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The Howard decade in Australia has been characterised, among other 
things, by a strong emphasis on patriotism, national unity and national iden-
tity. The contemporary debates on �Australian values,� �un-australianess,� 
and the war waged on the term �multiculturalism� in favour of �integration,� 
reflect a politics which aims at consolidating the cultural borders of the na-
tion-state and its internal cohesiveness. The effect has been the progres-
sive marginalisation of cultural politics of difference: ethnic, social and cul-
tural minorities have acquired a divisive �unviability� which must be surren-
dered to the unity of the social body. This unity is also set against the �in-
appropriate� interference of supra-national bodies that meddle in internal 
affairs and limit the authority of the nation-state. 

Against this background, Ravi de Costa tells the story of indigenous 
struggle in Australia emphasising its necessary transnational traits. Indige-
nous transnationalism is defined as the urge to go beyond the nation state 
and its institutions in pursuit of indigenous claims and is �a fundamental 
part of the story of indigenous-settler relations in Australia� (ix). Against a 
political consensus that has traditionally � and, in the Howard�s years, em-
phatically � dubbed indigenous transnationalism as unproductive, indul-
gent, �a waste of time, money and effort,� this book relates the necessity of 
indigenous Australians to go outside or beyond the nation state, physically 
and ideologically, in their struggle for civic and indigenous rights. The ter-
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minological choice is important: unlike globalization research, which as-
sumes that the nation-state is in decline, the transnational approach re-
mains ��anchored in� while transcending one or more nation-states,� recog-
nising that �nation-states do not completely account for the reality of human 
experience, yet retain great power and importance in peoples� lives� (2). 
This is a significant matter for indigenous Australians, who traditionally pre-
sent local identities strongly rooted in the territory. 

The history of indigenous activism tells nevertheless the necessity of 
transcending the limits of their local identity and the borders of the nation-
state � whose sovereignty is restrained by no higher authority � in order to 
pursue their claims. The insufficiencies of the national institutions designed 
to address indigenous issues throughout Australian history made transna-
tionalism essential to the indigenous cause. De Costa uses the figure of the 
�higher authority� to account for the way indigenous peoples have �ap-
pealed to external powers in order to restrain colonial and national authori-
ties and to have their claims heard� (3). Higher authorities are intended 
both as ideological and institutional manifestations of �universal moral or-
der� (3), a set of norms or universal values (Christian morality, Marxist in-
ternationalism, human rights) and supranational bodies to enforce such 
norms (UN). The approach is mostly historical and therefore there is no 
discussion of what this �universal moral order� or �universal order of experi-
ence and justice� (4) is; however, it suffices for the argument to define it as 
a social order �in which indigenous and other peoples can co-exist� (4). The 
goal of this study is to fill a substantial gap in Australian Indigenous Stud-
ies, which have rarely emphasised the transnational character of the in-
digenous movement in Australia. 

The weakest part of the book is its first chapter, which focuses on in-
digenous transnationalism before 1788. The chapter begins with a state-
ment: �Encounters and relations across social boundaries are an inescap-
able feature of human existence� (17). It is difficult then to understand what 
differentiates indigenous Australian mobility from other peoples� transna-
tionalism, and, most of all, what part the account of indigenous relations 
and mobility prior to European colonization plays in the argument of the 
book. Indigenous Australians, it is true, were for a long time considered 
static, isolated and parochial peoples; however, the purpose of such an ac-
count is unclear in the context of the book�s argument � which is not to 
demonstrate the liveliness, complexity and openness of indigenous cul-
tures, but rather the necessity for indigenous activism to transcend the na-
tional and cultural borders of Australia. 

The following two chapters analyse the role of non-indigenous reform-
ers and the development of transnational ideas for the colonial predica-
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ment. Beginning in the 19th century, the movements of religious humanism, 
socialism and feminism contributed to creating discourses of responsibility 
for indigenous people and to draw public attention to the effects of coloni-
zation on the colonized. All these movements understood the indigenous 
issue within their own universal ideologies � a higher authority identified re-
spectively with Christian universal ethos, the emancipation of women or the 
end of capitalism. De Costa shows that these movements imposed Euro-
pean ideologies on the indigenous issue, but also initiated a public debate 
and helped politicise indigenous peoples. The first half of the 20th century 
saw the beginning of the end of the colonial era and the raise of the debate 
on human rights. The institution of the League of Nations after World War I 
and of The United Nations after World War II gave a global institutional 
form to the debate and provided ideological tools for the raise of indigenous 
activism. 

The most interesting chapters are the last three, focusing on the de-
velopment of indigenous activism from 1967 onward. The global movement 
of decolonisation helped indigenous Australians to distance themselves 
from non-indigenous guidance and to develop an independent indigenous 
identity and a movement for rights of self-determination. The 1960s and 
1970s saw the import of ideas from global decolonization movements and 
especially from the African American civil rights movement, but progres-
sively indigenous Australian came to construct their own unique forms of 
political identity and struggle. Enhanced mobility after World War II allowed 
for travels, contacts and encounters which greatly helped shape the indige-
nous movement. International contacts also helped draw international at-
tention to the indigenous predicament in Australia and cause embarrass-
ment to the political establishment. The debate within Australia changed 
dramatically with the rise of what de Costa calls �progressive nationalism,� 
epitomized by the Labour governments of Whitlam, Hawke and Keating: 
this form of nationalism conserved the traditional mistrust for international 
interference, but also put forward important internal reforms which ad-
dressed the indigenous issues. Things changed in 1996 with the victory of 
Howard�s coalition and the return to what de Costa calls �defensive nation-
alism,� which sees transnational interference as a menace threatening to 
undermine the achievement of Australia. The Howard Government�s na-
tional project is predicated on a shared culture, liberal human rights and 
territorial isolation. The fiction of the simple egalitarianism at the core of this 
project assumes that any particularism is divisive and thus has strongly un-
dermined the transnational approach (refusing funds, for example) and the 
claims to indigenous separate and particular rights. 

The approach of the book is mostly descriptive: it proposes the 
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chronological succession of facts, episodes, deeds, and a detailed � 
though sometimes dry � exposition of the development of international or-
ganisations, agencies and movements in relation to indigenous Australian 
activism. Perhaps the question of the development of indigenous (and non-
indigenous) identity could have been further explored and would have 
made the analysis more �theoretical�; but admittedly that was not the goal 
of the book, and even lacking such a theoretical perspective, it makes in-
teresting and educative reading. 
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