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Abstract: This paper examines how structural violence has been operationalised 

through settler colonialism: the sort of violence enacted through the official language 

of the media and politics that has persisted long after the direct violence of the frontier 

has ended. Using the Northern Territory Emergency Response, known as the 

Intervention, as a case study to examine the persistence of a particular construction 

of ‘the Aboriginal’, as a binary opposite of Whiteness has enabled a particular 

construction of Aboriginality as one of deficit, savage, and in need of settler control.  

The comprehensive policy approach and restrictive measures of the Intervention, such 

as mandatory health checks and the extinguishment of the Racial Discrimination Act, 

highlight the deeply colonising aspects of enduring settler colonialism. Deep colonising 

refers to the impacts of policies and state institutions where practices are structurally 

embedded, continuing the work of colonisation. The Intervention is an example of 

White ‘ferality’, in light of failed attempts, on the part of the settler colonial state, to 

‘domesticate’ Indigenous Australians. Numerous policies and media reports have 

ensured that these constructed identities continue. This paper argues that it is through 

the actions of the state that the colonial presence attempts to conceal its own ferality, 

an exercise of necessity in settler colonial nations built on invasion and subsequent 

dispossession. The settler state deflects its deeply colonising presence onto 

Indigenous Australians through the restrictive and comprehensive measures of events 

such as the Intervention. This paper argues that through the history of settler 

colonialism and the nation state’s failed attempts to domesticate Indigenous 

Australians, it is Whiteness that has proven itself to be feral; namely introduced and 

invasive. 
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Introduction 

This article is an exposition of the discursive elements of settler colonialism and image-

making. It argues that the combination of the deeply colonising aspects of structural 

and cultural violence influences and shapes the positionality of Aboriginality and 

Whiteness.1 So too settler colonialism and its image-making reinforce a violence of 

neglect, the ‘normalcy’ of Whiteness, and the refashioning of Aboriginality as the 

other.2 Representations of normalcy in government policy and the media have resulted 

in the silencing of Indigenous Australians. Through these structures of Whiteness the 

myth of noble savagery has long been perpetuated, in the process denying the 

diversity and dynamism of Indigeneity as an identity.3 The analysis presented in this 

article focuses on the ways that the myth of noble savagery is propagated through the 

deep colonising of settler society and in particular the Northern Territory Emergency 

Response, also referred to as the Intervention.4 Labelled the “national emergency” we 

had to have, the Intervention was a federal action in which Indigenous Australians 

were cast as heavily in need of management by a paternalistic state.5 In turn, I critically 

unpack themes of ferality in Indigenous and non-Indigenous relations and the 

refashioning of otherness and Aboriginality through the self-fashioning of Whiteness.  

 

Identity Construction 

The self-fashioning and refashioning of identities has a role to play in the enduring 

nature of discourse on settler colonialism. Michael Dodson uses history and reflections 

on colonisation as a means of highlighting the constructed nature of images and 

identities and to describe the fabrication of images that occurs when the self is defined 

                                                           
1 Galtung’s work on structural violence highlights the violence and foundations of settler colonialism, 

manifesting itself in poor health, educational disadvantage, and high incarceration rates for Indigenous 

Australians. While cultural violence refers to aspects of culture that legitimise more direct forms of 

violence. Johan Galtung, “Cultural Violence,” Journal of Peace Research 27, no. 3 (1990): 291–305. 
2 Whiteness functions as an identity marker establishing expectations and aspirations for all that is 

‘normal’, refer to Aileen Moreton-Robinson, “Patriarchal Whiteness, Self-Determination and Indigenous 

Women: The Invisibility of Structural Privilege and the Visibility of Oppression,” in Unfinished 

Constitutional Business? Rethinking Indigenous Self-Determination, ed. Barbara. A. Hocking (Canberra: 

Aboriginal Studies Press, 2005), 61–73.  
3  Binoy Kampmark, “Ignoble and Noble Savages: Separatist Identities and the Northern Territory 

Emergency Response,” Antipodes 26, no. 2 (2012): 299–235.  
4 Deep colonising refers to the impacts of policies and State institutions that continue the work of 

colonisation such as the Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act 1976. John Bradley and Kathryn Seton, “Self-

Determination or “Deep Colonising”: Land Claims, Colonial Authority and Indigenous Representation,” 

in Unfinished Constitutional Business? Rethinking Indigenous Self-Determination, ed. Barbara A. 

Hocking (ACT: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2005), 33 refer to this legislation as an “artifact[s] of a colonial 

system” since Indigenous people are placed in the position of having to operate from a position of 

oppositional binaries. 
5  Kerry McCallum and Holly Reid, “Little Children and Big Men: Campaigning Journalism and 

Indigenous Policy,” Australian Journalism Review 34, no. 2 (2012): 71 & 78. 
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through the constructed identity of the ‘other’.6 Dodson writes that Aboriginality has 

been defined and contained in settler society from the beginnings of Europeans 

arriving in Australia:  

 

clothed, one foot up, vigilant, with boomerang at the ready. Later, after we had fallen 

from grace, we appeared bent, distorted, overweight, inebriated, with bottle in hand. And 

more recently, we appear ochred, spiritual, and playing the didjeridu behind the heroic 

travels of a black Landcruiser.7 

 

In the context of this article the fabrication of images is taken to mean the self-

fashioning of Whiteness through the refashioning of Aboriginality. By looking at the 

processes of colonisation, Dodson draws the readers’ attention to how meanings and 

identities are produced and reproduced, and in effect used to mould and fashion 

particular identities. The colonisation of Australia brought with it a heightened 

awareness of fashioning as a means of manipulating human identity, or as Dodson 

states, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders “have been the object of a continual flow 

of commentary and classification”.8 Dodson’s methodologies offer an insight into how 

Whiteness has cast itself through the construction of Aboriginality as the other. 

Aboriginality, as a constructed and manipulated discourse, could not have existed 

before the arrival of the Europeans in 1788. Prior to that there was nothing to refashion. 

It seems logical therefore to employ Dodson’s argument in the context of Indigenous 

and White Australian relations, and in particular, the Intervention.  

 

Domestication and Ferality 

In the context of this article, and in the examination of media reports in the lead up to 

the Intervention, it is clear that the identities of persons of Indigenous heritage have 

been and continue to be refashioned through external forces. In order to advance this 

proposition, I engage with the notions of domestication and the self-fashioning of 

Whiteness through the refashioning of Aboriginality, resulting in the projection of 

ferality onto Indigenous Australians.9 David Trigger refers to the notion of ferality in 

regards to feral and introduced species in flora and fauna. In the case of this article, I 

argue that Whiteness is a truer representation of ferality in settler society.10 The state 

operates with the intent to control Indigenous identities, through the manipulation of 

                                                           
6 Michael Dodson, “The Wentworth Lecture The End in the Beginning: Re(de)fining Aboriginality,” 

Australian Aboriginal Studies, no. 1 (1994): 2–13.  
7 Dodson, “The End in the Beginning: Re(de)fining Aboriginality,” 3. 
8 Dodson, “The End in the Beginning: Re(de)fining Aboriginality,” 2. 
9 Ghassan Hage, White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural Society (Sydney: Pluto 

Press, 1998). 
10  David Trigger, “Indigeneity, Ferality, and What ‘Belongs’ in the Australian Bush: Aboriginal 

Responses to ‘Introduced’ Animals and Plants in a Settler-Descendant Society,” Journal of the Royal 

Anthropological Institute 14, (2008): 628–646. 

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


28 
 

Eras Journal | Edition 21 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras  

discourse. Through actions of the state such as restrictive and wide-ranging 

legislation, the colonial presence attempts to conceal its own ferality, an exercise of 

necessity in settler colonial nations built on invasion and subsequent dispossession.  

As the state reasserted control over Indigenous Australians through the Intervention, 

Indigenous males were cast as both wild and uncontrollable, claims allegedly 

supported by their inability to control their alcohol consumption, their use of 

pornography, or their sexual desires. Irene Watson writes that during this period 

Aboriginal women were portrayed as victims in need of rescuing “from violent black 

males”.11 The projection of wild and uncontrollable attributes onto Indigenous men 

speaks to Hage’s assessment of domestication. 12  By identifying the undesirable 

characteristics of Indigenous peoples, coercive efforts are then made to erase such 

characteristics and supplant them with ‘normal’ practices and values. The Intervention 

thus highlights the ongoing and unsuccessful attempts by the state to assimilate or 

domesticate Indigeneity into a form of subdued Whiteness, highlighting attempts by 

the settler state “to reorder and remake space”.13 The failed attempts to domesticate 

Indigenous Australians through coercive legislation highlights the feral nature of 

Whiteness, as an identity that is constructed, introduced, and invasive. The deflection 

of ferality onto Indigenous people is a settler colonial strategy of ‘prescriptive 

forgetting’ or ‘structural amnesia’ “from a deficit of information” reflecting the inability 

to remember white Australia’s violent past.14 Reynolds takes this point further, noting 

how white Australia has been “brought up on stories of heroic pioneers and inoffensive 

or ineffectual Aborigines”. This foundational myth has played a key role in the othering 

of Indigenous Australians.15 Connerton determines prescriptive forgetting to be acts 

endorsed by the state believed to be in the interests of all and therefore acknowledged 

publicly.16 By dismissing the role that settler colonialism has played in the perpetuation 

of savagery and projection of ferality onto Indigenous Australians, prescriptive 

forgetting has become a national habit. Stanner refers to this as “a cult of forgetfulness 

practiced on a national scale”.17 By continuing to deny the structural and cultural 

violence of Australia the projection of ferality onto Indigenous Australians continues 

unabated. Structural amnesia refers to the retelling of events that are socially 

appropriate and important, and to the rhetoric of normality and that, which contravenes 

normality. This shows the role that image-makers have played in the perpetuation of 

constructed identities – the rhetoric of deficit surrounding the Intervention is testament 

                                                           
11 Irene Watson, “In the Northern Territory Intervention: What is Saved or Rescued and At What Cost?” 

Cultural Studies Review 15, no. 2 (2009): 45–60. 
12 Hage, White Nation, 114-115.  
13 Deirdre Howard-Wagner, “Reclaiming the Northern Territory as a Settler-Colonial Space,” Arena 

Journal 37/38 (2012): 224. 
14 Paul Connerton, “Seven Types of Forgetting,” Memory Studies 1, no. 1 (2008): 64. 
15 Henry Reynolds, Why Weren’t We Told (Victoria: Viking; Victoria: Penguin Books, 1999), 141. 
16 Connerton, “Seven Types of Forgetting,” 61. 
17 W. E. H. Stanner, The Dreaming and Other Essays: With an Introduction by Robert Manne (Victoria: 

Black Inc Agenda, 2009), 189. 
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to this and has a long history in Australia.18 This is significant in a settler colonial 

context as structural amnesia frames and selects accounts of stories, public histories, 

and discourse.  

 

Background to the Intervention and Structural Violence 

The constructed and manipulated discourse surrounding Aboriginality can be seen at 

work through events prior to and during the 2007 Intervention. As a means of 

containing and disrupting Aboriginality, Mal Brough, Minister for Families, 

Communities, and Indigenous Affairs, and his supporters advocated “normal values in 

normal suburbs” as justification for restrictive measures.19 The binary position created 

by the label ‘normal’ placed Indigenous communities in the category of ‘abnormal’, 

reinforcing differences between Whiteness and Aboriginality. 20  Wolfe refers to 

structural genocide, that is, the policies and government actions that have entrenched 

violence and segregation in settler colonial society to such an extent that differences 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians appear ‘normal’.21 Wolfe states 

that: 

 

focusing on structural genocide also enables us to appreciate some of the concrete 

empirical relationships between spatial removal, mass killings and biocultural 

assimilation.22  

 

The mentality of assimilation and domestication is reactivated through the policies and 

principles of the Intervention. Hinkson refers to the neo-assimilationism of the 

Intervention “while appearing to grant some recognition of cultural difference, the 

Intervention allows no real cultural meaning to such ideas”.23 This can be seen in the 

extinguishment of the permit system and suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act, 

drawing attention to the power of settler colonial discourse in race relations.24 This is 

an example of the refashioning of the other to maintain the position of Whiteness in a 

settler society. What is conveyed by this discourse is a continuing form of colonialism 

whereby “Aboriginality is represented as savage and in need of settler-imposed 

                                                           
18 Bain Attwood, Telling the Truth About Aboriginal History (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2005).  
19 Alison Vivian, “Some Human Rights Are Worth More Than Others: The Northern Territory Intervention 

and the Alice Springs Town Camps” Alternative Law Journal 35, no. 1 (2010): 14. 
20  Cate Thill, “Courageous Listening, Responsibility for the Other and the Northern Territory 

Intervention,” Continuum: Journal of Media and Cultural Studies 23, no. 4 (2009): 537–548. 
21 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 

8, no. 4 (2006): 403. 
22 Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism,” 403. 
23 John Hinkson, “Why Settler Colonialism?” Arena Journal 37-38 (2012): 13. 
24 Watson, “What is Saved or Rescued and At What Cost?” 45-60. 
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control”.25 Russell declares, “settler colonial discourses, both popular and academic, 

described, constrained and defined the Aborigines”.26 The importance of historical 

records in constructing and perpetuating the imagery of nation states highlights the 

self-fashioning role of Whiteness. Mechanisms of authority such as media 

representations and policy development mean that Whiteness is positioned as the seat 

of knowledge, of both Aboriginality and Whiteness. 

Dodson’s assertion that “representations of Aboriginality are not simply isolated 

phenomena which can be eliminated. They are both weapons and symptoms of the 

oppressive relationship that exists between indigenous peoples and colonising states” 

clearly points to the fashioning of identities.27 By referencing “weapons and symptoms” 

Dodson is referring to the interconnected nature of the fashioning of identities and the 

perceptions and images that we, as members of society, have become accustomed 

to viewing as normal and matter of fact. The identities of Whiteness and Aboriginality 

are in effect loaded with the structurally violent discourse of colonial conquest. Dodson 

highlights the interconnected nature of thought processes, history and storytelling. It 

is a reminder of the potency of image-making and discourse as tools of settler 

colonialism. A reminder of why this sort of fashioning was so essential in the case of 

the Intervention is found in a discussion of ferality. The reiteration of constructed 

identities links back to the questions that underscore this research, namely, what role 

do image-makers play in the construction of Aboriginality and Whiteness? And what 

role does structural violence play in the construction and perpetuation of Aboriginality 

and Whiteness? The key to answering these questions lies in the position of ferality in 

relation to Whiteness and the need to deflect and therefore normalise settler colonial 

presence.  

The Intervention is an example of direct government action that projected the image 

of ferality and openly sought to reshape ‘personal behaviour’ through restrictive and 

draconian measures. Such measures amount to state-sanctioned surveillance and 

included the quarantining of welfare payments and mandatory health checks for 

Indigenous children.28 The need to control and contain personal behaviour and the 

cultural identities of Indigenous communities was asserted throughout the 

Intervention. Cowlishaw writes that cultural identity is “consciously created, [and] 

manufactured” and therefore constructed by the actions of settler society.29  This 

statement can be inverted, in an exercise of reflection on the cultural identity enshrined 

by settler colonial policies. The state has attempted to domesticate Indigeneity through 

                                                           
25 Alissa Macoun, “Aboriginality and the Northern Territory Intervention”, Australian Journal of Politicial 

Science 46, no. 3 (2011): 519. 
26  Lynette Russell, Savage Imaginings: Historical and Contemporary Constructions of Australian 

Aboriginalities (Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2001), 3. 
27 Dodson, “The End in the Beginning: Re(de)fining Aboriginality,” 6. 
28 Gillian Cowlishaw, “Culture and the Absurd: The Means and Meanings of Aboriginal Identity in the 

Time of Cultural Revivalism,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 18 (2012): 397. 
29 Cowlishaw, “Culture and the Absurd: The Means and Meanings of Aboriginal Identity in the Time of 

Cultural Revivalism,” 398. 
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a long history of control and misrepresentation. Emphasising deficit and dysfunction 

legislation and media representations have conspired to marginalise, isolate, and 

contain Aboriginality. 30  There is an element of reflexivity in the self-fashioning of 

identities, by attempting to limit the space in which the other can operate and contribute 

to political, social, and economic life, the settler is self-fashioned as the ultimate 

authority in society.  

 

Media Reports and the Framing of Aboriginality and Whiteness 

Media reporting during the initial phase of the Intervention actively fortified stereotypes 

of remote community life and Indigenous people as “different, other, unable to control 

their own sexuality, and implicit in this: unable to control their destinies”.31 This can 

also be traced to a fear of black heterosexuality and sexuality on the frontier, drawing 

our attention to sites “where power imbalances of gender and race correspond”.32 

Hage’s work references the process by which taming and change are strategies used 

to domesticate the ‘savage’.33 This reference to domestication speaks to the lack of 

agency attributed to Indigenous Australians as Whiteness is posited as the authority, 

capable of designating otherness and erasing Aboriginality.34 That this erasure is 

desirable and in the best interests of Indigenous people is the cornerstone of settler 

colonialism. The limited network of Indigenous representation in the media has 

enabled the settler state to minimise dissent, in effect constraining and domesticating 

Aboriginality. Hage’s notion of domestication provides a language with which to break 

down settler colonial discourse. Through the domestication of Aboriginality the state 

has worked to contain and control Indigeneity. This has occurred by way of limiting the 

platform and space that the other is able to effectively engage with the settler state or 

the repeated assertion that the ways of the other are terminally ill and problematic.  

Although The Australian has played a key role in the reporting of Indigenous affairs, 

the language used during the period of the Intervention focused on “stereotypical 

representations” of dysfunction, despair, and violence. 35  The Australian delivered 

articles that depicted one angle of the discourse following the release of The Little 

Children Are Sacred report in 2007, a detailed account of findings into child sexual 

abuse in Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory.36 There are various frames 

                                                           
30 Marcia Langton, “Aboriginal Art and Film: The Politics of Representation,” Race and Class 35 (1994): 

89–106. 
31 Susan Angel, “Radio Writes Back: Challenging Media Stereotypes of Race and Identity,” Pacific 

Journalism Review 14, no. 2 (2008): 1. 
32 Victoria Haskins and John Maynard, “Sex, Race and Power: Aboriginal Men and White Women in 

Australian History,” Australian Historical Studies 126 (2005): 191. 
33 Hage, White Nation, 114-115, 136-137.  
34 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Patriarchal Whiteness, 61-73.  
35 McCallum and Reid, “Little Children and Big Men,” 73. 
36 Rex Wild and Pat Anderson, Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal 

Children from Sexual Abuse, “Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarle ‘Little Children are Sacred’”, 
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through which concerns might have been articulated, including ‘individual 

responsibility’, ‘failed social policy’, or ‘mutual obligation’. Each of these would have 

powerfully altered the image of Aboriginality and Whiteness that was portrayed to the 

public.37  

The Australian took the approach of individual responsibility, suggesting that the report 

failed to hold individuals to account for their actions. Headlines such as “Crusade to 

save Aboriginal kids: Howard declares a ‘national emergency’” had the effect of limiting 

public discussion by distancing remote Indigenous communities from mainstream 

society.38 They also inferred a sense that the time for talking was over, and that the 

problem had become so profound that only military intervention would suffice. By 

framing debates in such a way, public perceptions and the language of deficit were 

employed, thus tapping into long held assumptions about Indigeneity and savagery. 

As a result, any possibility of empathy or sophisticated discussion as to the situation 

and any causes or long-term effects of settler colonialism and widespread 

dispossession were removed.  

Research conducted as part of The Media and Indigenous Policy Project  aimed to 

better understand the ways in which Indigenous Australians are represented in the 

media.39  So too the research sought to understand and appreciate the role that 

mainstream journalists play in this reporting. Participants spoke of the difficulty of 

traveling to remote Indigenous communities, the expense tied to this, and the limited 

budgets of many news agencies. Nicholas Rothwell from The Australian noted that 

poor news coverage, particularly in regards to Indigenous education, reflected the 

“general collapse and degradation of journalism” in the Northern Territory, with local 

sources reduced to the ABC and the NT News.40 The project also found that journalists 

were tied to the whims of the Office of the Chief Minister, with quick turnaround press 

releases and tight deadlines making it difficult for reporters to conduct thorough 

research. The Media and Indigenous Policy Project focused solely on white 

mainstream media outlets and reporters, as on the whole it is through such channels, 

or filters, that the nation is made privy to the knowledge or imagery of remote 

Indigenous community life.41  

The Australian used a narrow selection of Indigenous voices, including Noel Pearson, 

to represent the views of Indigenous Australians in regards to the Intervention. 

Pearson is an Indigenous Australian, conservative lawyer, academic, and political 

commentator for The Australian who is closely aligned with the Liberal Party. This 

emphasis on a singular and selective Indigenous perspective worked to shrink the 

                                                           
Northern Territory Government of Australia, (2007), 

http://inquirysaac.nt.gov.au/pdf/report_by_sections/bipacsa_final_report-spart_1. 
37 McCallum and Reid, “Little Children and Big Men,” 73. 
38 McCallum and Reid, “Little Children and Big Men,” 78. 
39 Lisa Waller, “It Comes With the Territory: ‘Remote’ Indigenous Reporting for Mainstream Audiences,” 

Australian Journalism Monographs 14 (2013):1–42.  
40 Waller, “It Comes With the Territory,” 7.  
41 Waller, “It Comes With the Territory,” 101. 
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debate; “the strong resistance” that many Indigenous Australians felt towards the 

Intervention was contained and silenced. 42  By narrowing the perspective through 

which others could understand this complicated issue, the public’s perception of the 

Intervention was severely constrained. The power and legitimacy of The Australian, 

according to Manne, lies in the ability for the paper to decide who should speak at the 

expense of other Indigenous voices, in effect amounting to “a kind of distortion”.43 

Although the use of an Indigenous voice gave credibility to the newspaper and its 

reporting, by defining the range of opposition voices to such small margins, it 

emphasised the role of Whiteness over an orchestrated account of events from both 

sides.  

The limited representation of Indigenous Australians speaks to the paternalism of 

settler colonialism, as those in a position of authority limit the platforms for Indigenous 

participation.44 The Australian took a very active role in the promotion of Pearson’s 

views, stating “thankfully, Aboriginal leaders such as Mr Pearson truly care about the 

fate of Aboriginal people and want to see them prosper”.45 This statement worked to 

confine opposition to the Intervention, linking all others who disagreed with the 

comprehensive measures as uncaring or irresponsible, isolating the views of those 

critical of the Intervention through the paternalistic rhetoric of deep colonising. 

McCallum and Reid have labelled this process “univocalism” and emphasise that this 

process “contributed to distorting the picture and suggesting widespread Indigenous 

support” for the Intervention.46  

In reality, there were other Indigenous voices, both on the conservative and 

progressive side, such as Marcia Langton, Bess Price, and Larissa Behrendt, with 

diverging views on the Intervention. Bess Price stated her support for the Intervention 

on ABC’s 7.30 Report exclaiming “our people’s lifestyle needed changing”47 while 

Marion Scrymgour believed the Intervention was “a muddled, ideologically driven 

crusade”.48 By limiting and containing the discourse and dialogue surrounding the 

Intervention the government was able to justify measures directed against Indigenous 

communities that in effect accelerated the “colonising practices” of the settler state.49 

 

                                                           
42 McCallum and Reid, “Little Children and Big Men,” 80. 
43 Waller, “It Comes With the Territory,” 19. 
44 Odette Kelada, “White Nation Fantasy and the Northern Territory ‘Intervention’,” ACRAWSA e-journal 

4, no. 1 (2008).  
45 McCallum and Reid, “Little Children and Big Men,” 80. 
46 McCallum and Reid, “Little Children and Big Men,” 80. 
47  Chris Uhlmann, “Bess Price on the Intervention”, ABC 7.30 Report, April 27, 2011, 

https://www.abc.net.au/7.30/bess-price-on-the-intervention/2696946. 
48  Marion Scrymgour, “Lockdown and Labelling has failed the women and children”, The Sydney 

Morning Herald, April 20, 2011, http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-opinion/lockdown-and-

labelling-has-failed-the-women-and-children-20110419-1dnbh.html. 
49  Lorenzo Veracini, “Isopolitics, Deep Colonising, Settler Colonialism,” Interventions: International 

Journal of Postcolonial Studies 13, no. 2 (2011): 180. 
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The Violence of Neglect 

The textual discourse that accompanies settler colonialism is marked by violence. This 

is a violence designed to reiterate and emphasise the place and nature of constructed 

identities. Discourses, including those pertaining to army presences in Indigenous 

communities or the removal of Indigenous children from their families for required 

medical tests, have focused on deficit held in place by structural violence.50 As I have 

already discussed, this determination and perpetuation of a ‘deficit condition’ is not 

confined to the Intervention but rather has a long history in Australia.51 Biological 

policies during the assimilation era highlight cultural violence, operating in such ways 

as to render direct or structural violence “right – or at least not wrong”.52 In 1927 The 

Perth Sunday Times called for immediate action over “Central Australia’s half-caste 

problem” warning of the danger “that three races will develop in Australia – white, 

black, and the pathetic, sinister third race which is neither”.53 This account labelled 

and contained both Aboriginality and Whiteness, yet it also determined a liminal state 

of in-betweenness, as a dangerous third race. In effect people who were viewed as in-

between were held to belong to neither sectors of society and were deemed 

untrustworthy.54 Langton notes that what comprises authentic Indigenous identity is 

“fraught and toxic”.55 Notions of authenticity have been used to contain and limit 

Indigenous participation in settler society due to “complex systems of classification 

and control”.56 

The biogenetic assimilation period that saw the labelling and containing of Aboriginality 

through blood quantum is testament to this. A number of procedures, legislative 

instruments, and policies have been used to exclude and contain Indigenous 

Australians, such as measures of “blood quantum, skin colour through chromatic 

inventory”, and “card-holding status”, each used as a device for defining and 

classifying Indigenous bodies.57 Haderer notes in everyday discourse “half castes 

were labelled as something aberrant and abnormal”, as something that challenged the 

social norms and mores of Whiteness.58 It is this sector of society that has posed a 

                                                           
50 Howard-Wagner, “Reclaiming the Northern Territory as a Settler-Colonial Space,” 220-240.  
51 For a more in depth discussion on the history of representation of Indigenous Australians through the 

prism of deficit see Bain Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1992) and 

Cressida Fforde, Lawrence Bamblett, Ray Lovett, Scott Gorringe, and Bill Fogarty, “Discourse, Deficit 

and Identity: Aboriginality, the Race Paradigm and the Language of Representation in Contemporary 

Australia,” Media International Australia 149 (2013): 162–173. 
52 Galtung, “Cultural Violence,” 291. 
53 Stefan Haderer, “Biopower, Whiteness and the Stolen Generations: The Arbitrary Power of Racial 

Classification,” Critical Race and Whiteness Studies 9, no. 2 (2013): 9. 
54 Peter Read, “Making Aboriginal History,” in Australian History Now, ed. Anna Clark and Paul Ashton 

(Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, University of NSW, 2013), 24–39. 
55  Sarah Maddison, “Indigenous Identity ‘Authenticity’ and the Structural Violence of Settler 

Colonialism,” Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power  20, no. 3 (2013): 289. 
56 Maddison, “Indigenous Identity, ‘Authenticity’ and the Structural Violence of Settler Colonialism,” 290. 
57  Amanda Kearney, Cultural Wounding, Healing, and Emerging Ethnicities (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2014), 7. 
58 Haderer, “Biopower,” 9. 
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threat, perceived or otherwise, to settler society by blurring the lines between black 

and white, challenging the settler state to examine the history of colonisation in the 

process. This perceived threat has been around since the earliest days of the colony, 

Reynolds notes, as the violence of the frontier ended it morphed into anxieties about 

identity, “racial mixture, the dilution of white blood and the growth of a half-caste 

population”.59 The very fact that the parameters of normality or authenticity are never 

clearly spelt out, or are assumed of those in power, highlights the potency of 

Whiteness as a defining characteristic of settler colonial Australia.  

Although the violence that is contained in such discourse may be considered indirect, 

in that more explicit forms of violence remind us of its physical capacity to deliver great 

harm, the violence delivered by images and words entrenches normative presences 

within societies. Galtung notes that the violence of settler colonialism is built into the 

structure of society and “shows up as unequal power and consequently as unequal 

life chances”.60 Unequal life chances follow through to representations in the media, 

as misrepresentations work to perpetuate limiting stereotypes of certain peoples and 

populations, which in turn may feed discrimination, racism and violations of human 

rights. Imagery encased in deficit and neglect was disseminated throughout 

representations in the media. The Sydney Morning Herald published an article with 

the title ‘Remote Areas Face Radical Change’, using strong language and imagery to 

project the identity of deficit and ferality.61 Contained in the article is the unspoken 

assumptions of settler society, of the deficit and neglect of Indigenous communities. 

The choice of language used in the article such as ‘war’, ‘burnt-out car’ and 

‘battlegrounds’  captioned Indigeneity as violent and separate from mainstream white 

Australia. Structural violence operates in this image by drawing attention to the 

dysfunctionality of Wadeye, a community in the Northern Territory with a large 

Indigenous population, rather than highlighting the historical disadvantage that many 

Indigenous communities face. Captioned as a ‘community at war’, otherness is 

highlighted as the norm. This language isolates Indigenous Australians from the 

everyday experiences of many non-Indigenous. Children are again pictured on their 

own, with no adult in sight, playing on a burnt-out car instead of a playground. This 

image plays on the history of misrepresentation in settler colonial discourse. I argue 

that this violence is reiterated through the discourse of the Intervention, both through 

the policies that were introduced and the representations that were presented almost 

daily in the media. Both entrench a view of Aboriginality as ‘other’, projecting ferality 

and deficit, assuming the benefits of Whiteness, while calling into question the 

authenticity and value of Indigenous Australians. 
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The Ferality of Settler Colonialism 

The colonial preoccupation with containing and defining Aboriginality reveals 

sensitivities to identity and insecurities about the certainty of settler society’s presence. 

The declaration of Indigeneity, whether used to describe the human or non-human 

(i.e. flora and fauna), is tied to notions of authenticity, highlighting the separation of 

that which is born of a context and that which is not.62 The Indigenous category exists 

primarily in relation to the non-Indigenous, therefore creating a binary and categories 

of contention. The ambivalence towards Indigenous persons in Australia is juxtaposed 

against the embrace of Indigenous wildlife (flora and fauna). Trigger notes that 

‘nativeness’ in flora and fauna is “linked with Aboriginality in persons” with both forms 

of Indigeneity “attributed the quality of authenticity”.63 This statement draws attention 

to the binary of race relations within a settler colony. Nativeness, or Indigeneity, in gum 

trees and acacias has become nostalgically connected to what it is to be Australian. 

While Indigeneity in people has been labelled as destructive and filtered through the 

language and imagery of savagery as can be seen more recently in the Intervention. 

An analysis of ferality helps to shed light on the role that image-makers have played 

in the construction and perpetuation of Aboriginality and Whiteness. Instilling a 

tradition of thought whereby Indigeneity is linked to noble savagery, animal-like, yet 

not akin to native species co-opted into the national imaginary, deflects the problem 

of the settler identity.64 The non-Indigenous is the outsider in this context, thus fits, by 

definition, the category of the feral species. In the failure of the state to domesticate 

and assimilate Indigenous persons, it is the Aboriginal identity that is subsequently 

cast as feral in the imaginings of the coloniser. This self-fashioning of the settler as 

belonging works to justify a colonial presence and in turn persecute an Indigenous 

one.65 The self-fashioning role of Whiteness operates to deny, if not mask, the ferality 

of non-Indigenous Australians, as interlopers, invaders, and ‘that which does not 

belong’. Image-makers have played a key role in this self-fashioning, through the 

dissemination of a particular discourse. This discourse involves the othering of 

Indigenous Australians through failed attempts to domesticate and contain Indigeneity 

and the construction and manipulation of textual discourse.  

Trigger draws attention to this vexing issue in settler colonial Australia. He explores 

the matter of ferality and introduced species and how these threaten the ‘authenticity’ 

of native flora and fauna. One illustrative case is that of the cane toad, introduced in 

1935. Its arrival has wreaked havoc on natural habitats throughout Northern Australia. 
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Trigger reflects on how Indigenous Australians have adapted by seeking to 

accommodate what was “initially ‘alien’”.66 Trigger also notes that the Yolngu have a 

“feral cat dreaming” while buffalo, an introduced species, is considered “bushtucker”.67 

These examples highlight “flexible visions of what ‘belongs’” and stand in contrast to 

enduring tensions in race relations, as settler colonialism continues to contain and 

construct Aboriginality as in need of settler control.68 The state has carried this out 

through legislation and media representations that attempt to domesticate Indigeneity. 

I argue that Whiteness is a true representation of ferality. Non-Indigenous Australians 

are by definition ‘feral’, introduced and invasive, and bring with them prevailing notions 

of normalcy. That which does not comply with registers of normalcy is thus cast as 

alien, invasive, feral, and in need of containment or domestication.69 Textual discourse 

is therefore far from innocent, and when controlled by the canons of Whiteness, as is 

the case in Australia, it too operates to enforce normalcy and crush otherness. 

Entrenching pervasive views of Whiteness as just and normative becomes an exercise 

in concealing the ferality of settler colonial self.  

 

The Normalcy of Whiteness 

The long history of Indigenous image-making began with the arrival of the British in 

1788 and continues to this day.70 As colonisation intensified representations of the 

‘noble savage’ such as the image of the lone hunter were “reproduced endlessly”.71 

This cycle of representation is significant as it would be through this image-making 

process that “most Europeans came to know about” Indigenous Australians.72 The 

constructed identities of Whiteness and Aboriginality appear on the surface as a given, 

represented as the norm. As Attwood states, “the making of an identity rests upon 

negating, repressing or excluding things antithetical to it”.73 Identities, for example, the 

heroic and brave pioneering settler, work only in conjunction with the “existence of the 

inoffensive Aborigines”. 74  The settler is a powerful ideological construct in the 

projection of Whiteness that has been invented within a framework of “Western ideas 
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about science, nature, race, society, nationality”.75 It is an image that taps into ideas 

about national identity and belonging. 

A number of procedures, legislative instruments, and policies have been used to 

exclude and contain Indigenous Australians, such as measures of “blood quantum, 

skin colour through chromatic inventory” and “card-holding status”, each used as a 

device for defining and classifying Indigenous bodies.76 The passing of restrictive 

legislation is a clear example of Whiteness in action, including the Aboriginal 

Protection Act (1869), the Immigration Restriction Act (1901) as well as the more 

recent passing of legislation for the Northern Territory Emergency Response (The 

Intervention) in 2007. The refusal by the former Howard government to ratify the 

United Nation’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples also draws attention 

to Whiteness operating from a position of privilege while trying to contain Indigeneity.77 

Francesca Merlan’s discussion on the definition and construction of Indigeneity gives 

an insight into how effective legislation and government policies are at containing, 

while at the same time excluding. She quotes former United Nations Special 

Rapporteur Rodolfo Stavenhagen, who argues that Indigenousness, as a category, “is 

the outcome of governmental policies imposed from above and from the outside”.78 

Indigenous Australians have been constrained by the workings of the State as the 

federal referendum of 1967 gave the government the assumed “capacity to legislate 

about Aborigines”.79 

The Intervention, therefore, is illustrative of the ongoing role that Whiteness has played 

and continues to play in settler colonial discourse. The restrictive and containing 

measures introduced and rushed through Parliament are testament to this. Five 

hundred pages of emergency response legislation were passed through the House of 

Representatives on the same day they were tabled. The speed with which the 

Intervention and supporting legislation were disseminated amongst the public gave 

weight to Howard’s claim of a “national emergency” that could not wait another day.80 

As Giannacopoulos notes, it is in fact the settler state that is at “liberty to declare the 

exception, or in this case the ‘national emergency’”. In effect Howard was reasserting 

the perimeters around Aboriginality. 81  These perimeters highlight the violence of 

legislation and image-making that distributed images of Indigenous Australians as 

feral and out of control. 

Kelada takes this argument further, noting that the Northern Territory Emergency 

Response legislation gives a clear “insight into how Whiteness works as an ideological 
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force shaping Australian society”.82 Measures such as the quarantining of income and 

extinguishment of the permit system are examples of this. Warning signs placed 

outside remote Indigenous communities had the effect of naming and shaming 

Indigenous residents. The fact that these signs, which highlighted the restriction of 

pornography and liquor, have only been erected at the entrance to and within 

Indigenous communities speaks to the power of Whiteness and the public declaration 

of ferality. An Indigenous resident from the community of Ampilatwatja drew attention 

to the hypocrisy of the Intervention and the impact of the prescribed area signs:  

 

…blue sign… take ‘em away! They point the finger at us! Whitefella they see that sign 

and they think ‘they must be really bad with that pornography’… Yet you can still go into 

a newsagent in Tennant Creek, adult bookshops and so on and buy all the materials 

there, but not here.83  

 

As the signs placed outside communities contained the residents, warning the wider 

population of the dangers within, the deliberate silencing of Aboriginality in the media 

also sought to limit Indigenous Australians through the refashioning of Aboriginality as 

feral and other. 

 

The Refashioning of Aboriginality as Other 

The Intervention highlights the persistence of deeply colonising aspects of government 

policy, instating a binary opposition between Indigenous Australians and White 

Australians.84 The restrictive aspects of the NTER legislation brought relentless media 

attention not only to remote Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory, but also 

to Indigenous Australians nationwide. Overwhelmingly this attention focused on 

deficiency and deficit. By emphasising the remoteness of ‘these’ people the 

opportunity for empathy and understanding was diminished. The comprehensive and 

compulsory measures of the Intervention were insidious in nature with the measures 

directed solely on the basis of race. In effect this “construction locates violence as 

arising from Aboriginality” instead of the deeply colonising nature of policies such as 

the Intervention.85 By focusing on an isolated and remote expression of Indigeneity, 

Indigenous Australians were presented as in need of settler control. The inference 

being that ‘these’ people could not be trusted to help themselves or their children. The 

language of difference was employed when Prime Minister Howard stated on national 
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television, “the basic elements of a civilised society don’t exist”.86 Howard’s statement 

reinforced notions of difference calling into play the imagery of the past, of European 

ideologies that were steeped in perceptions of racial superiority with the alignment of 

natural selection and cultural evolution.  

Neoliberal aspects of the Intervention, such as the amendment to the Aboriginal Land 

Rights (NT) Act 1976 and acquisition of 99-year leases in Indigenous communities, in 

effect worked to erode kinship and collective land rights. 87 This coupled with the 

introduction of the Home Ownership on Indigenous Land program in 2005, are both 

examples of the continuation of restrictive government policies. Drawing attention to 

the neoliberal principles espoused and upheld by government, the pervasive emphasis 

has been on individualism and individual accountability, both of which disregard the 

place of kinship and collective or familial responsibility within Indigenous community 

life. The program operates with the mandate to increase individual home ownership 

on Indigenous community titled land. Mal Brough accused Indigenous communities of 

not fully working to unlock the economic potential of their land, insisting they “pursue 

the path of market-driven development to become economically viable”.88 Brough’s 

statement raises the question – is economic compliability the only marker for societal 

success? One response might be that the economics of settler colonialism have never 

serviced the needs of Indigenous Australians, so why would that be any different now? 

The emphasis on market-driven development as the primary barometer of success 

disregards the cultural distinctiveness and autonomy of Indigenous economic and 

political practices.  

 

Conclusion 

Through a history of misrepresentation and marginalisation Indigenous Australians 

have been cast as the ‘other’, an alien, even feral and undomesticatable figure in a 

settler colonial landscape. This is the counter narrative to that of Whiteness as an 

invading presence across Indigenous homelands. This misrepresentation has 

occurred across a number of platforms, as image-makers have perpetuated the 

structural and cultural violence of settler colonialism. The perception of settler 

innocence has a role to play in this misrepresentation and it manifests in a cultural 

violence that works to justify inequalities and structural violence as “right – or at least 

not wrong”. 89  In other words, people are informed by what surrounds them and 

enculturated through entrenched preconceptions of settler society.  

The Intervention is one example in a long line of misrepresentations that began with 

British settlement in 1788. The discourse of deficit featured heavily in the media during 

the early stages of the Intervention reinforcing the role of other and the “continual 
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negation of Aboriginal identity”.90 I have argued that the discourse of negation says 

more about Whiteness than it does about Aboriginality, as it is Whiteness that 

continues to operate on deeply colonising levels to undermine and contain 

Aboriginality. This it must continue to do in an effort to conceal its own feral and 

invasive character. In effect Whiteness has been constructed in such a way as to 

become the site of knowledge, worth, and power. Consequently, Aboriginality has 

been contained as the inferior other. 

In this article I have also critically discussed and reflected on the Intervention as a 

case study, which highlights the role the media plays in the dissemination of Whiteness 

and the construction and perpetuation of Aboriginality. Under the themes of structural 

violence of neglect, the normalcy of Whiteness, and the refashioning Aboriginality as 

other, I have examined the deeply colonising aspects of settler colonialism and the 

Intervention. I have engaged with Hage’s notion of domestication, along with Trigger’s 

notion of ferality as ways of understanding Indigenous and non-Indigenous relations 

in Australia. Through a process of self-fashioning, the ferality of Whiteness has been 

concealed and projected onto a ‘dysfunctional and savage’ Aboriginality. Image-

makers have employed the “organizing grammar of race” in an attempt to domesticate 

Indigeneity.91  

Comprehensive policy programs such as the Intervention are examples of settler 

colonialism’s attempts to delimit the spaces in which Indigenous Australians can 

interact and engage with the state. The presumption and charge of ferality has come 

about through the self-fashioning of Whiteness as moral and right. Structural violence 

of settler colonialism maintains the constructed identities of Aboriginality and 

Whiteness. Ferality and domestication speak to the othering of Aboriginality and the 

self-fashioning of Whiteness through the restrictive and deeply colonising aspects of 

media representation and policies such as the Intervention.  
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