ent irety of  our ancest ral 
domains. All of it  is important  – we have no wilderness, nor 
the opposite of wilderness, nor anything in between. Count ry 
is count ry – the whole cosmos … So when we acknowledge 
t radit ional count ry, as increasingly people do in Aust ralia, it  is 
no empty ritual: it  is to acknowledge who we, the Aboriginal 
people, are and our place in this nat ion. It  is to take special 
note of a place and the people who belong to it .  In doing 
that , it  seems to me, all Aust ralians might  have a clearer 
not ion of who they are and where they stand in relat ion to 
their history and the land they live in. (Dodson, 2009) 

 

Ruby: It’s a bigger picture. It’s the land, it’s everything, the water, the trees, 

that is your community. (26 September 2007) 

 

Barb: It all has meaning, it has a place. We have a place, it all has a place, 

and I think it’s a matter of respecting it. (26 September 2007) 

 

Community is related to, but  remains dist inct  f rom, nat ionality. Nat ion 

is used in the context  of ident ity, at t ributed by the ancest ral spirit s and their 

descendants who are recognised as the Tradit ional Custodians of Count ry. But  

within the geographic borders of a Nat ion there often live Indigenous peoples 

from other Nat ions (this is especially the case in urban and met ropolitan 

locat ions). Indigenous people may ident ify with mult iple communit ies at  a 

t ime: their nat ionalit y/ nat ionalit ies, their specif ic localit y,  their rights as 

Indigenous Aust ralians, and an aff inity with the global Indigenous community. 

The mult iple sites of community are exemplif ied by Barb explaining to her 

children their nat ionalit y is Bundj alung, despite being born in Darug Count ry, 

and being a part  of the ‘ local community’ .  

  

Barb: See, my children are from this community, they were born here, and 

everything I do is for them. Even though they will always be known as 

Bundjalung, that’s my tribe … they were born here … My children say, but 

why we’re Darug we wasn’t born there, so I gotta explain to them da da da, 

and go back through time and explain to them this is who I am. But at the end 

of the day I think they’re proud that they’re Bundjalung, they’re proud that 
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they’re on Darug Land, you know, they’re proud of everyone else who comes 

in, or who wants to be part of things, so to me I think, you know, looking at it 

in that way, it’s my children too. 

Ruby: I think that’s a perfect example. They’re proud of who they are, but 

they’re also proud of where they live. So they acknowledge themselves and 

they acknowledge the land that they live on. You couldn’t ask for more, and I 

think that respect, you still have to be respectful no matter whose land you 

go in. (26 September 2007) 

 

Relat ionships with Count ry are not  stat ic, nor can these relat ionships 

be taken for granted, or assumed to be a quintessent ial part  of how Aboriginal 

people ident ify themselves and const ruct  their own subj ect ivit ies. Although 

Ruby and Barb have j ust  provided an ideal account  of Indigenous governance, 

some relat ionships to Count ry and aff il iat ions with nat ionalit ies have been 

disrupted by colonisat ion. When access to the land and resources became 

cont rolled and denied, access to pract ising culture, ceremonies, speaking 

language and caring for Count ry were also denied. People were forcibly 

removed from their Count ry, which meant  their right  to their ident ity was 

denied. Sadly as a consequence, some families chose not  to ident ify as 

Aboriginal because of the negat ive impacts of racism. 

 

Jade: When I was growing up, the explanation for a lot of things was that 

there was Spanish in the family and that sort of thing. But whilst I understand 

that there are people who you just look at straight off and you see their 

Aboriginality and it makes their life harder, it also in some ways it gives them 

a connection that I can’t have. Some people are lucky enough to know where 

they come from and also they know the history and some of the stories and 

the lore, and are secure in their relationship with in their family groups. And 

so there is an upside and a downside to being obviously Aboriginal. (30 

November 2007) 

 

The Stolen Generat ions, inst itut ionalisat ion and policies of  assimilat ion 

forcibly denied cont inuity of culture (HREOC, 1997). Many people know they 

are Aboriginal, or know a regional aff il iat ion (such as Koori) or local aff il iat ion 

(such as Wiradj uri or Darug) because they know where their family members 
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were born; however, inst itut ions such as missions dislocated many people’ s 

cultural histories.  

 

Jade: I think the thing that is most saddest about it is for those people who 

actually do know where their Country is and who live in it, there's lots of 

people who are displaced and for different reasons either they were put 

there they've moved there with their families and you know, you know, like in 

Sydney there are so are many different groups.  They can't live in their place, 

for one reason or another. (30 November 2007) 

 

While people may have an Aboriginal ident ity, they may not  know the 

cultural pract ices of relat ionships to Count ry, and must  choose to act ively 

reclaim and learn language, protocol, and connect ions. The process of self  

const itut ing oneself  (Foucault ,  1994a) through intersect ions of power and 

knowledge at  community events, meet ings, and becoming involved in 

community associat ions. 

 

Jade: I'm very careful about how I deal in the Aboriginal community.  Some 

people I've talked to call people like me things like ‘blow ins’, or ‘Johnny 

come latelys’ there’s another one, um, one I’ve heard which isn’t quite so 

offensive, is ‘a newborn’, but so in my dealings with the community 

generally, well I basically say is that I'm learning, I don’t know, I’m open to 

people teaching me things.  The thing that I’m careful of is trying to figure 

out who really knows things, because some people claim to know things that 

they don't know. Yeah, so I'm careful about that stuff. (30 November 2007) 

 

People who do not  know cultural pract ices associated with a 

relat ionship to Count ry can st il l ident ify with the ‘ community’ .  Therefore, a 

researcher must  never assume that  the cultural basis of collect ive bonds are 

experienced by individuals in the same way. Like power, culture is a dynamic 

process, not  a concrete possession.  

 

The concept  of community invokes not ions of an idealised 
unity of purpose and act ion among social groups who are 
perceived to share a common culture. To some extent , 
‘ community’  and ‘ culture’  are t reated as synonymous, rather 
than as principles operat ing at  dif ferent  levels of social 
realit ies. Indigenous culture is therefore seen to def ine 
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Indigenous community. This, of course, is not  so. (Peters–
Lit t le, 2000, p. 5) 
 

In this light , cultural ident ity cannot  be assumed to result  in a shared 

vision of a local problem determined by a part icipatory method. A 

part icipatory researcher must  navigate how a community is experienced from 

‘ within’  to determine how a community–based proj ect  is scoped, managed and 

implemented. This directs contextual at tent ion towards spat ial history: the 

layers of displacement  and forced removal of Aboriginal people from 

t radit ional land, contemporary decisions to live in other parts of the count ry, 

int ra– and inter–family polit ics within local areas (MacKenzie, 2007), and 

contestat ion about  representat ion within the community (Peters–Lit t le, 2000). 

These factors impact  the perceived assumpt ion within the methodology that  

every member of the group will agree unanimously with the framing of  the 

quest ion (or framing of the ‘ problem’ ), the at t ributed local understandings of 

why the problem is a priority,  that  such a priorit y will be unanimous and 

remain stable over t ime and how best  to address it .   

 

Despite the efforts of the guidelines to ref lect  ‘ real’  cultural diversity 

(NHMRC, 2003, p.2) there are deeper affect ive and polit ical dynamics that  

operate within regional language groups, comprising the complexity of local 

understandings of community. While many research proposals will be framed 

around a generalisat ion of Indigenous perspect ives, the community–based 

part icipatory model renders the research localised, and f indings are therefore 

specif ic to the community involved. Generalisabilit y of the f indings is not  

simply rest ricted by the scale of the proj ect  or sample size, but  also by the 

heterogeneity of Indigenous cultures and peoples. There is a double bind 

whereby the complexit y of ‘ community’  is recognised but  the term remains 

‘ shorthand’  for arbit rarily grouping diverse peoples. This manifests at  the level 

of subj ect ivit ies of research part icipants proj ected in research proposals, 

literature reviews and methodology. Externally assigning at t ributes associated 

with a ‘ problem’  (or a st rength) to a collect ive group results in stereotyping: 

 

Jade: It’s really insulting to assume that all Aboriginal people do the terrible 

things that some people have done. It’s almost as insulting to assume that 

they are all noble savages. (30 November 2007) 
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 Emphasising and recognising diversit y within a collect ive group is 

therefore a crucial part  of understanding how community members define 

themselves and use the term ‘ community’ .  Community is af fect ive, 

contextual, comprised of mult iple subj ect ivit ies. Hence, determining a unif ied 

definit ion of a research problem encapsulat ing community interests is a 

dif f icult  task for the researcher who has a moral obligat ion to follow 

community wishes. The power paradox lies in simple assumpt ions that  power 

between ‘ researcher’  and ‘ community’  can be reversed: “ It  seems naïve to 

assume that , simply by wishing themselves into a part icipatory stance, 

invest igators will be able to lead the community in t ranscending historically 

and culturally rooted dif ferences”  (Francis, 2001, p.79). 

 

Micah: My dilemma in talking then is about the fact that we are not all one 

people, so that has to be respected as well, and protected that we are 

different people. I can't speak for everybody. (18 December 2007) 

 

Hence, as other commentators have found in the development  context , 

the orientat ion to collect ive act ion in part icipatory research neglects social 

dif ferent iat ion within communit ies (Cleaver, 2001, p.44; Guij t  & Shah, 1999). 

An ideal vision of ‘ community’  denies social dif ferent iat ion to place emphasis 

on mutuality and reciprocity (Young, 1990,  p.230). This creates a normat ive, 

universalised moral point  of view determined between rat ional cit izens in 

dialogue (Young, 1990, p.118). Whereby dif ferences are to be put  aside in the 

pursuit  of a moral good of achieving ‘ harmony’ , ‘ consensus’  and ‘ mutual 

understanding’  (Young, 1990, p.229).  

 

As this case study of perspect ives and experiences from within a 

community confirms, recognising dif ference is j ust  as important  as any 

unifying force. Incorporat ing relat ionship to ‘ Count ry’  into the way people use 

the term community shows the many discursive rules that  const ruct  dif ferent  

rights to represent  a ‘ place’ . To return to the process of determining 

collect ive consent  for research within a community, I am interested to view 

the social f ield as a series of discursive pract ices that  ascribe and deny 

authority to persons within the collect ive. 
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Discursive rules for community approval 
 
Within Count ry, the Tradit ional Custodians (the people whose genealogies are 

local) have discursive rights to speak and be heard over people from other 

Nat ions. This is why a protocol of respect  is to acknowledge ‘ Count ry’ ,  which 

means acknowledging the discursive rights of the ancestors and the Tradit ional 

Owners of a place and space. The Elders within a community are Tradit ional 

Owners who possess knowledge about  Count ry, and as custodians of language 

and culture, perform a role of pastoral care (Hurley, 2003, p. 8).  

 

Ruby: And I think that what may help is if you have Elders or prominent 

people in the community that you’ve built a base trust with … the Elders play 

a big part, the Elders play a massive part. 

Barb: They need to play a big part and I think that, for people who, and even 

within our own community, I feel like it doesn’t matter where you go, I think 

if you don’t know the Elders, you go and look for the Elders. You find them, 

you talk to them, you communicate with them, and you know I don’t believe 

that anyone should just walk inside someone else’s place and say, oh well I’m 

going to do this. You can’t do that you know. And our Elders are really 

important, and they’re fading and without them, ‘cos they’ve done so much 

work, and the next generation’s coming up, and you know, we need them, 

and they need us, so at the same time, we all need each other. 

Ruby: And our Elders are, it’s the same as any society, that you need, people 

say it all the time, that you need to respect your Elders. So that is part of us 

as well. 

Barb: You respect your Nan and Pop. 

Ruby: You respect your Elders, bloodline or no bloodline, you respect your 

Elders and you know, so I think that’s a major part of our culture. (26 

September 2007) 

 

Acquiring consent  from Elders does not  necessarily assume that  an 

Elder t ransforms heterogenous views into one, or that  the consent  of an Elder 

equates to collect ive consent . Rather, Elders represent  Indigenous forms of 

governance, and their involvement  in negot iat ion about  research 

acknowledges discursive rules and protocols. Acquiring the consent  of a 

prominent  person is not  a st raight forward task: “ For younger students there is 

a very real const raint  on access to knowledge when working with elders. There 
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are also protocols of respect  and pract ices of reciprocity. The relat ively simple 

task of gaining informed consent  can take anything from a moment  to months 

and years”  (Smith, 1999, p.136). Such challenges in meet ing protocols are 

heightened when the researcher is non–Indigenous or from a dif fering nat ion 

than the Elder: quest ions of posit ionalit y shape the discursive rules of a 

relat ionship.  

 

Ruby: Those prominent people, you build a relationship with them, and then 

they’ll slowly introduce you to other people, once they know that you’re 

decent and you’re not gonna rip ’em off. (26 September 2007) 

 

Ident ity at t ributed to regional aff il iat ion with t radit ional Count ry 

determines the role of a person within collaborat ion (as either someone who is 

not  from that  place, in cont rast  to a Tradit ional Custodian who is ascribed 

discursive authent icity).  In this way posit ionalit ies, as ascribed by the 

relat ionship to Count ry and the discursive roles of paying respect  to 

Tradit ional Owners, are the more subt le cultural values on which collaborat ive 

part icipatory research is being undertaken. Such heterogeneity also makes 

Indigenous systems of governance complex. Unless unanimous decision–making 

has been achieved through group decision–making, dif ferences within the 

group may become fraught . Undertaking collect ive, community based research 

pract ices, the researcher will want  to be alert  to the dynamics of group 

decision making, part icularly at  the outset .  

 

Jade: So if we accept that things have changed and we can't go back and we 

know we can't, then how do we go forward and does to go forward mean with 

permission of the local people, whether you can practise your lore and tell 

your stories on their country and educate your children to that and maybe 

speak the language.  Maybe if we could resurrect some of those languages.  

That would be really nice to people to feel comfortable enough to say  ‘Times 

have changed—every Aboriginal person has a right to their culture.  Even if 

they don't live in that place any more.’  That would be a nice thing. (30 

November 2007) 

 

Another method for garnering community consent  is through a 

‘ community–cont rolled’  organisat ion (such as a health service, an Elders’  
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council,  a land council or a community associat ion). Indigenous community–

cont rolled organisat ions have rules of community management , and are 

incorporated ent it ies (Rowse, 2005). Community organisat ions are regulatory 

inst itut ions, accountable to funding bodies, and usually operate under the 

rubric of the not–for–prof it  sector (Barraket ,2008). Posit ioning research in 

partnership with an Indigenous community organisat ion auspices community 

part icipat ion, but  cannot  guarantee it .  In developing relat ionships of t rust  I 

learnt  that  partnering a research proj ect  with a community organisat ion does 

not  equate to the collect ive consent  and subsequent  unanimous part icipat ion 

of the community. I sought  to f ind a community–cont rolled organisat ion to 

partner the research with, as this seemed the most  pragmat ic way of 

approaching the issue of  permission, negot iat ion and consultat ion with the 

community involved in the research (Dunbar & Scrimgeour, 2006). It  may have 

been possible to source a group of Aboriginal workers from within a 

‘ mainst ream’  organisat ion (that  is an organisat ion that  did not  ident ify as 

Aboriginal community cont rolled); however this might  have created a dif ferent  

dynamic in the group’ s research interests, which ult imately would need to 

pass non–Indigenous managerial approval processes rather than grass roots 

community approval processes. My decision to partner with a community–

cont rolled organisat ion was a polit ical decision in the proj ect  design, shaping 

the subj ect ivit ies of part icipants.  

 

Community–cont rolled organisat ions are designed to represent  self–

determined community interests and needs. Peters–Lit t le argues that  the term 

‘ community’  gained currency in the 1970s as a means of governing with a 

policy of self–determinat ion: “ The term was used to enable the government  to 

dist ribute funds for welfare programs and the delivery of services to Aboriginal 

people”  (2000, p.10). Peters–Lit t le suggests that  community organisat ions 

funct ion as ‘ gatekeepers’  that  privilege some and exclude others, because 

they were established under a bureaucrat ic administ rat ive principle, rather 

than self–determined modes of governance. Similarly, within community 

organisat ions, the discursive posit ions of people within groups and commit tees 

impact  upon decisions and outcomes. Community events may draw upon 

essent ialist  visions of ‘ Aboriginal’  cultural capital (such as the didgeridoos and 

dot  paint ing), using signif iers not  necessarily related to local heritage. 
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Meanwhile, local youth interests in wider global movements of Indigenous 

representat ion are dismissed. 

 

Jade: An example of that for us is on the NAIDOC thing.  When we talked 

about, it was that discussion about whether we get the New Zealander [hip–

hop] dance group to come and dance, and I was all for it, because NAIDOC is 

one of those things all about celebrating culture. But there was, remember 

someone objected, one of the Darug people objected and said ‘no, it's about 

being Aboriginal’. And the thing that I find, the contradiction that I find 

there is, we talked about, we had didgeridoo players there.  That's not, 

they're not from here. But we overlooked that little discrepancy, because it's 

‘good’, everyone likes the didgeridoo. But we’re not open enough to accept 

these other things. So it's a bit of a conflict. I think in how we think. (30 

November 2007) 

 

As a pract iced space, community operates through informal networks 

of communicat ion, through ‘ word of mouth’ . These networks determine 

people’ s reputat ion, and hold implicat ions for gaining collect ive consent . Now 

I turn to consider expressions of dif ference within communit ies, which are 

often viewed as a ‘ fracturing’  (Secomb, 2000) of communitarian values of care 

and t ransparent  dialogue. 

Responding to resistance 
 
It  would be facile to suggest  that  because this case study is located in a peri–

urban space, where Indigenous people live in coexistence with ‘ the 

mainst ream’ , that  my conclusions about  dif ference might  not  be relevant  to 

remote locat ions. Just  as the int roduct ion to this thesis demonst rated the 

complexity of places and spaces on the city limits (see page 26), other 

examples of  part icipatory proj ects in regional and remote set t ings recount  

similar challenges (despite misconcept ions that  more cohesive communit ies 

exist  in discrete set t lements where English is not  the principle language 

spoken and people have highly visible connect ions to ‘ t radit ional’  culture). 

 

[A] lthough these Western Desert  people have lived together 
for over thirty years, they do not  comprise a homogenous 
community. Their social organisat ion enables, indeed 
encourages, independence of act ion, and the so called 
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‘ community’  is composed of small,  labile, autonomous 
collect ions of people who rarely come together for a shared 
purpose. (Brady, 1990, pp.19–20) 

 

Brady’ s example of a part icipatory act ion research proj ect  was 

intended to address serious social problems of substance misuse and 

interpersonal violence within a community. However, as she explains “ The 

main purpose of employing the methodology, which was to enable community 

members to ut il ise our research f indings as a basis for an int ra–community and 

community–researcher dialogue, and then to act  upon their ‘ problems’  was a 

failure”  (Brady, 1990, p.19). Brady’ s anthropological analysis cites cultural 

dif ferences in the way people def ine problems, a non–agrarian society 

(compared to Freire’ s work with peasants) with no impetus to challenge the 

dist ribut ion of labour, and a methodological assumpt ion that  communit ies are 

homogenous as the reasons a part icipatory act ion approach was unsuccessful.  

Her analysis of the dif ferent  ways community members def ined the problems 

the research was addressing, and their non–conformity and resistance to the 

research concluded that  the methodological task of ‘ mutual problemat ising’  

was not  appropriate to the social dynamics of the community. 

 

Ortner describes manifestat ions of resistance as ‘ ethnographic refusal’ .  

She cites an account  of Gayat ri Chakravorty Spivak taking “ the Subaltern 

Studies school to task for creat ing a monolithic category of subaltern who is 

presumed to have a unitary ident it y and consciousness”  (Ortner, 1995, p.183), 

which results in “ compounded powerlessness (female and poor and of minority 

status) [ for which] ‘ the refusal of subj ect if icat ion’  may be the only st rategy 

available to the subj ect ”  (Ortner, 1995, p.184). This account  of resistance 

highlights the myths made about  communit ies in part icipatory discourse 

(Cleaver, 2001, p.44; Cooke & Kothari,  2001, p.6; Guij t  & Shah, 1999), which 

cont inue to assume homogeneity. Heterogeneity, and power relat ions within 

and amongst  a community disrupt  the moral rat ionale for ‘ reversing’  the 

dist ribut ion of power between coloniser and colonised. 

 

The internal heterogeneity of communit ies as social spaces and 

pract ices, means resistance (like power) is not  rest ricted to a 

researcher/ part icipant  dyad. Within a ‘ community’ ,  part icipants will resist  

each other, shaping and affect ing power relat ions amongst  everyone involved. 
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For example, a scenario might  ensue where a part icipant  has taken offence to 

a suggest ion made by another part icipant  over an issue unrelated to the 

part icipatory proj ect . The offended person st il l wants to part icipate in the 

research, but  they do not  want  to acknowledge the presence of the offensive 

person: they do not  want  to speak to, or look at , the other person. Their 

refusal creates resistance within the part icipatory process: people are no 

longer working together; sides are taken over who was wrong or right . The 

researcher might  be able to ‘ sit  on the fence’  and maintain distance32 f rom 

the disagreement—but  these social relat ions affect  part icipatory outcomes. 

Another example of ‘ internal’  resistance, are fact ions amongst  local families 

in a community (Mackenzie, 2007; Peters–Lit t le, 2000, p.10). Again, resistance 

can highlight  the importance of recognising the mult iple stakeholders needed 

for acquiring collect ive community consent : 

 

Pearl: The biggest thing for us in our community is everything’s by word of 

mouth. It would only take us to go and say, don’t trust that bloke, you won’t 

get in there. Unless you find some other family that doesn’t trust that family 

and then you’ll get in through that family. That’s a big part for us as well, we 

don’t have any main family groups out here, which is different in other 

communities, that’s why ours is diverse as well. We don’t have any family 

groups that have a lot of power. (18 September 2007) 

 

Does the ubiquity of resistance create an ethical push to counter it  

(Hoy, 2005)? Is it  possible to alter part icipatory methods so that  resistance will 

not  occur in future? Resistance resides where power glimmers and pulses 

amongst  all inst itut ions, rules and subj ect ivit ies. Resistance shapes 

subj ect ivit ies, keeps social spaces and pract ices dynamic. 

 

One can only appreciate the ways in which resistance can be 
more than opposit ion, can be t ruly creat ive and 
t ransformat ive, if  one appreciates the mult iplicity of proj ects 
in which social beings are always engaged, and the 
mult iplicity of ways in which those proj ects feed on as well as 
collide with one another. (Ortner, 1995, p. 191) 
 

                                             

32 Note this metaphor is spat ial.  
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Resistance is crucial to enabling subj ect ivit ies such as ‘ subaltern’  to be 

constant ly challenged, reinscribed and self–created. Due to this dynamism, 

manifestat ions of resistance can be disorientat ing and destabilising in social 

f ields: 

 

Jade: The right thing can be right that week, but not right the next week.  

That's the thing it's a nightmare.  It's also one of those things that also 

frightened me off a little.  Is this Black politics thing. It's that one minute it's 

okay, and the next minute it's not. (30 November 2007) 

 

Viewing community as a dynamic space of social pract ices enables an 

explanat ion for f luctuat ions in consent ,  dependent  on t ime, place and social 

context . Of course, such a process will cont inually evolve, new resistances will 

emerge, and constant  renegot iat ions will be required. 

 

Pearl: I don’t know if I can put a time approval in our community because you 

can have approval one day and then it only takes for you to do something and 

then they’ll shy away from you—they won’t come back. You’ve just gotta 

make sure, if you’re going to be in that community you have to just do 

everything and not offend people, and I can’t explain how. I would hope that 

if you had your own value system you would know how not to offend people. 

(18 September 2007) 

 

Part icipatory methods need to incorporate resistance into processes for 

determining collect ive consent  as an inevitable part  of democrat ic 

part icipat ion. Explicit ly ant icipat ing resistance means a process is established 

for listening to the basis of non–consent . The basis of non–consent  can then be 

addressed to ensure deliberat ion in part icipatory processes is democrat ic, 

representat ive of the local. Fantuzzo, McWayne and Childs suggest  “ resistance 

should not  be viewed as a bane or threat  to the research process but  as a 

valuable and appropriate manifestat ion of  [ the part icipant ’ s] commitment  to 

protect ing the interests of their part icular group”  (2006, p.46). Their 

ref lect ions on resistance enabled a retheorisat ion of the concept  of informed 

consent  in research, which usually focuses on part icipants who have ‘ said yes’ . 

They argue that  “ what  is missing from this standard sequence and essent ial to 

forming a genuine connect ion/ partnership with the community of part icipants 
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is a process that  respects the voices of the no members of the community”  

(Fantuzzo et  al. ,  2006, p.31).  

 

People who say ‘ no’ , who do not  consent , who refuse, are viewed by 

part icipatory discourse as opposit ional to harmony and mutual understanding 

(for these qualit ies are the basis of an ideal vision of community [Young, 1990, 

p.229]). Resistance to part icipat ion usually results in self–ej ect ion from a 

part icipatory process, in ‘ non–part icipat ion’ . By reframing methodology to 

incorporate the concerns of the people who do not  want  to consent  to the 

init ial design or def init ion of a problem, concerns about  methods and 

recruitment  that  might  hinder wider community part icipat ion can be 

ident if ied and addressed. Community as a space, a volat ile series of social 

pract ices intersect ing with one another,  can address the social products of 

discourse, such as st igma associated with measurement  scales (Fantuzzo et  

al. ,  2006, p.34). By proactively recognising the rights of the part icipants to 

refuse consent , research can develop t rust  and re–engage part icipat ion. 

Similarly,  Atkinson f inds: 

 
[W]hen conduct ing research within Aboriginal communit ies 
there is a need to honour the integrity and f idelit y of  
community in both its dynamic diversity and its 
interconnected unity. It  is important  here to understand that  
within this essence of community there is often great  conf lict  
which has meaning in it self .  (Atkinson, 2002, p. 20) 

 

Jade: It’s an interesting success story because they are diverse people, they 

come from different backgrounds different tribal groups, some of them don't 

come from that area, they’re from land councils.  But they formed a 

committee, a co–management committee, and whilst they disagree, they have 

actually managed because they have relationship that they are allowed to 

disagree without hating one another and walking away.  That's really a good 

example of people sitting down and getting over their differences and 

allowing people not to agree and if it's more to do with one person's area than 

the others then the people who don't have anything to do with it that on the 

committee will support that group's point of view. (30 November 2007) 
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Urban community 
 
One f inal considerat ion for the use of the term ‘ community’  in part icipatory 

research is to consider “ appeals to community are usually ant i–urban”  (Young, 

1990, p.236). More often than not , research about  Aboriginal ‘ communit ies’  

focuses on remote and regional parts of the Aust ralia, where ‘ community’  is 

seen to be discrete and separate from ‘ the mainst ream’ . Yet  31 per cent  of 

people who ident ify as Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander in the census live 

in maj or cit ies (ABS, 2007, p.6). Consider for example, how Micah mediates 

distance between herself  and other members of ‘ community’  on the basis of 

her urban lifestyle: 

 

Micah: We don't own the earth, and we don't own what comes from it.  We 

share in it and we take care of it. We don't own it, which was a huge dilemma 

for me in buying a home—you know, we don't own things—that is one of those 

things where you are constantly struggling, the new society and our cultural 

ways, which is really hard when we constantly do that. A lot of Aboriginal 

people struggle with that and have to deal with those dilemmas on a daily 

basis … People put us down for it. I've got a cousin who lives in the bush and 

who wants to be back with nature, and that's great.  That's his way.  But he 

looks down on other people who don't. That's not fair, you’ve got people out 

in the middle of Australia going ‘Well, you live in a house in Sydney, so you’re 

not really Aboriginal’, you get put on by our own people who go ‘You're not 

really one of us’. And then you get non–Aboriginal people going ‘you’re not 

really Aboriginal because you live in a’ [exclamatory pause].  So it's constant, 

caught where you are straddling both sides.  You know you are damned if you 

do and damned if you don't. (18 December 2007) 

 

Ant i–urbanism pervades discourses about  community, such that  people 

living in urban cent res may feel ‘ put  down’  by other members of their 

collect ive ident ity. Similarly,  research about  urban Indigenous communit ies is 

either a policy blind spots or results in “ tenacious stereotypes about  Aboriginal 

people in urban areas such as Sydney”  (Behrendt , 2006, p.6).  

 

Lit t le at tent ion … is paid to the vibrant  and funct ional 
Aboriginal communit ies throughout  the met ropolitan area … 
these community–building act ivit ies and organisat ions are 
hidden by images of out–of–cont rol and violent  Aboriginal 
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people who are seen as lawless, without  a sense of  
community responsibilit y. And through these images, 
Aboriginal people are seen as a danger to the social fabric 
rather than as making a cont ribut ion to it .  These images also 
reinforce the impression that  no cohesive Aboriginal 
community exists in urban areas, so we once again become 
invisible. (Behrendt , 2006, pp.7–8) 

 

As I discussed earlier, many Aboriginal people in Sydney are not  Darug. 

This means that  Sydney’ s ‘ Indigenous community’  is a space where mult iple 

nat ionalit ies coexist  in one place, and dif ference is recognised and accepted. 

This mult iplicity of communit ies within community means that  the term is 

invoked, employed, and felt  according to social contexts. Take, for example, 

the dif ferences in meaning of ‘ community’  implied in Ruby and Barb’ s 

conversat ion: 

 

Ruby: For me, the community I work in is my home. Anything I consider part 

of me is my community, and because for me in the Hawkesbury, my family’s 

lived there for generations and I have too, the whole Hawkesbury is my 

community. Every single part of it. The grass, the trees, the river, the 

people, the places, the kids, the school, that is my whole community, that’s 

how I feel about it. 

Barb: I’m the opposite—maybe ‘cos it’s not my community. But I’m really 

passionate about coming into another community and working, only because I 

wanna see change and I wanna see change within ourselves and all the other 

tribes, and, um, I think that’s why I put myself out there I think, not to say 

oh, well you shouldn’t be here, and if anyone asks us questions I say this is 

why I’m here. You know, ‘cos at the end of the day, we all are Black, and we 

all need to work together. If we keep separating ourselves and saying we 

can’t do this because of this or that, we’re still gonna have this diversity 

between ourselves and it’s not gonna move forward—it’s just gonna move 

backward and I think, it’s just gonna get further back so that’s what I think 

about community. And working in community, why it’s more like to me, it’s 

gotta bring people together 

Ruby: Oh definitely if you think of your community at home. 

Barb: You’re still trying to bring people together, but … 

Ruby: But would you still feel that? 

Barb: Oh, it’s my home. I’d feel that same way as you would. 
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Ruby: And I still feel, for me, that whoever moves into the Hawkesbury 

they’re part of my community so when they come to outreach and they need 

help, I don’t see who they are, there’s another one of our community mob 

that need our help. (26 September 2007) 

  

 In this peri–urban space, community development  workers do not  use 

community in a singular way—mult iple discourses of community interchange 

and interweave throughout  conversat ions; ‘ my community’ ,  ‘ your community’ ,  

and ‘ our community’  all co–exist  simultaneously. Mult iple and simultaneous 

spaces and social pract ices exist  to const itute community. Young suggests the 

city (as a metaphor) is an ethical alternat ive to the unitary ideals implicit  in 

community. She describes “ an ideal of city life as a vision of social relat ions 

aff irming group dif ference”  (Young, 1990, p.227). The city does not  represent  

one singular and stat ic ident ity; rather, group ident it ies are used st rategically, 

const ituted by dif ferent  discourses depending on the context . Group 

compat ibilit y within social f ields const itute community as much as connect ions 

of place and family: 

 

Jade: Well, I suppose in the Aboriginal community up to a point it’s about 

place but it's also about relationships, and it's not just about relationships 

with family, it's about individuals within community, and that's just people 

who are compatible. (30 November 2007) 

 

Jade’ s use of the word ‘ compat ible’  recognises dif ference and the ways 

in which people develop relat ionships and connect ions with one another. But  

is does not  assume that  everyone is the same, or has the same goals rather, 

dif ference may ‘ f it  together’  l ike a j igsaw piece complements but  is not  the 

same as its surrounding pieces. Part icipatory methods cannot  assume 

harmonious consensus (Mohan, 2001, p. 159). ‘ Community’  is const ituted by 

mult iple discourses shaped by power, knowledge, compat ibilit y and 

dif ference. 

Implications for consent 
 
Listening to a person’ s rat ionale for saying ‘ no’ , and acknowledging non–

consent  does not  result  in a part icipatory proposal that  accommodates for a 

comprehensive and unitary vision. But  it  does allow for a process that  
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demonst rates respect  for diverse opinions, and rej ects a pathologising, 

essent ialist  view of part icipants. At tending to collect ive consent  with sincerity 

means constant ly at tending to t rust  and resistance throughout  the 

part icipatory process. As Pearl suggests, if  engagement  with ‘ community’  

comprises only superf icial consultat ion, the implementat ion of proj ects 

becomes unrealist ic. 

 

Pearl: I think when people write programs or projects everyone says about 

the consultation, but it’s not realistic 

Ruth: Because they say we’ll do the consultation at a meeting? 

Pearl: Once! Or they say, I’ll do it at the beginning and then we might do it 

halfway through the project, and then we’ll do it at the end or something 

like that—that’s not realistic. (25 July 2008) 

 

For community workers such as Ruby and Barb, one of the challenges in 

implement ing their community development  programs is a lack of t ime and 

funding resources for at tending to ‘ deeper’ ,  more ‘ authent ic’  forms of 

part icipat ion. The ‘ st ruggle’  they face is in making sense of resistance within 

community, in the face of a discourse that  suggests they must  ‘ tap into’  a 

unif ied and harmonious ent ity. 

 

Barb: I think even though you do consult, you still struggle. It doesn’t matter 

where you are, you’ll still struggle and I think even if you are from 

Bandjalung territory you still gotta consult your Elders, you still struggle with 

any decisions you make and what you implement, I think too. It’s always a 

struggle. 

Ruby: It is a struggle. 

Barb: And I’ve found it personally a struggle for myself, even though I do 

consult, I still find it a struggle because even though I understand and I 

respect that it’s Darug, I also believe too that there’s not just Darug children 

around here, they got a lot of tribes all in one, and even though I do, I do go 

and consult, but still I struggle with it because, I just feel that it’s hard. (26 

September 2007) 

 

Determining collect ive community consent  for research is therefore not  

a stable or f ixed or singular process, but  a dif f icult  and contested terrain: 
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In the spaces between research methodologies, ethical 
principles, inst itut ional regulat ions, and human subj ects as 
individuals and as socially organized actors and communit ies 
is t ricky ground. The ground is t ricky because it  is 
complicated and changeable, and it  is t ricky because it  can 
play t ricks on research and researchers. (Smith, 2005, p.85) 

 

Governing the self  in such t ricky terrain is to recognise there is no 

singular, f ixed, stable or grounded consent  for part icipat ion. Part icipat ion is a 

social f ield, a liminal space between t rust  and resistance. Part icipat ion is a 

dynamic intersect ion of  knowledge and power, in which dif ference and 

dif ferentness mutually inform and contest  ident it ies and rights. This t rickiness 

does not  simply apply to outsiders. 

 

Ruby: And look, you know, some people would come across adversity all the 

time and we’ve spoken about adversity. You may come across barriers too, 

but I come across barriers within my own community because I’m fair skinned. 

So. Everybody’s faced with a barrier, I think. (26 September 2007) 

 

Part icipat ion in research is also tempered by ‘ consultat ion fat igue’  

(Tit terton & Smart , 2006, p.56), whereby communit ies are often invited to 

have input , but  see few returns of benefit ,  or lit t le recognit ion of 

cont ribut ions and ideas. Consequent ly, “ some communit ies have experienced 

so many such at tempts to ‘ part icipate’  them that  they have become t ired and 

cynical”  (Cornwall,  2008a, p.274). Aboriginal communit ies often complain 

about  being ‘ over–researched’  and ‘ under–recognised’ , whereby part icipat ion 

is experienced as superf icial,  tokenist ic and recept ive only to the voices of 

‘ the usual suspects’  who cannot  represent  the opinions and experiences of a 

whole community (Cornwall,  2008b, p.41). 

 

With this is mind, there are two signif icant  issues that  researchers 

operat ing in the f ield as part icipatory act ivists must  address and communicate 

t ransparent ly with part icipants. The f irst  is clearly conceptualising the 

pragmat ic boundaries of  what  research can realist ically achieve. From a 

community part icipant ’ s perspect ive, there is fat igue with research repeat ing 

pathologising conclusions (j ust  looking at  a small component  of a well–

researched topic): 
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Micah: I suppose in research, the first thing that I always think of is to make 

sure that it has not been over–researched already, and it is not a topic that 

there's lots of information on, and you’re only just looking at a small bit 

extra or something.  When there is so much already researched around that, 

in a lot of Aboriginal communities. There is, it seems to be something that 

just keeps … research research research and no actual act ivity happening 

results from a lot  of that research or consultat ion or whatever they call 

it. (18 December 2007)  

 

Second, there is also a perceived conflat ion of researchers and 

government  off icials (as f lagged earlier on page 120). Consultat ion by 

government  departments is often viewed as research, and researchers often 

undertake cont ract  work for governments. This ent renches the connect ion 

between the state (represent ing a colonising force) and research (a vehicle of 

colonisat ion, a gaze). There is also an expectat ion that  funded programs and 

act ivit ies will result  from part icipat ing in research or being consulted. 

 

Ruth: Do you think perhaps from the general community perspective people 

might not know the difference between a government official and a 

researcher? 

Micah: Yeah, probably a lot of general community, who might not necessarily 

be working in government departments or working in non–government 

organisations, won't understand the difference. They’ll think of it all as 

government and that if you're doing this research, then why aren't we getting 

programs then from it. So there would need to be to be education campaigns, 

or you need some really good Aboriginal people working alongside the 

researchers, who could really clearly explain that … who are still there on the 

ground when the researchers leave, to keep explaining that: ‘No no no, that 

research was just for that. Now we've got to use this to get the funding, the 

funding doesn't come with the research’. That is why the links between 

yourself and [the organisation] are so good.  So that when you're gone from 

collecting your research, [the organisation] is still there to say, ‘No no no—

now we've got to use this research to get funding’, rather than doing it all on 

your own. (18 December 2007) 
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My mot ive as a researcher was to avoid superf icial consultat ion, and 

encourage involvement  throughout  the research process. ‘ Word of mouth’  

highlights the problems with def init ions of community that  conflate culture 

and place, and the implicat ions that  more complex understandings of a 

community hold for maintaining consent  and nurturing part icipat ion. 

Understanding why people may have blocks or barriers to the research process 

enables a researcher to comprehend bet ter the contexts of power and 

knowledge, which shape part icipat ion as a dynamic space. In highlight ing the 

diversity of experiences and expressions of culture within culturally 

heterogenous communit ies, the complexity of determining collect ive act ion in 

research emerges. In this way, resistance to research no longer equates to 

‘ inauthent ic part icipat ion’ ,  but  actually means the research has included the 

array and degrees of consent  that  can be expected from diverse collect ives. 

Manifestat ions of both t rust  and resistance are evidence of an ethical research 

process. 

 

The t it le of this chapter, ‘ Everything’ s by Word of Mouth’ ,  shows the 

non–discursive pulses of  power within a social f ield. While researchers st ruggle 

to account  for inst itut ional paper–t rails of ethical consent ,  ‘ community’  

operates according to it s own rules and regulat ions. Part icipat ion places the 

researcher within a web of power relat ions, in which they may have no direct  

involvement : family fact ions, histories, discursive connect ions with Count ry, 

favoured st rategies and techniques for governing others which draw from 

essent ialist  categories and stereotypes. 

 

Many of the f indings in this chapter are not  new or ext raordinary (Guij t  

& Shah, 1999). But  that  is exact ly the point . Part icipatory discourse cont inues 

to frame and shape engagement  with the f ield in such a way that  researchers 

recursively return and repeat  the same mistakes of homogenisat ion because of 

a moral belief in a unitary vision. Rather than viewing this repet it ion as a 

problem to be rect if ied, perhaps this offers an opportunity to consider why 

this misconcept ion cont inues to occur in pract ice. St rong moral compulsions 

for st rengthening community ident ity and recognising collect ive rights f rame 

the subj ect if icat ion of part icipants in research. The next  quest ion to consider 

is how these might  frame the subj ect ivit y of the researcher. 
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CHAPTER 8   EXAMINE YOUR MOTIVES 
 

Throughout  my argument  I have been making a case for describing the kind of 

ethical behaviour, goals, and relat ionships a researcher st rives towards in 

employing part icipatory approaches. In this chapter, I at tend to values, 

intent ions and consequences of research, for the ‘ community’ ,  for oneself ,  

and others. This includes how the intent ions of the researcher might  be 

viewed or interpreted, and the basis of understanding discursive community 

rules of behaviour. My argument  now turns to examine ethically the mot ives 

for applying a part icipatory approach. 

 

Jade: Sometimes it's hard to see the spirit and integrity in lots of things. But 

it can be there, and it's hidden, and sometimes those things are lost and I 

suppose in broken communities … You see … I don't quite know how to put it 

… but sometimes it 's a matter of perception and even if you are doing the 

wrong thing, you can perceive from your point of view that  this is the 

right thing to do and maybe that's from community point of view and also 

from a researcher point of view, because this is where you need to go.  And 

you may think, for example, on a moral ground, but you have to really 

examine your motives.  (30 November 2007) 

 

Percept ions about  what  is ‘ right ’  and what  is ‘ wrong’  const itute the 

‘ technologies of the self ’ :  processes of deliberat ion that  const ruct  “ selfhood 

through the workings of psychological and other formal knowledge groupings 

or sciences”  (Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p.52). How people govern themselves 

is about  personal and ‘ private’  values, at t ributed to the psyche (Rose, 1999). 

‘ Part icipat ion’  as a concept  creates ideas about  how we understand ourselves 

in relat ion to others, how we should behave, how we should measure success 

and failure, and how we should govern our ‘ souls’ .  ‘ Technologies of the self ’  

are not  mechanist ic, but  draw from feelings, values, thoughts and emot ions 

that  we create when we establish values about  rules of behaviour according to 

‘ ethical substance’ , ‘ mode of subj ect ion’ , ‘ self–forming act ivity’ ,  and ‘ telos’  

(Foucault ,  1994b, pp.263–266). This return to considering interiorit y of  

thought  is not  to suggest  a phenomenological ‘ t ruth’ ,  but  to consider how we 

come to j udge what  is ‘ t rue’ : how inst itut ional rules and discursive protocols 

are internalised and come to feel ‘ private’  and ‘ natural’ .  Jade reiterates a 
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spat ial metaphor of researcher/ community ethics, by delineat ing between 

professional and private, inside and outside: 

 

Jade: Looking at this, I think it is not just about research.  It's a bit of a 

guideline for how you treat people, and not just in a professional capacity, 

but in a private capacity; and not just in Aboriginal communities, but outside 

them. (30 November 2007) 

 

This focus on the product ion of subj ect ivity reiterates the importance of 

relat ionality and posit ionality within part icipatory pract ice (as I discussed in 

Chapter 6, ‘ Living the Talk’ ).  Part icipatory researchers emphasise an 

epistemological rej ect ion of distanced observat ion, and privilege personal 

accountabilit y towards ‘ others’  by rej ect ing inst itut ional rules and regulat ions 

in favour of the affect ive responsibilit ies of care and friendship. 

 

Pearl: I’ve still got a feeling it’s about your values as a person. With research, 

I really wonder, you know, well if you wouldn’t do that to a friend, well you 

wouldn’t do that to a community. That kinda stuff. If you have no personal 

values, how can you be an ethical researcher? That’s my opinion. (18 

September 2007) 

 

In this chapter I wil l discuss how part icipants develop their own ethical 

subj ect ivit ies, through collect ive ident ity and ‘ working two ways’ . I will 

consider the counter–colonial ethical concern of ownership using spat ial 

metaphors of knowledge moving during the research process: the researcher 

coming ‘ in’  and removing knowledge ‘ from’  the community. This highlights the 

dif ference between ‘ good intent ions’  and unintended consequences of 

part icipat ion in research. In many of these examples, part icipants refer to 

experiences of research outside of the ‘ Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk’  proj ect : this 

shows that  part icipat ion as a social pract ice is informed by the many social,  

polit ical and historical factors which shape people’ s subj ect ivit ies. Evaluat ing 

the ethics of an ‘ invited space’  is also def ined by wider polit ical contexts and 

histories which dif ferent iate ‘ community’  from the ‘ mainst ream’ . 
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Working two ways 
 
In the int roduct ion to this thesis, I opened with a quote from Barb and Ruby 

discussing their rej ect ion of working the ‘ European way’ , and how I had to 

‘ move over’  within an invited space for part icipat ion in the research process. 

This process of moving between dif ferent  rules and protocols creates 

boundaries in social f ields about  how ‘ t ruth’  is ascribed, what  is ‘ right ’  or 

‘ wrong’ , what  is effect ive or ineffect ive. 

 

Ruby: For the Hawkesbury and for [the organisation], our governance and our 

constitution are the European way of doing things and then we’ve got the 

Koori way of doing things. 

Barb: And I think it’s a matter of how we utilise it and how we work it 

because we can work the European way, but it won’t work for the 

community; we can work the Koori way, but it won’t work for the European 

way, so I think it’s a matter of finding a halfway mark. (26 September 2007) 

 

Throughout  my argument , I have argued that  Indigenous rights are 

framed around human rights exercised dif ferent ly, and collect ive rights 

encompassing dif ference. Similarly,  part icipat ion in research is an Indigenous 

right  to counter colonial harms. In the preceding discussion of ‘ community’  I 

considered the discursive rules for gaining community consent . Ruby 

j uxtaposes these implicit  community protocols with university rules and 

regulat ions for research ethics. 

 

Ruby: I think we work differently. I don’t know if I can describe to you in 

words, but we don’t work the same way, do we? We work completely 

different—like you can be governed by all these laws in your organisation, but 

our laws, maybe they’re unspoken rules that we do for the community. (26 

September 2007) 

 

These dif ferent  rules operate j ust  as formal inst itut ional rules funct ion 

in the product ion of researcher subj ect ivit ies: unspoken community rules 

govern the conduct  of community behaviours. Likewise, Pearl expresses this as 

an internal bat t le, whereby she feels accountable to rigid systems of 

governance to ensure her community organisat ion retains it s incorporated 
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status; but  she also feels she must  adj ust  her pract ices to the mult iple and 

shif t ing social spaces of community in their dif ferent  contexts. 

 

Pearl: You have to work in two different ways, which is what I have to work 

in. My governance and all that is straight down the line, but when you work 

with community it’s not straight down the line, so I’m constantly in 

battlement between that everyday, which I find quite frustrating, ‘cos the 

community just doesn’t work that way. (18 September 2007) 

 

Working two ways t ranslates direct ly into proj ect  management  

concerns, part icularly t imelines. If  engaging with a ‘ community’ ,  the 

researcher cannot  expect  outcomes to occur on schedule (to assume that  

because people have consented to part icipate in the research that  the 

part icipat ion will happen on the terms of the researcher rather than the terms 

of the community). Determining the way in which a community based 

part icipatory proj ect  will ‘ f low’  requires an understanding of the discourses, 

contexts and social spaces shaping the part icipant ’ s use of term ‘ community’ .  

This knowledge comes to be developed relat ionally, through embodied 

engagement  with people.  

 

Ruby: It would be kind of like myself walking into a physics classroom and 

teaching physics, and I have no idea about the background of it and trying to 

tell people or trying to teach people how to learn something and I have no 

idea what it’s about anyway. And I might have read books, but you’re not 

actually going to understand until you go out there. You can read as many 

books as you like, but you need to actually go out there and experience it. 

Barb: You gotta feel it, you’ve gotta walk in their shoes—and that’s what 

you’ve done with us, is that you’ve felt it and you’ve walked with us, so you 

know, you walk side by side with us, wherever we went, you came with us. 

And I don’t know if you’ve felt it or you’ve met any barriers along the way, 

personally yourself? (26 September 2007) 

 

Evident ly I did. As the complexit ies and cont radict ions of ‘ community’  

emerge, so do pat terns of resistance to t imelines and proj ect  ‘ outcomes’ . A 

counter–colonial researcher needs to view community processes as mutable, 

dynamic, with ebbs and f lows, act ivity and pauses. 
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Pearl: It is a constant process … I’ve known, and you must know this from 

working with us, in the Indigenous community, your timeline may go like this 

[she draws a straight line with an arrow indicating a linear process from left 

to right]. 

 

 

 

But our time lines go like this [she draws a wave pattern]. 

 

 

 

 

Ruth: Yep. 

Pearl: And we may still get to that end where you are. 

Ruth: It’s a different journey. 

Pearl: It is. It’s not a straight line for us. You may ring up, and go ‘oh god 

these girls haven’t called’—but we’ll call in the end. And it’s just the way 

that we are, in the Hawkesbury, that we work. 

Ruth: So, a researcher can’t just expect to say, ‘Bang!’ this will happen by 

this time … 

Pearl: You know that. It won’t. I’d be very surprised if it did. So here in our 

community, like I said, I can’t speak for everyone, but here in our community, 

I’d be very surprised if it did. (18 September 2007) 

 

This wave pat tern indicates movement  between t rust  and resistance, 

as part icipatory act ivity ebbs and f lows according to the rules established by 

community protocols. When Ruby and Barb described me as having to move 

‘ all the way over’ ,  there was, for example, a period of t ime where I always 

had to politely re–init iate contact  with the community workers, to recreate 

the invited space of part icipat ion according to the community worker’ s t ime 

and availabilit y. I had to be f lexible, bend my linear research plans to meet  

the shape of  developing t rust . It  was only once I had moved ‘ all the way over’  

that  I began to receive invitat ions, or a promised phone call.  Part icipat ion as a 

social f ield was dynamic because it  would unpredictably open and close, 

punctuated by t rust , and then resistance. 
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Part icipatory act ion research theory can often refer to cycles of act ion 

and ref lect ion (Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007, p.15), drawing from Lewin’ s 

metaphors of circles, spirals, and f low diagrams (Drummond & Themessl–

Huber, 2007, p.432). This model of part icipat ion assumes that  part icipat ion is 

constant : it s form changes (act ion, ref lect ion, planning) but  it  always ‘ f lows’ .  

My experience of part icipatory research was punctuated with resistance. As I 

narrated in Chapter 2, there were various phases that  overlapped, repeated, 

and changed as part icipants departed, arrived or changed roles. Part icipat ion 

was a space between t rust  and resistance that  was never guaranteed and 

required that  constant  at tent ion be paid to resistance. Like Pearl’ s drawing of 

the community t imeline, part icipat ion is a dynamic, liminal threshold, a place 

of product ive tension between t rust  and resistance. 

 

Resistance was not  a feature of the research that  I could ‘ cont rol’  or 

mit igate. It  was a technical component  of  part icipat ion in pract ice (j ust  as 

developing and maintaining t rust  is).  Resistance punctuates part icipat ion, and 

t rust  enables it  to f low. Power and knowledge shape t rust  and resistance, and 

subj ect ivit ies alter according to the context . The process stops and starts, and 

moves up and down ‘ scales’  of part icipat ion such as co–opt ion, compliance, 

consultat ion, co–operat ion and collaborat ion (Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007, 

p.16). The quality of part icipat ion is therefore never f ixed, because the f ields 

that  def ine it  (such as t ime and subj ect ivit ies) are not  stable. Therefore, a 

t ransformat ive part icipatory proj ect  might  involve elements of tokenism and 

manipulat ion on the basis of material incent ives within the process. The moral 

qualit ies of part icipat ion become less certain and more subt le as power 

relat ions are evaluated. 

Values & subjectivity 
 
Throughout  my argument  I have provided examples of the way groups of 

people are at t ributed certain qualit ies,  certain subj ect ivit ies. For example, I 

discussed the moral response to stat ist ics about  Aboriginal mortalit y rates; I 

discussed the posit ive art iculat ions about  dif ference made by Indigenist  

researchers, who assert  dist inct  systems of knowledge in the process of  

reclaiming and reinscribing; and I discussed the opposit ional const ruct ion of 

researcher/ community subj ect ivit ies in regulatory discourses. Here, 
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part icipants discuss the way values operate and shape people’ s lives from 

their own views of self–governing. Ident ity is a social space in which rules and 

pract ices of  behaviour reinforce the connect ions between people.  

 

Micah: People will say to me, how do you know you're Aboriginal? And I say it 

is inside of you, it is there, it's who you are.  It connects you, which is your 

spirit. And your integrity is what you were taught from your family about 

respect. And in behaviours and what we were talking about earlier, on, it's 

just something you are taught at a very young age—and the hard part is that a 

lot of our kids aren't being taught that because of dysfunctional families and 

because of the Stolen Generations and removals by DOCS33 … our kids aren’t 

learning to connect to their spirit, who they are, and they're not learning that 

respectful behaviour, and those things we were talking about. (18 December 

2007) 

 

Micah suggests that  ident ity is not  only about  ‘ looking Aboriginal’  (her 

skin is fair,  her eyes are blue, her hair is blonde) but  also about  feeling 

personal values of Aboriginalit y. Her values are also art iculated in opposit ion 

to colonial and neo–colonial policies that  erode Aboriginal family life. The role 

of families in fostering self–governing behaviours is cent ral to how Micah views 

her own and her community’ s ident it ies.  

 

Micah: In terms of those specific values I suppose a lot of those values are 

things that we do in our everyday work.  But we don't ever name them, you 

know, just at looking at them. It was funny, I was having a conversation with 

[S.] the other week about something that happened between the organisation 

I work for and [the organisation], and we both said at the same time, you 

know, those gubs34 have got no manners. So we don't necessarily always call 

them ‘the values’; they are all White terms anyway. But it's about manners, 

for us it's sort of something that's really, it's just there. It's something you're 

taught at such a young age. (18 December 2007) 

 

Micah reiterates the way her values are personal, felt  and embedded in 

her ident ity and cultural upbringing. She also ref lects on how her subj ect ivity 

                                             

33 Department  of Community Services. 
34 Gubba means ‘ White person’ . 
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(as shaped by her role in the family) ascribes rules for how she must  behave, 

tasks she must  carry out , ways she must  govern herself .  

 

Micah: Who you are in your family sets the responsibility that you have. I was 

the only daughter, you know, I had a lot of responsibilities that weren’t 

labelled ‘These are your family values’, because you're the only girl. But they 

were just told, I had to help with the cooking, and I had to … you know, I 

rebelled against it a lot of times! But I had to help, you know the boys didn't 

have to do stuff that I had to do.  And that was when I look at it, that was 

that thing about, not just sometimes I've labelled it myself as being sexist, 

but just that it's about in Aboriginal families boys and girls have different 

roles. And they don't cross. (18 December 2007) 

 

Micah’ s ref lect ion on being assigned (and resist ing) a gendered role in 

her family as part  of her responsibil it y shows an act ive decision she has made 

to privilege her cultural ident ity over her misgivings about  gendered work. The 

connect ion between her ident ity and her ethics enables her to dist inguish her 

subj ect ivity from that  of  her non–Indigenous friends. The personal, embedded 

protocols she learnt  as a child enable her to connect  with other Aboriginal 

people, and reinforce a sense of collect ive dif ference. 

 

Micah: It was never said that this is your ‘Aboriginal sharing value’. It was 

just how we were raised, and if people came over and you were having 

dinner, then you made enough for those people. You never made them sit on 

the edge and watch you have dinner, which a lot of my White friends and 

families did—you’d just sit there while they had their dinner. And it wasn't 

until I was older and I started talking to lots of Aboriginal people and working 

more with Aboriginal people from different areas, and you started to connect 

that, oh, that's what you do, that’s what we do. But our non–Aboriginal 

friends don't do that. (18 December 2007) 

 

Sharing food is not  ment ioned in inst itut ional ethics guidelines, and yet  

in the f ield it  is always present  at  meet ings and gatherings: a warm cup of 

coffee on a winter morning, lunch out  the back on a sunny spring day, pizza 

for the kids at  the workshops, Johnnycakes at  a picnic on Sorry Day. A value of 

reciprocity is not  a clinical and calculated exchange of return or benefit  to the 
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community (NHMRC, 2003, p.10), but  a mutually const ituted space through the 

gesture of sharing and demonst rat ing care and generosity towards others. 

Reciprocity is not  only about  exchange, but  an acknowledgment  of the 

historical and the interpersonal context  in which the exchange is made. 

 

Micah: Recip–blugh— can't even say it, that's like sharing to me, you know, but 

we don't call it that.  It's just our way. You know, so a lot of people would not 

be able to identify this [value], but if you talk about stories and their family, 

then you can see how it works. (18 December 2007)   

Ownership of knowledge in participatory spaces 
 
Metaphors of ownership emerge as a constant  threat  to the counter–colonial 

goal of remedial part icipat ion. Knowledge art iculated through a part icipatory 

process is viewed as locally owned, and a part  of people’ s cultural ident ity. 

Although the part icipatory researcher has involved people in research, they 

are st il l viewed as coming ‘ in’  to the community as an outsider and stealing 

cultural heritage. 

 

Barb: I see White people coming in … it’s a matter of this thing that we were 

brought up with, was that they’re taking things away from them or they’re 

taking their stories. (26 September 2007) 

 

Spat ial metaphors abound: making in–roads with community, facing 

barriers, blocks, moving up, in and out . These metaphors of movement  and 

resistance, distance from, and int imacy with, are mediated by t rust  developed 

over t ime.  

 

Barb: You work your way from there. It’s different blocks I think with 

Aboriginal people, and you work your way up there. And it’s not gonna 

happen overnight, and it’s not gonna happen in six months, it’s gonna happen 

in years. 

Ruby: And you understand that, Ruth. (26 September 2007) 

 

The subj ect ivity of the ‘ coloniser–researcher’  re–emerges. The 

coloniser–researcher seeks to gather informat ion quickly, without  developing 
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reciprocal relat ionships. They then ret reat , to achieve their own aims 

self ishly. 

 

Barb: And I think that’s why, I think why the Aboriginal community is so 

reluctant with researchers is, they wanna come in, they just want to do it, 

get it over and done with, and go! And I think that to us, we find that they 

didn’t have an understanding, they didn’t wanna get to know us, they just 

wanna write their thing and go away and do what they need to do. (26 

September 2007) 

 

Collect ive ident ity shapes subj ect ivity as opposit ional: community 

versus government , community versus research. Research and ‘ government ’  

remain conflated in this opposit ional ident ity. Just  as I had to represent  

inst itut ional rules and regulat ions for writ ten informed consent  to ‘ secure’  

data on campus, and dest roy it  after a set  period of t ime (as discussed in 

Chapter 2), values determine ownership over research f indings and material.  

 

Barb: I think it comes down to yourself, you know. 

Ruby: Definitely and values as well. 

Ruth: What are some of these values? 

Ruby: I think, if we talk old school, it’s respect, politeness, offering to help, 

wanting to share, that thing about ownership and that being taken away all 

the time. That’s a big thing about research. I think that needs to be clarified, 

that whatever community does, they own it. I don’t know if I can clarify that 

if the government takes it away, though, and I don’t know how you could get 

around that. What else? You know, none of this lying and stuff like that. (26 

September 2007) 

 

Spat ial and temporal dimensions of  t rust  and resistance are related to 

the way community as a social pract ice and space claims ownership over 

knowledge. ‘ Local’  knowledge, ‘ t radit ional’  knowledge, ‘ community’  

knowledge conflate into intellectual heritage. The spat ial metaphor cont inues 

as Indigenous knowledge is mapped onto intellectual property ‘ owned’  by the 

collect ive rather than created by an individual (Janke, 2001). The art iculat ion 

and reclamat ion of knowledges (local, t radit ional, collect ive, Indigenous) as 

property is designed to counter colonial claims of ownership of ethnographic 
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material or rights to bio–diversity patents. Research culture is embedded in 

the Eurocent ic concept  of ‘ intellectual property’ ,  which assigns ownership of 

ideas to an individual who ‘ creates’  knowledge.  

 

Micah: Even the plants have been sold.  You know plants that belong, I can’t 

remember how it works now, but in W.A., there are plants that don't even 

belong to this country any more that have been purchased … just crazy. Some 

company that uses it for something overseas has purchased the rights to these 

plants.  How can that be? That goes against all our values.  We don't own the 

earth, and we don't own what comes from it.  We share in it and we take care 

of it.  (18 December 2007) 

 

In cont rast , community subj ect ivity at t ributes ‘ ownership’  as the rights 

and responsibilit ies of custodians. Indigenous protocols const itute a group’ s 

cultural heritage and are dist ributed amongst  a collect ive by intangible means 

such as storytelling, dance and paint ing (Janke, 2001). 

 

Micah: A value like survival and protection I suppose it's about our culture for 

one, and having some connection to that in terms of the survival and 

protecting that too, because there are some people who …there's a website 

going round … and these bloody fellas in America promoting Aboriginal 

culture in America.  They're not, they’re Yanks, they're doing didge lessons. 

So we need to protect.  It’s like those places up in Darwin and in Queensland 

and that have imported didgeridoos painted in China.  You know, we need to 

be able to protect some of that and our government doesn't do it for us, it 

doesn't treasure the art of this, of here, of Aboriginal people in Australia. My 

dilemma in talking then is about the fact that we are not all one people, so 

that has to be respected as well, and protected that we are different people.  

I can't speak for everybody, but for me, they should be protecting and 

treasuring.  The culture that we have and saying how dare you rip that off. 

And going after those people to say, no, this belongs to Australian Aboriginal 

people from wherever you know Yorta Yorta people, Darug people, 

Bundjalung people—that belongs to them.  How dare you rip that off? (18 

December 2007) 

 

7 



 

  In counter–colonial terms, Indigenous custodians should be at t ributed 

rights and benefits for their intellectual cont ribut ions to research (Fundacion 

Sabiduria Indigena & Kothari,  1997). Quest ions about  the dist ribut ion of  

benefits such as copyright  and authorship of research f inding become 

increasingly complex in part icipatory research (Greenwood, Brydon–Miller & 

Shafer, 2006). In my experience this equated to a right  to self–representat ion, 

and informat ion being provided about  the applicat ions of research material.  

 

Pearl: I am more aware, and because I’ve been given a right to speak through 

the research with Ruth I now feel that if somebody comes in, I can say ‘Well 

hold on a second, that’s not how I’ve done it before, what are you going to do 

with it? I want to see it, blah blah blah’. 

Biddy: Which is like giving you more rights because … 

Pearl: Yeah, equal power. You can record me but I want to see what it says, I 

want to know what you’re going to use that for, and then what is that person 

going to use that for. 

Biddy: Just like copyright isn’t it? (4 September 2008) 

 

Complex quest ions arise over technical dist inct ions to be made 

between research produced in a part icipatory context  (integrat ing local 

knowledge to solve a pract ical problem), and Indigenous (intangible) heritage. 

My point  is not  to solve such legal quest ions but  draw at tent ion to the ways 

part icipat ion in research, collect ion of knowledge and at t ribut ion of 

intellectual property to the researcher or their inst itut ion create sites for 

healing and reclamat ion in a counter–colonial context . 

 

Micah: It's really heartbreaking, what we've lost in Australia, and what hasn't 

been valued. That’s heartbreaking, but all we can do today is work towards 

restoring some of our values, which is hard.  There are a lot of people in 

mainstream society in Australia who don't want our values restored, who 

don't want to know.  It threatens them, so that's another sort of again, just 

quietly breaking down some of those barriers about that threat and no we’re 

not going to come and take your backyard, if we get native title. (18 

December 2007) 
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Part icipat ion in my research operated in mult iple sites. The init ial 

focus on part icipat ion to cont ribute to criminological literature about  youth 

resilience to offending shif ted after the hip–hop workshops. As I felt  that  the 

inst itut ional ethics requirements for signed consent  forms created mist rust , 

and the resistance exercised by adult  gatekeepers limited my abilit y to engage 

young people in research, my research changed to focus on the experience of 

part icipat ion for the community development  workers. During the course of 

this shif t ,  I relinquished my shared ownership of the data to enable the 

community workers to undertake the research without  the need for my ethics 

forms. Once my ethical rules and regulat ions were removed from the proj ect , 

the community workers undertook their interviews, data analysis, and 

product ion of the report  with the view that  the Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk 

community report  was their own, and the dist ribut ion of the informat ion in 

the report  was under their own cont rol.  My thesis could now consider the 

implicat ions of this shif t  for the possibilit ies of part icipat ion. 

 

Pearl: So everything that we’ve done with Ruth we have ownership over and 

Ruth hasn’t took it away or made it hers, it’s part of ours as well. So that’s 

what her idea is for this thesis. Is that, yeah? 

Ruth: Yeah. 

Pearl: Does that sum it up? 

Ruth: Pretty much sums it up. 

Pearl: In simple layman’s terms? 

Ruth: Yeah. 

Pearl: With no big words! (7 Aug 2008) 

 

Similarly,  access to f indings and communicat ion of f indings in accessible 

language is also a prerogat ive counter to convent ional academic pract ices 

(Lee, Jaragba, Clough & Conigrave, 2008). 

 

Pearl: I think that’s part of the problem with stuff. And maybe that’s why 

there’s so much confusion, because when it gets all written up, the data and 

that, it’s in academic language and then the people that are involved in it 

look at it and go, ‘What the hell does this mean anyway? I don’t understand 

what you’re talking about. I don’t know what this means’, you know. So you 

saying you want to do a consultation and break it down into less academic 
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language is a fantastic idea to feed back to the community. Because then 

they’ll understand. And it makes me wonder, I know it’s a lot of work, how 

does your research or anybody’s research, if it’s that high academic, I wonder 

if a component could be done where the same thesis is written in simple 

layman’s terms language and then gets sourced back to the community. (4 

September 2008) 

Good intentions and unintended consequences 
 
Part icipat ion within an ‘ invited space’  always has a polit ical context . During 

the t ime that  we evaluated our experience in Sydney, the Aust ralian Federal 

Government  staged an ‘ intervent ion’  in the Northern Territory35,  exercising 

racially–based policies on the premise of responding to a nat ional emergency 

of child sexual assault  in Aboriginal communit ies.  

 

Cit ing the rape of small children, violence against  women, 
closed communit ies, uncont rolled grog running and X–rated 
pornography, [ the former Minister for Family, Community 
Services and Indigenous Affairs] unleashed a suite of ‘ drast ic 
measures’ . Compulsory health screens for signs of abuse in 
children; leasehold changes and a disbanding of the permit  
system for Aboriginal townships; privat isat ion of home 
ownership; removal of Indigenous tenancy organisat ions; 
suspension of the Community Development  Employment  
Program; … and more. (Lea, 2008, pp.ix–x) 

 

The Howard Government  specif ied a report  t it led Ampe Akelyernemane 

Meke Mekarle:36 Little Children Are Sacred (Wild & Anderson, 2007), as the 

evidence on which its military–style response was based. Yet , the Little 

Children are Sacred report  was writ ten using the principles of the ‘ Indigenous 

Research Reform Agenda’  (one of the authors was an Aboriginal woman closely 

associated with the CRC for Aboriginal Health). The report ’ s methodology 

focused on respect fully engaging with communit ies, and fostering a 

part icipatory atmosphere of t rust  (Wild & Anderson, 2007, pp.50–56). The 

                                             

35 The Federal response to child sexual assault  in Aboriginal communit ies in the 
Northern Territory was init iated by a conservat ive government  led by John Howard 
(1996–2007). Although a change to a more socially progressive administ rat ion in 2007 
has led to a formal apology to the Stolen Generat ions (Rudd, 2008) and recognit ion of 
the Declarat ion of Indigenous Peoples’  Rights (Human Rights Commission, 2009), ‘ the 
intervent ion’  prevails at  the t ime of writ ing this thesis. 
36 These Arrente words t ranslate as “ In our law children are very sacred because they 
carry the two spring wells from our count ry within them”  (Wild & Anderson, 2007, 
p. i).  
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report ’ s recommendat ions, aligned with community development  principles of 

healing and restorat ive j ust ice, cited the need for “ effect ive and ongoing 

consultat ion and engagement ”  (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p.52), and 

“ community–based and community–owned init iat ives”  (Wild & Anderson, 2007, 

p.53). But  the ‘ good intent ions’  of the report ’ s authors were forgot ten as an 

administ rat ion intent  on radical neo–liberal reform seized upon the research 

f indings. Much like cases in the past  (Carrington, 2002, pp.129–130), concerns 

about  sexual violence in Aboriginal communit ies legit imated an at tack on a 

‘ problemat ic culture’ ,  by creat ing stereotypes about  the women, men and 

children whose lives were depicted on the pages of the report .  

 

Micah: And that frustration ...  There's been lots of research, the 

recommendations come out and you know, it goes right back to the Royal 

Commission into Deaths in Custody, and the Stolen Generations report, the 

Bringing Them Home report, none of them, very few of the recommendations 

ever get implemented. And then you get things like the Northern Territory 

response implemented which has no basis: there's been no recommendations 

from any research to suggest that you start quarantining in money and you 

start sending in the army. (18 December 2007) 

 

My ment ion of ‘ the intervent ion’ , as it  has come to be known, is not  to 

discuss the polemics of a racially discriminate response (Altman & Hinkson, 

2007), or the complexit y of the social issues the Little Children are Sacred 

report  sought  to address (Toohey, 2008). What  is relevant  to this argument  is 

the polit ical context  of the dangers of part icipat ing in research, for:  “ Every 

space has a history, and elements of it s past  and those actors within it ,  can 

linger. Even as dif ferent  people enter the space, these elements can pat tern 

these relat ionships of dist rust  and familiarit y, collusion and contestat ion”  

(Cornwall,  2008b, p.45). In our case, the results of a research report  were felt  

thousands of kilomet res away. We were all disturbed by the way research with 

‘ good intent ions’  was t ransformed into the linchpin of a nat ional emergency 

that  called for the reint roduct ion of racial discriminat ion in policy–making. We 

were reminded that  the effects of research, the power and knowledge effects, 

are very real. Although our proj ect  about  ‘ youth crime’  was always framed on 

a st rengths–based approach, the potent ial for misuse of the research was a 

great  concern for community part icipants. 
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Pearl: You can have all the good intentions … and that actually concerns me 

that someone can pick pieces out of your research … and absolutely destroy 

lives. Now that makes me worry for you as a researcher because that hasn’t 

helped you guys at all. Not one bit, and I don’t know how a researcher would 

get back into that community now after that happening. 

Ruth: Yeah, I think there’s a lot of damage been done. 

Pearl: A lot of damage, a lot of damage. So what can you do, as a researcher 

to stop that from happening outta your research? (18 September 2007) 

 

I have no guarantees for Pearl and Micah. Even if  the development  of a 

research quest ion follows all the ethical considerat ions of  community 

collaborat ion, t rust , and cent res Indigenous knowledge systems into the 

inquiry, there is st il l  the mat ter of ‘ research consumpt ion’  beyond the 

collaborat ion. An addit ional element  of mist rust  lies in the way in which 

external part ies may use research publicat ions to legit imate a policy that  has 

not  gone through the discursive protocols for acquiring community approval. 

Such events erode the ethical integrit y of researchers who have sought  to 

develop t rust ing partnerships with community co–inquirers.  

 

Micah: Making sure that built within your research, however you do it, is 

something that states how this research should be used, and very clearly, 

what is right and what is wrong. You know like, dos and don’ts.  You know 

that type of thing, so that when it picked up in ten years time and you're 

gone from here … they can clearly see what the intent was and it doesn't have 

to be interpreted in any way. See, it is that interpretation is where things get 

lost, if it is not clearly stated. I think that would be the most important thing 

is to make sure that there is no room for interpretation around. It's clearly 

stated what is meant to happen.  

Ruth: So I guess one of the things would be is to say that this document talks 

about Indigenous issues. But it's not trying to make some pan–Aboriginal 

statement, for example? 

Micah: It is talking about local issues and the local concerns and local people. 

(18 December 2007)  
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It  is very dif f icult  to provide a guarantee against  unintended 

consequences or interpretat ions of research. The ref lexive task for the 

researcher who t ries to achieve social j ust ice outcomes through their work 

(Pain, 2004, p.657) is a parallel duty “ to understand and accept  responsibilit y 

for the consequences of  their work”  (Hilsen, 2006, p.26). What  I learnt  from 

our discussion about  good intent ions and unintended consequences is the 

importance of recognising the history of a space, and the individual 

experiences of part icipants and their prior beliefs and expectat ions of 

research. Pearl shared with me a negat ive experience of genealogical research 

about  her family, which claims her great–great–grandmother is not  Darug but  

Darkinj ung, from Mangrove Mountain. This is a reminder of contestat ion about  

places and spaces and how naming impacts contemporary ident ity and access 

to resources. Here, the issue of misrepresentat ion of family highlighted a need 

for validit y checks in the data and ownership over the results to mit igate 

potent ial harms. 

 

Ruth: Didn’t you say something about … a researcher who’s said stuff about 

your family that’s not right? 

Pearl: Yes. It’s not right. It’s not right—so there’s a massive division between 

the family because some gubba’s come in and told them that this is what 

they’ve found. Now they haven’t seen that at all. They’ve seen no evidence 

of that. 

Ruth: Where do you think they got the information? 

Pearl: I believe it comes—they say that Martha walked down from Mangrove 

Mountain because her children died and she had one child left. And she went 

back to the Mission. Now she would have only moved back to the Mission 

because that’s where her family was from, but they haven’t counted that. 

They’ve just said, she’s come from here, whether she was visiting or her 

husband who was there or whatever, and gone back to Sackville, so as far as 

they’re concerned she’s Darkinjung … Now that’s a load of crap. … The whole 

thing’s is a lie. 

Ruth: Why do you think that information’s been put out there that way? Do 

you think it’s to fit in with some land claims? 

Pearl: I think it was about a land claim. About Darkinjung people claiming 

some land ... So I didn’t get involved in it, Ruth … my thing is, for my Nan’s 

grandmother to speak three languages, she would know who she was. And I’ve 
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tried to explain that to them and the great thing I found solace in I s’pose is, 

people from the same line are having issues with the same thing. They’re 

upset because their families have told them who they are.  

Ruth: Was that your main knowledge of, or experience of research before we 

did something together? 

Pearl: Yeah, it was. 

Ruth: And your TAFE stuff? 

Pearl: And my TAFE stuff, yep. And that spoke about qualitative and 

quantitative, so when you came in and spoke about that stuff I had a little 

insight into who that meant and different things like that so I was lucky. The 

other stuff that upset me with the research was, I can’t understand how you 

can research something and then not check with the people to see if the 

information is correct. Now I’ve looked in them books, and they’ve got my 

Nan’s never married. So we don’t exist as far as they’re concerned. So how 

can you justify doing that when the information is wrong? That’s not right. 

That pisses me off. 

Ruth: And in the end that becomes really political material because people 

can refer to that.  

Pearl: That’s right. 

Ruth: And say, this is the way it is because this research says … 

Pearl: Yeah, I s’pose in the society we live in that values what is written on 

paper. But for us it’s not what it’s about. I don’t care what the paper says. I 

know what I was told. So you know, the society we live in places written 

literature in a very high place, which is a shame. Especially when it’s wrong 

or detrimental to people or communities and used against people, it’s 

horrific, Ruth. It’s like power and war and it’s horrific. 

Ruth: Well, knowledge is power. 

Pearl: Yeah, they say that. And how people sleep at night I don’t know; they 

must have no conscience. No conscience. And they’ll pay for it. But yeah, 

that’s my experience. (25 July 2008)  

 

While acknowledging the wider polit ical contexts of research and the 

impact  this had on part icipants, there was also an opportunity for us to 

consider the st rengths of the part icipatory approach. 
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Pearl: That [Mittigar Gurrume Burruk report] was great, that was really good. 

It was really good that we could [participate] because we know our 

community best, to think what information would be best and not be hurtful, 

as most research, well, not all but, historically has hurt us as a community, so 

for us to be able to do that was really good … I’ve totally enjoyed the whole 

process. I’ve got a better insight into things. (25 July 2008) 

 

One of the st rengths of the community–based part icipatory approach is 

the idea that  the part icipants will know whom to speak to, and how to adj ust  

quest ions, and interpret  data most  effect ively (because such framing is 

determined by community members themselves). However, there are also 

potent ial harms to part icipants because of their connect ion with others. This 

does not  mean that  we should abandon the idea of community–based 

part icipatory research, but  that  discussions about  ethics (third person, 

collect ive ref lexivity) should be an integral part  of the process of recognising 

potent ial harm as much as potent ial benefits. In my account  of the data–

analysis process with the community workers (on page 59), I noted that  Biddy 

experienced discomfort  because of her connect ion to an event  described in an 

interview t ranscript .  Although she told me while undertaking the interview she 

did not  experience emot ional pain, it  was later,  during our analysis of the data 

that  her tears began to f low as we read the t ranscript  together. In our 

collect ive evaluat ion, we discussed the incident  of Biddy’ s tears result ing from 

her personal knowledge of part icipants: 

 

Biddy: And the hard stuff … it just helped me through it. 

Pearl: I think that’s going to be a dilemma anywhere, because if you’ve got 

Indigenous researchers, and they go into their own communities, they’re 

gonna face that anyway. I don’t know how you’d get around that—I don’t 

know. I don’t know how you’d stop them from getting upset though. I think 

it’s inevitable if they’re from that community that is gonna happen. The only 

thing I can think of is if you were a researcher and that happened then you 

would have to, whatever people auspiced you to … they’d have to have 

counselling or something to get past it. It’s going to happen. 

Biddy: The researcher, she would be really heartfelt as well. (4 September 

2008) 
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Part icipat ion is a social space from which harm and benefits emerge as 

much as they ‘ come in’  through an external force. The focus of normat ive 

ethics principles is generally on the idea of an external force inf luencing 

harms and benefits, assuming the part icipants do not  have the potent ials to 

create harms or benefits to one another. Part icipat ion as a space between 

t rust  and resistance is a need to “ explore the methodological economies of 

responsibilit y and possibilit y that  engage our will to know through concrete 

efforts both to produce dif ferent  knowledge and to produce knowledge 

dif ferent ly”  (Lather, 2007, p.135). Examining our mot ives for achieving social 

j ust ice in research pract ices should incorporate a ref lexive concern for 

altering power relat ions and knowledge of others within a social f ield. No one 

involved is a neut ral subj ect ivity: every person brings their own mot ives, 

values, rules and internal systems of governance into the area of part icipatory 

space. Moreover, part icipat ion is also a “ non–innocent  space”  (Lather, 2007, 

p.204). While our intent ions and act ions are based upon social change for 

j ust ice, there is always the potent ial for unpredictable effects. These can 

reverberate far from the local place in which the research takes place.  
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CHAPTER 9   TRUST AND RESISTANCE 
 

My case study involved working in a series of invited spaces const ituted by 

power relat ions, resistance and internal contestat ions. In my at tempts to be 

ethical,  to reverse the colonising gaze, I needed to follow discursive rules and 

protocols set  by ‘ the community’ .  Being ethical equated to following rules and 

obligat ions established according to mult iple discourses, social and 

inst itut ional pract ices, and the effects of power and knowledge within a social 

f ield (Foucault ,  1980, p.246). Reflect ing upon the experience of part icipatory 

research in pract ice, I was also able to see how relat ionships form and shape 

not ions of the self ,  of ethical or unethical behaviour. 

 

I have argued for conceptualising part icipat ion in research with 

Indigenous peoples as a space shaped by t rust  and resistance: a liminal 

threshold, a dynamic space punctuated by ebb and f low. Part icipat ion 

operates as a “ necessary tension between the desire to know and the limits of 

representat ion … where a failed account  occasions new kinds of posit ionings. 

Such a move is about  economies of  responsibil it y within non–innocent  space, a 

with/ against  locat ion”  (Lather, 2001, p.204). Counter–colonial ‘ economies of 

responsibilit y’  connect  ethics and research methods: inclusion and a ‘ right ’  to 

part icipat ion become a necessary mechanism of power relat ions between 

researchers and Indigenous part icipants. In recognising spaces as ‘ non–

innocent ’  it  becomes possible to see the product ive possibilit ies of tension and 

resistance as much as those of t rust .  

 

Viewing part icipatory ethics in a space bounded and permeated by 

t rust  and resistance “ we have here a whole f ield of new realit ies in the sense 

that  they are the pert inent  elements for mechanisms of power, the pert inent  

space within which and regarding which one must  act ”  (Foucault ,  2007, p.75). 

My conclusion brings together my discussion of developing ethical 

subj ect ivit ies with my ref lect ions on how I t ried to be ethical.  These f indings 

lead to my argument  for conceptualising part icipat ion as a l iminal space 

between t rust  and resistance. 
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Developing an ethical subjectivity 
 
The kinds of selves researchers seek to ‘ be’  (ethical,  counter–colonial,  socially 

j ust , act ion–oriented, communitarian, caring) are a ref lect ion of the logics of 

the reform they work towards. The language, explanatory principles, 

techniques and methods applied by researchers shape the form of their ethical 

subj ect ivity. Using the lens of Foucault ’ s ethics, I out lined the ethical qualit ies 

of part icipat ion according to the way rules, morals and knowledge of others 

regulate and shape behaviour and at t itudes.  

 

Within invited spaces of part icipat ion, power relat ions inform the 

act ions and react ions of all people involved, not  simply those who did the 

‘ invit ing’ .  Developing an ethical subj ect ivity entails considerat ion of how 

informat ion about  ‘ others’  (both those situated within our midst , and those 

situated within stat ist ical archives) is const ructed and reinscribed. Foucault ’ s 

ethics are a reminder of  the danger in essent ialising subj ect ivit ies, for “ the 

use of categories to dist inguish between dif ferent  segments of ‘ the 

community’  leads [us] to t reat  these categories as unproblemat ic and bounded 

units”  (Cornwall,  2008a, p.277). It  is a reminder that  those who const itute 

stat ist ical populat ions and ‘ research subj ects’  simultaneously const ructs our 

own subj ect ivit ies, framing ‘ selves’  according to formal systems of knowledge 

and power relat ions with others. 

 

At tending to mechanisms of power in part icipat ion, and considering 

how subj ect ivit ies develop during the process, enables ref lexive assessment  of 

the quality of the research process (as opposed to posit ivist  values of rigour 

and reliabil it y). Reflexivity demarcates ‘ economies of responsibilit y’ ,  such as 

privilege according to race, class or gender in relat ion to others. With this 

ref lexive knowledge of the const itut ion of self ,  ethical act ion becomes 

possible: 

 

One cannot  govern others, one cannot  govern others well,  one 
cannot  t ransform one’ s privileges into polit ical act ion on 
others, into rat ional act ion, if  one is not  concerned about  
oneself .  Care of the self :  the point  at  which the not ion 
emerges is here, between privilege and polit ical act ion. 
(Foucault ,  2005, p.36) 
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The implicat ion in Foucault ’ s quote that  “ one cannot  govern others 

well”  mirrors crit iques that  suggest  ‘ part icipat ion’  as a method might  actually 

be a pervasive form of modern governance (Henkel & St irrat ,  2001, p.179). If  a 

part icipatory researcher remains focused on the ‘ reasons’  others need to be 

t ransformed and empowered through part icipat ion (without  understanding 

their ‘ self ’ ),  they will not  be able to ethically “ t ransform one’ s privileges into 

polit ical act ion on others”  (Foucault ,  2005, p.36). Foucault ’ s ethics are a 

method for ref lexive evaluat ion of praxis. His ethics enable us to see that  

part icipatory research is comprised of subj ect ivit ies that  fulf il part icular roles 

of t ransformat ion and ‘ counter–hegemony’  (Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007, p.9). 

It  is the composit ion of subj ect ivit ies in part icipatory research which gives the 

approach its moral authority:  the potent ial for categories of ‘ powerless’ , 

‘ oppressed’  and ‘ local’  people to be ‘ given’  power over those who are 

‘ outsiders’ ,  ‘ privileged’  and ‘ powerful’ .   

 

Part icipat ion as a discourse creates certain ‘ t ypes’  of researchers 

(Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007, p.14). Decolonisat ion of research involves 

part icipatory methods that  create a remedial moral response and a remedial 

researcher. My analysis suggests that  counter–colonial researchers at tempt  to 

be ethical by the following means: 

 

• They employ part icipat ion as a st rategy for moral j ust if icat ion of the 

qualit y of their work, making implicit  and explicit  connect ions between 

ethics and methods as the rat ionale for employing methodological 

approaches that  earnest ly at tempt  to be t ransformat ive and 

empowering. 

 

• They value behaviours of researcher accountabilit y over protocols of 

interpersonal responsibilit y, respect fully t reat ing knowledge as the 

heritage for maintaining collect ive ident it ies. 

 

• They work ref lexively to explicit ly situate the locat ion of their gaze 

and seek to mit igate it s effects.  

 

• They do not  value methods of neo–colonial knowledge acquisit ion—of 

‘ stealing’  informat ion away from researched communit ies, of writ ing 
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exclusively for the academy, of re–enact ing a colonial gaze over 

part icipants, of employing part icipat ion superf icially, such as token 

‘ consultat ion’ . 

 

• They value their work according to whether it  has supported counter–

colonial goals of reversing the colonising research gaze. 

 

• They value and privilege the opinions of subj ect ivit ies who ident ify as 

‘ Indigenous’ . 

 

• They seek to achieve remedial goals of empowerment  and ant i–

oppression by working towards a state of ‘ part icipatory nirvana’  

(Cornwall,  2008a, p.271). 

 

• They have dif f iculty in making sense of internal resistance to an 

‘ empowering’  part icipatory process, blaming themselves for being 

‘ unethical’  when resistance emerges. 

How I tried to be ethical 
 
I draw my conclusions from my experience of working in a series of invited 

spaces. Entering such spaces demanded that  I recognise my own subj ect ivity: 

my role in social pract ices, and the role of other people in const itut ing my 

understanding of being ethical.  This research experience enabled me to 

recognise that  research ethics are not  only about  epistemological dif ferences 

over how research subj ects are def ined (as passive subj ects or act ive 

const ituents). I am now able to view the decisions I made about  volunteering, 

commit t ing to a research collaborat ion during t imes of uncertainty, and the 

kinds of outcomes I sought  to achieve as inherent  to the process of developing 

an ethical subj ect ivity. In this process, I have now come to see the rich 

complexity and the uncertaint ies of  working with a community group as 

st rengths of  the research experience. Enduring contestat ion and resistance 

was a part  of my developing t rust  in a part icipatory process. As I discussed 

with Pearl:  

 

Ruth: Do you think that’s about trust as well? 

Pearl: Maybe it is about trust? I hadn’t thought about it before. 
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Ruth: Because everything seems to be about the researcher having to get the 

community to trust them, but I think it’s a bit about the researcher trusting 

the community as well? 

Pearl: Yeah, I think that’s true. ‘Cos that bit about the power dynamic of 

saying the researcher is in a big position of power, but actually if they 

reconfigure that power, it can be seen that the community has the power 

too. And unless you’re willing to see it, you’ll have resistance against your 

research. And I think too, traditionally for us that we shared everything that 

we had. We share the power, and we make that an even playing field as well. 

So you trust us, and we might take a longer time to trust you, but if you can 

hang in there, you’ll end up getting the trust. (18 September 2007) 

 

It  was through ref lexive evaluat ion with community development  workers 

such as Pearl that  I began to understand how research part icipants exercise 

power to form the subj ect ivity of the researcher (through the development  of 

t rust  or a manifestat ion of resistance). Despite my ‘ good intent ions’ , the 

research process inevitably met  with resistance, j ust  as Cornwall notes: 

 

[T]he most  t ransformat ional intent ions can meet  a dead end 
when ‘ intended beneficiaries’  choose not  to take a part ,  or 
where powerful interest  groups or gatekeepers within the 
community turn well–meaning ef forts on the part  of the 
community development  workers to their own ends. 
(Cornwall,  2008a, p.274)  

 

My evaluat ion addressed resistance to my ingenuous at tempts at  

facilitat ing part icipat ion: the proj ect ’ s focus on ‘ youth st rengths’  and ‘ youth 

interests’  challenged the views of some parents who believed hip–hop was ‘ too 

cont roversial’ .  Similarly,  power relat ions produced a situat ion where a teacher 

became a resistant  gatekeeper. Operat ing as an invited space, the hip–hop 

workshops demonst rated how various discourses shape our understanding of 

others and ourselves, how we develop certain moral goals, and shape 

ourselves to align with these goals. Democrat ic representat ion of 

heterogeneous communit ies of interest , respect ful incorporat ion of Indigenous 

protocols (which then discursively privilege and exclude others), and the 

mult iple contexts for collect ive ident ity all serve to show the web of power 

relat ions in counter–colonial part icipatory research. From this evaluat ion I was 

able to see that  gaining collect ive consent  for research is not  about  at taining a 
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harmonious vision but  listening to resistance amongst  subj ect ivit ies—

reiterat ing mult iplicity rather than a singular vision. 

 

Employing a collect ive relat ional approach to ref lexively evaluate the 

research process drew out  mult iple subj ect ivit ies rather than reinforcing 

alterit y. By employing ‘ techniques of the self ’ ,  and viewing part icipat ion as a 

spat ial pract ice, I was able to consider three layers of ref lexivity in 

collaborat ion with research part icipants. We considered st rategies for 

understanding the way people employ the term ‘ community’ ,  and also the 

implicat ions of research as intended or unintended outcomes of research. The 

challenges in maintaining ‘ authent ic’  part icipat ion as the basis of our research 

relat ionship enabled me to see the value of part icipants determining and 

exercising part icipat ion on their own terms.  

 

Part icipat ion is a social pract ice and f ield with temporal,  performat ive, 

methodological and material spat ial dimensions containing mult iple 

subj ect ivit ies. This case study of part icipat ion was an example of an invited 

part icipatory space, in which a non–Indigenous subj ect ivity sought  to at tend to 

issues about , with, and for an Indigenous community. This example of 

part icipat ion had mult iple layers and mult iple sites: the community 

development  off ice, community meet ings and volunteering, the hip–hop 

workshops, writ ing the Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk report  and collect ive 

evaluat ion of the research experience. Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk and the hip–

hop workshops showed how power relat ions shif t  and destabilise the research 

process. I had to follow inst itut ional rules and pract ices of obtaining writ ten 

consent , negot iat ing with ‘ gatekeepers’  to invite part icipants into spaces of 

part icipat ion. But  I also began to see how I had subj ect if ied part icipants 

according to discursive and non–discursive pract ices of research. My moral 

interest  in addressing over–representat ion of Indigenous youth in the criminal 

j ust ice system shaped my research approach toward appreciat ive, st rengths–

based research that  would challenge stereotypes. 

 

I also believed the research would have more epistemological and moral 

credibilit y if  it  were cont rolled by the ‘ community’  part icipants: subj ect ivit ies 

such as ‘ Aboriginal community organisat ion’ , ‘ Aboriginal workers’ ,  and 

‘ Aboriginal youth’  all lended a form of ‘ moral authent icity’  to the research. I 
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had to ‘ move’  into a space of part icipat ion delineated by the part icipants 

themselves, adopt ing a ‘ new’  subj ect ivity in the process. This involved 

volunteering, not  giving up when things were dif f icult  and confusing, and 

moving ‘ all the way over’  to engage with ‘ non–European’  rules and pract ices. 

As a research approach, part icipat ion demands the researcher ‘ part icipate’  in 

invited spaces too, and face the discursive boundaries of inclusion and 

exclusion j ust  like the other part icipants. We must  at tend to the process of 

our own subj ect if icat ion in the f ield. 

 

Collect ive evaluat ion about  the research process highlighted issues for 

considerat ion in pract ising counter–colonial research. For example, the way 

part icipants def ine (or imagine) community has pract ical implicat ions for 

garnering collect ive consent  and engendering part icipat ion. The mutable and 

diverse ways part icipants deploy const ructs of community create borders of 

inclusion and exclusion that  shape the terms of part icipat ion. My experience 

of developing t rust  was to become involved in ‘ community’ :  to volunteer, 

share, turn up regularly to events and perform ‘ relat ionalit y’  as a sign of 

respect  and a will ingness to be accountable (Lather, 2007, p.110). Shif t ing my 

subj ect ivity from ‘ outsider–researcher’  to ‘ insider–volunteer’ ,  enabled me to 

permeate a boundary of resistance into a part icipatory space of t rust . 

 

The polit ical contexts surrounding part icipat ion always shape and 

inform the const itut ion of t rust  and resistance. In our ref lexive evaluat ion we 

considered the dif ference between good intent ions and unintended 

consequences. While my int roduct ion highlighted the importance of grounding 

research to a local place, good intent ions and unintended consequences 

remind us of the effects of events thousands of kilomet res away. The local 

context , the ground we stand on, is important—but  so are the connect ions 

with the larger polit ical quest ions we seek to address in pursuing social j ust ice 

and through the symbolism of part icipat ion in research. 

 

The ethics of part icipatory research show fragile and dynamic 

relat ionships within a social f ield; such as turning up, signing consent  forms 

then not  turning up, gate keeping, racism, and so on. Trust  and resistance 

both inform ethical dimensions in a tact ical social f ield of part icipat ion.  

 

3 



 

Ways of thinking and act ing do not  j ust  concern the 
authorit ies. They affect  each of us, our personal beliefs, 
wishes and aspirat ions, in other words our ethics. The new 
languages for const ruing, understanding and evaluat ing 
ourselves and others have t ransformed the way we interact . 
(Rose, 1999, p.3)  
 

Foucault ’ s ethics show how ref lexive concerns of alterity, posit ionalit y 

and relat ionalit y enable an at tempt  to avoid the tyranny of subj ect if icat ion 

(Henkel & St irrat , 2001). Ethical part icipatory research requires crit ical 

ref lexive at tent ion about  the self  in order to know one’ s ‘ ethical place’  in 

relat ion to others. 

 

The care of the self  is therefore quite the opposite of  an 
invitat ion to inact ion: it  is what  encourages us to really act , it  
is what  const itutes us as the t rue subj ect  of our act ions. 
Rather than isolat ing us from the world, it  is what  enables us 
to situate ourselves within it  correct ly. (Gros in Foucault ,  
2005, p.538) 

 

It  was through the process of developing an ethical subj ect ivity that  I 

improved my understanding of my personal interest  in social j ust ice and the 

boundaries that  def ine ethical act ions towards such goals. For example, I was 

able to see the importance of acknowledging my subj ect ivity (a middle–class 

White woman) in relat ion to my discursive posit ion within a collect ive group. 

In relat ing with others, I was able to see a shif t  from my subj ect ivity as 

‘ researcher’  to ‘ volunteer’  and ‘ helper’ .  Viewing relat ionships with others 

within a series of invited spaces enabled me to consider what  separates and 

connects people. In the dynamic process of part icipatory research, resistance 

shapes the form of act ivity as much as the development  of t rust . By evaluat ing 

the operat ion of resistance amongst  subj ect ivit ies within part icipatory space, I 

was able to at tempt  developing an ethical subj ect ivity. 

Participation as a space between 
 
Acknowledging resistance is a necessary element  of evaluat ing power relat ions 

in part icipatory research. My use of the term resistance is grounded in the 

idea that  “ it  should neither be celebrated nor feared. It  is a technical 

component  of power”  (Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p.55). Adopt ing this 

approach entailed not  conceptualising resistance as hegemonic force external 

to ‘ part icipat ion’  it self ,  but  as a product ive mechanism that  delineates the 
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shape of an invited space. Resistance operates j ust  as “ power works through 

discourses, inst itut ions and pract ices that  are product ive of power effects, 

framing the boundaries of possibilit ies that  govern act ion”  (Gaventa & 

Cornwall,  2008, p.175).  

 

Reflexively evaluat ing the machinat ions of resistance involved thinking 

about  how I created subj ects of others as well as myself .  In the int roduct ion to 

this thesis I suggested that  part icipatory research has a moral goal of altering 

power relat ions. Part icipatory spaces are dynamic interrelat ions of product ive 

power, resistance, and mult iple subj ect ivit ies, which are measured against  

normat ive goals of unity, harmony and congruence. This vision of part icipat ion 

begins to crumble when part icipants choose to exclude themselves from the 

process, or when rules, social pract ices, or inst itut ions elude part icipatory 

goals. 

 

Seeing power and resistance as product ive has implicat ions for the way 

social change or t ransformat ion is perceived, the way in which knowledge is 

const ructed (if  it  forces a single community view), and the way that  

‘ part icipat ion’  may be co–opted into a superf icial funct ion for tokenist ic 

consultat ion. This analysis highlights the importance of clearly account ing for, 

describing and acknowledging power relat ions and resistance throughout  the 

research process. The results show that  “ while PAR is a form of power, it s 

effects are not  only negat ive … Rather they are messy, entangled, highly 

variable and cont ingent ”  (Kesby, Kindon & Pain, 2007, p.19).  

 

Accounts of counter–colonial research that  provide examples of 

resistance (such as collaborat ive decision–making and processes of negot iat ion) 

give an assessment  of the ethical qualit y of the research. Without  accounts of 

rigorous debate amongst  collaborators, how can we know if  a part icipatory 

proj ect  is not  a tyrannical applicat ion of methods imposed by an outsider? 

Recognit ion of resistance within part icipatory processes shows a commitment  

to listening respect fully to dif ferent  points of view, to part icipat ion by consent  

rather than duress or duty; to collect ive ref lexivity that  recognises all t he 

varying effects of research (both intended and unintended). Account ing for 

resistance enables a researcher to consider tensions ref lexively as possibilit ies 

within ‘ non–innocent ’  spaces, for “ The other who refuses to give itself  over … 
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is our best  teacher. This is the other of our own reformulated thinking as well 

as those we other and those who other us”  (Lather, 2007, p.160). If  the 

dominant  goal of a part icipatory process remains to produce only ‘ one’  vision 

for change, dilemmas will cont inue in pract ice. For example, quest ions about  

representat ion within collaborat ive endeavours will remain, such as:  

 

• what  processes decide which material is included in writ ten accounts 

of the research (and what  material set  aside); 

• whose voices are included meaningfully in representat ions about  

part icipatory research;  

• do all the voices unanimously desire to communicate with the same 

audience, or are there mult iple priorit ies within collaborat ion which 

deserve equal considerat ion and may possibly cont ravene one another;  

• what  are the boundaries of exclusion and inclusion within collaborat ive 

and part icipatory research?  

 

The implicat ion of my argument  is that  resistance within part icipatory 

processes is not  a failure, but  a necessary part  of deliberat ing democrat ic 

part icipatory outcomes. By taking the opportunity to consider why people 

resist , and why they say ‘ no’ , product ive possibilit ies emerge from 

part icipatory spaces. Resistance within part icipatory spaces operates in many 

forms and on a variety of scales: ranging from non-part icipat ion to altercat ion, 

simmering or formalised protest . Resistance does not  take a monolithic form 

but  is a component  of power. 

 

Account ing for resistance within part icipatory research is a part  of 

understanding the ethics. Without  resistance it  is not  possible to view the 

j ost ling of power relat ions amongst  mult iple subj ect ivit ies, the individualit y of 

people within populat ion groups, the complexit y and unpredictabilit y of social 

l ife. Rather than worry that  it  is impossible to determine a perfect ly 

harmonious and congruent  vision of unity, Foucault ’ s ethics enabled me to 

dist inguish between my moral intent ions and the freedom inherent  in an 

‘ uncont rollable’  social f ield. The quality of the research is st rengthened, not  

threatened by recognising diverse subj ect ivit ies. After all,  why should 

part icipatory research st rive to f ind a ‘ single t ruth’  or solut ion? Why should 
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part icipatory processes of change (such as reconciliat ion) demand a unif ied 

vision rather than product ive possibilit ies generated by recognising dif ference? 

 

A potent ial crit icism of these f indings is to suggest  that  such 

deliberat ive processes integrat ing resistance will make progress towards 

change unachievable: that  ‘ real’ ,  unequivocal problems, such as ‘ the gaps’  of 

mortalit y rates, educat ional outcomes, and at t rit ion within the criminal 

j ust ice system need to be addressed. It  is obvious that  democrat ic deliberat ive 

processes do take longer than quick consultat ions and baseline surveys 

synthesised by experts who then decide what  the best  course of act ion should 

be. But  my point  is that  inclusion of  resistance in the evaluat ion of 

part icipatory research enables ‘ blockages’  to be ident if ied and addressed 

more effect ively in the long run. Polit ical expediency may be one concern, but  

in addressing moral quest ions of inequality,  marginalisat ion and the effects of 

colonisat ion, a fast  and superf icial version of part icipat ion will not  generate or 

support  sustainable and product ive relat ionships. My f indings about  resistance 

might  be considered ‘ symbolic’ ,  but  in order to effect  real change we must  

“ put  an end to the misguided not ion that  reconciliat ion comes in two discrete 

and opposing forms—pract ical,  meaning worthwhile and effect ive; and 

symbolic, meaning near enough to worthless”  (Dodson, 2009).  

 

This research is grounded in the local, working in real–life situat ions of 

complexity, diversity and contestat ion. It  is easy to think that  such concepts 

are ‘ f luffy’  and theoret ical,  but  power and resistance are real, and they affect  

material outcomes and product ivity (as my case study showed). By viewing 

part icipat ion metaphorically (as a ‘ space’ ),  it s symbolism becomes cogent . 

And, as Mick Dodson reminds us, symbolic acts, such as acknowledging 

Count ry, have real implicat ions towards pract ical outcomes: 

 

Some might  think this ritual of respect  is purely symbolic—and 
therefore unrelated to all that  needs to be done to improve 
our health and well being, and bring reconciliat ion nearer to 
realit y. But  it  is not  unrelated. It  is one of the essent ial tools 
we need to get  these j obs done. A symbol, after all,  is only a 
symbol when it  stands for something concrete. Governor 
Phill ip didn’ t  think plant ing the Brit ish f lag in Sydney Cove on 
January 26 was a gesture without  meaning, even when there 
was so much work to be done. He knew how pract ical that  
symbolism was. (Dodson, 2009) 
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 As Dodson reminds us, it  is the pert inence of symbolic acts that  create 

possibilit ies for the future. ‘ Part icipat ion’  is as I have argued, is an explicit  

and act ive connect ion between ethics and research methods. It  represents a 

social f ield in which acknowledging diversity in opinions and ident it ies is 

crucial to developing t rust  and moving towards social j ust ice goals for a 

healthy and empowered cit izenry. But  acknowledging resistance means that  

researchers must  at tend to the power of symbolism as meaningful to their 

pract ice. 

 

In future it  would be valuable to see more studies of part icipatory 

research with Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander peoples that  do not  fear 

describing and account ing for resistance as a technical component  of the 

process, integrat ing the possibilit ies of tension into methods. It  would also be 

interest ing to know more about  the processes of  resistance experienced by 

Aboriginal and Torres St rait  Islander researchers ‘ working the hyphen’  

between their community ident ity and researcher subj ect ivity. Wider scale 

interviews with researchers employing mult i–layered ref lexivity to their work 

would also be of value to consider how this crit ically informs their evaluat ion 

and monitoring techniques, and whether decisions made throughout  the 

research process are altered by these techniques of the self .  While there is a 

growing number of researchers seeking to make their personal power relat ions 

t ransparent  in part icipatory pract ice (Mehta, 2008), decolonisat ion demands 

ref lexive discussion about  the research process itself  (with reference to 

init iat ion, benefits, representat ion, legit imacy and accountabilit y) (Bishop & 

Glynn, 1999). It  is crucial to recognise relat ionalit y, alterity and posit ionalit y. 

Echo: ‘have you noticed that? with your work?’ 
 
Let ’ s return to that  day when Barb, Ruby, and I sat  under the t ree in the 

grounds of the university. Let ’ s consider the echoes of our voices, and 

reverberat ions of our words, and our laughter together. 

 

Barb: I just think that we’ve just had enough of the rules … 

Ruby: I think the rules are European rules and they don’t fit. 

Barb: We’ve tried living under those rules and it just doesn’t work. This is our 

rules, this is the way we’re gonna work, this is the way we’re gonna live, this 

is the way we’re gonna do it. You know, you need to come and meet us half 
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way, I mean, we’ve already been there and what have you [non–Indigenous 

people] done? 

Ruby: I think it’s more than half way now. They need to come way over 

halfway to meet us, ‘cos the distrust is so prevalent … and that’s what you’ve 

done in your research is you’ve come more than halfway. We’re here, you’ve 

come right over, we hadn’t even moved over … slowly we’ve started moving 

to meet you halfway. But you’ve had to come right over. 

Barb: Have you noticed that? With your work? 

Ruth: Umm … 

Barb: I didn’t mean to give you the questions! 

[laughter] 

Ruth: No, no. I think it’s good that you ask me these questions. (26 September 

2007) 

 

Undertaking this research has been an ethical j ourney—one in which I 

have learnt  about  the format ion of my own subj ect ivity. I have not  been 

unaffected by such a j ourney. Often, because of my convict ions about  the 

moral rat ionale for part icipat ion, I was scared to crit ique an approach I so 

ardent ly believed in. I was worried my research might  be interpreted as 

cynical, bit ter or against  part icipat ion. That  is certainly not  my intent ion. 

Rather, I have argued that  ident ifying the moral impetus for part icipatory 

tact ics enables a crit ical mode of ethical monitoring and evaluat ion of the 

process. My research enabled me to view part icipat ion as a social space and 

pract ice imbued with mult iple power relat ions, framed by t rust  and 

resistance. 

 

Ethical regulat ions create subj ect ivit ies of ‘ community’  and ‘ counter–

colonial researcher’ ;  these are posit ions of alterit y that  are discursively 

established and reinscribed. Decolonising research in Aust ralia is ‘ f ixed’  in a 

proj ect  of remedial reversal. It  is informed by the wider polit ical landscape of 

self–determinat ion, democrat ic representat ion and cit izenship, all of which 

are problemat ic and systemat ically denied to Aboriginal and Torres St rait  

Islander peoples. In this polit ical landscape, subj ect ivit ies in research, 

part icularly between Indigenous community part icipants and non–Indigenous 

researchers, cont inue to be founded upon a polit ical need for power–reversal 

and t ransformat ion. And this goal will cont inue to be very dif f icult  to achieve 
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if  non–Indigenous researchers persist  in a belief that  it  is possible to achieve 

‘ deep’ , ‘ wide’ , ‘ full ’ ,  ‘ authent ic’  part icipat ion without  resistance. Rather, by 

listening to dissent , researchers can begin to unpack the rigid subj ect ivit ies 

they have const ructed about  Indigenous part icipants and can work to create 

invited spaces which allow for mult iple subj ect ivit ies, opinions and 

‘ community representat ion’ .  Part icipat ion in research is a l iminal spat ial 

pract ice meshed between t rust  and resistance: it  is dynamic and contested 

with it s contexts shaped by discursive rules, inst itut ions and histories. 
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Appendix A 

 

Items referred to as Appendix A were located in a pocket  on the inside back 

cover of the examinat ion copy of the thesis. Appendix A consisted of the 

following: 

 

• Ethics consent  forms to part icipate in hip–hop in the Hawkesbury 

workshops, March 2007 

• Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk community report  

• Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk postcard 

• Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk badge. 
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Appendix B 

Living the talk: A community research report 

 

Presented by Ruth Nicholls to the Management  Commit tee. 

21 November 2008 

 

Researching together: reflections on the hip–hop project & Mittigar 

Gurrume Burruk report 

 

There have been many highlights over the last  three years of working in 

collaborat ion with [the organisat ion]. The process of developing the hip–hop 

Proj ect  was a t ime in which I learnt  many lessons, part icularly about  the 

dif ferences between what  is described in the textbooks as ‘ best  pract ice’  

community–based research methods, and the realit y of engaging many people 

at  one t ime. I have learnt  about  the realit y of applying a community–based 

act ion proj ect  within my limits as a student  accountable to the university 

ethics system. For example, there are many addit ional rules for PhD students 

who want  to work direct ly with schools, and this created a barrier for the 

research. I have also learnt  that  the university focus on writ ten consent  forms 

created age limits for children and young people to part icipate in the 

workshops. During evaluat ion we considered the proj ect  really needed to 

provide t ransport  for part icipants rather than rely on parent / guardians. This 

demonst rates the challenges between being a researcher, and working in a 

community–development  context  outside of the university rules. 

 

The Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk Report  was a really excit ing result  of our work 

together, and I hope that  some of the ideas I have shared about  ways of 

working with data might  be useful for future act ivit ies. Another highlight  was 

t ravelling to Melbourne to speak at  the Nat ional Research Ethics Conference in 

October 2007. The audience was so impressed with our presentat ion, because 

the [organisat ion’ s] workers brought  life to the ideas in our presentat ion, 

showing the importance of community–cont rol and act ive part icipat ion in 

making research about  Aboriginal communit ies. I received an email with the 

following feedback: “ I was in the audience at  the ethics conference in 

Melbourne where you presented this week. I’ m j ust  emailing my 
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congratulat ions on a great  presentat ion—innovat ive style and a wonderful 

feeling about  it .  It  wasn’ t  j ust  what  you and the other two presenters actually 

said, it  was ‘ the living the talk’  message that  came through” . For this I would 

like to say ‘ thank you’  to [ the organisat ion] because it  is through the 

experience of working together that  my thesis is able to ‘ l ive the talk’  and 

provide bet ter insights into the realit y of doing research with communit ies 

that  is ‘ ethical’  on the terms of the community, rather than j ust  university 

protocols.  

 

 

What I have learnt along the way 

 

There are 8 key themes that  I have learnt  from ‘ living the talk’  with [ the 

organisat ion]. These are: 

 

Values—researchers place a lot  of value on the integrity of the data they 

collect  (the validity and reliabil it y of  their study). Our experience shows that  

working with communit ies is about  personal integrity – understanding your 

responsibilit ies and framing research quest ion in relat ion to the interests of 

people involved in research. This means placing value in relat ionships with 

people and the community. I learnt  this through part icipat ing in preparat ions 

for NAIDOC and helping out  on the day. 

 

Spirit and Integrity—the importance of family and ancestors, and the 

relat ionship to count ry and community are not  integrated into mainst ream 

ethics guidelines.  Although there are limitat ions on the abilit y for a non–

Indigenous person to understand life from an Aboriginal person’ s perspect ive, 

researchers should consider the impact  of colonial systems of labelling people 

and communit ies and seek to challenge this in their research. By working 

closely with [the organisat ion] over the last  3 years my research at tempts to 

bring community perspect ives to research ethics. 

 

Survival and Protection—it  is very important  for researchers to acknowledge 

the ownership of ideas and community knowledge belongs to the part icipants 

in the research. This is challenging for researchers working with mainst ream 

intellectual property laws. The dif ference in values about  copyright  remains a 
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huge problem, and should be taken seriously by researchers. In our research 

collaborat ion the f indings of the Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk report  belong to, 

and will remain with [the organisat ion]. 

 

Working Two Ways—researchers need to acknowledge that  community 

dynamics and protocols are very dif ferent  to systems of governance brought  

with colonisat ion. A researcher will have to adhere to a set  of universit y ethics 

rules (eg. writ ten informed consent  papers) but  at  the same t ime, they must  

also make an effort  to develop t rust  by working with the community to 

understand their interpersonal responsibilit ies. The research may take longer 

than expected, and should be accounted for in research design and funding. In 

our research partnership I learnt  the dif ference between theory and pract ice 

when organising the hip–hop proj ect . I found the university ethics rules could 

hinder youth part icipat ion. By changing my role in relat ion to the proj ect , [ the 

organisat ion’ s] workers were able to own and cont rol the data collect ion 

aspect  of the proj ect  more effect ively. This resulted in addit ional interviews, 

poems and artwork for the Mit t igar Gurrume Burruk report .  

 

Community—understandings of community have implicat ions for researchers 

gaining consent  to do their study. The researcher needs to consider that  

geography is not  the only way to def ine ‘ community’ .  Community is complex – 

it  also needs to be understood as social and cultural.  Each part icipant  

understands community according to their own personal circumstance (eg. 

being in count ry, or coming from another nat ion), and by being a part  of  a 

collect ive ident ity that  has dif ferent  values, interests and priorit ies to the 

‘ mainst ream’ . By evaluat ing the research experience with [the organisat ion’ s] 

workers, my thesis is able to show a variety of l iving perspect ives, and ensure 

voices of part icipants shine through. 

 

Historical Misrepresentation—while many researchers understand that  

communit ies may hold some mist rust  of research, it  is important  to 

understand the specif ic experiences of a community, rather than making broad 

generalisat ions. This is part  of recognising diversity, and challenging 

stereotypes by considering the dif ferent  experiences of colonisat ion 

communit ies have endured. For example, because the Hawkesbury was one of 

the earliest  colonial set t lements this has impacted upon mainst ream 
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recognit ion of the community today. Many researchers tend to focus on 

remote desert  communit ies rather than recognise urban communit ies. Our 

research collaborat ion shows the vibrant  living culture in the Hawkesbury has 

insights to offer about  values and ethics. 

 

Unintended Consequences—the framing of research quest ions can produce 

informat ion that  may harm a community. By involving communit ies in 

discussing research from the start  of a proj ect , the researcher can work hard 

to minimise unintended consequences. An example in our collaborat ion was a 

focus on ‘ st rengths’  and posit ives in the quest ions we asked. The Mit t igar 

Gurrume Burruk report  discusses issues about  public t ransport  and night  t ime 

act ivit ies which are well known local issues – however the report  shows a 

youth perspect ive and provides clues for posit ive steps to support  young 

people. Hopefully the report  wil l provide an evidence base for future grant  

applicat ions and act ivit ies. 

 

Interconnection and Harm—the textbooks about  part icipat ion in research 

suggest  there are many good outcomes from community steering the research 

process. However, the ethics requirements should also consider whether 

having an inter–connect ion between part icipants might  be dif f icult  or 

challenging at  t imes. Somet imes a person may get  upset  about  an aspect  of 

the research f indings because they know whom the research is about . It  is 

important  for researchers to consider this weakness of the part icipat ion 

method, and consider ways of caring for others while they part icipate as a co–

researcher. This was an issue I had not  considered in my research design, and 

is an important  lesson for the future and for other researchers to consider. 

 

Putting this to good use: what other researchers can learn about being 

ethical  

 

While I hope this research partnership has been useful to [ the organisat ion], I 

also hope the research will be useful for other researchers to read before they 

begin work with communit ies. The thesis has three main sect ions:  

• theory about  ethics  

• analysis of the ethics guidelines researchers use  

• ref lect ions about  ‘ l iving the talk’  with [the organisat ion].  
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Without  the experience of working with [the organisat ion] I would not  have 

gained the insights I have learnt  about  working ethically with communit ies. I 

would l ike to thank you very much for allowing me to work with you. 
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