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The Stronger Futures Act:  
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Abstract 
This paper contributes to literature, which situates government actions 
towards the Australian Northern Territory following the release of Ampe 
Akelernamane Meke Mekarle, Little Children Are Sacred report as disciplinary 
measures and forms of deep colonisation. Specifically, the paper relates 
aspects of the Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Act as characteristics 
of disciplinary technologies. The paper suggests that discourses of stronger 
and independent development as the presented aim of the act, create notions 
about ‘correct’ development, and while doing so, imply that Aboriginal people 
in the Northern Territory are not satisfying this idea. The paper affirms that the 
Act is following the direction of other policy documents which equate strong, 
proper and healthy development with economic productivity. Finally it 
recognises an inconsistency in the Act, as the act aims to ensure Aboriginal 
people in the Northern Territory live independent lives through a process that 
limits their autonomy and independence. 
 
Key Words: Aboriginal autonomy, neo-liberal policy, Critical discourse 
analysis 
 
Introduction 
 
Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Act (the Act) is the most recent 
legislation responding to the 2007 Ampe Akelernamane Meke Mekarle, Little 
Children Are Sacred report (the Report). The Report directed attention to the 
issue of child sexual abuse within Australia, particularly amongst Northern 
Territory communities with a considerable proportion of Aboriginal residents. 
As a response, the Act “..contains a number of measures aimed at building 
better futures for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory” (Stronger 
Futures in the Northern Territory Act [SFNT ACT] 2012: 3). Within the Act 
‘special measures’ (SFNT ACT 2012: 11) are presented with the aim to 
encourage better futures for Aboriginal people and are specific to the areas of 
‘alcohol abuse’, ‘land reform’, ‘food security’, and ‘other areas’. The Act 
characterises stronger futures as “..liv[ing] strong, independent lives, where 
communities, families and children are safe and healthy” (SFNT ACT 2012: 
3). The Act also affiliates stronger, safe and healthy lives with measurable 
items including economic development. For example, within the Act land 
reform “..measures are aimed at facilitating the granting of rights and 
interests, and promoting economic development,..” (2012: 3). The authors 
argue that the scope and direction of the Act, follows and contributes to the 
discourses producing proper or correct development as presented within other 
recent policy documents and aligns such development with economic 
progress.  
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This paper examines and relates aspects of the Act, and measures within, as 
a ‘disciplinary’ technology of power (Foucault 1977) and addresses how it 
satisfies characteristics relating to the idea of ‘discipline’ as Foucault 
understands it. As a disciplinary technology, the Act is contributing to 
discourses within Australian policy that work towards the development of a 
body of knowledge about particular groups. The body of knowledge 
developed implies ideas of ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ behaviour, and these ideas 
of correct and incorrect behaviour result in consequences for specific groups. 
Specifically, ideas of ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ behaviour become the founding 
tenets that underpin policy and practice, and further impact groups that 
policies are directed towards.  

Forms of policy and legislation which aim to enforce a notion of correct 
behaviour and development has produced significantly adverse 
consequences for groups impacted. More specifically, ‘Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada and the USA have a long history of detaining Indigenous 
people, denying their rights and controlling behaviour through and beyond the 
law (Moreton-Robinson 2009: 61). The resource, Working Together: 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Mental Health and Wellbeing Principal 
and Practice (Purdie, Dudgeon and Walker 2010) has been developed to 
support the initiation of health programming that is culturally appropriate for 
persons of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander decent. In their chapter, 
Dudgeon et al (2010) identify and summarise the implications of numerous 
forms of oppressive legislation that have been founded in ideas of correct 
development for people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent. 
Amongst the referenced include The Victorian Aboriginal Protection Act 
(1869) (Protection Act). The Protection Act enabled government to enforce 
responsibility over “..care custody and education of the children of..” persons 
of Aboriginal descent. Such policies have resulted in significantly adverse 
consequences for those impacted and described as ‘..a form of cultural 
genocide..” (Dudgeon et al 2010: 30). They have also been described as 
“[g]overnment assimilation policies [that] oversaw the widespread destruction 
of families and communities through the removal of their children..” (Markwick 
et al 2014: 2). Additionally the cumulative impact of government actions 
towards Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people throughout history have 
been identified as paramount in their contribution towards the variation in 
mental health and social determinants of health outcomes between those of 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal backgrounds (Marwick et al 2014).  

Similarly, adverse consequences of policies founded in ideas of correct 
behaviour and development are evident for individuals impacted by residential 
schools in Canada. The 1876 Indian Act worked towards formalising the use 
and practice of residential schools for children of Aboriginal decent. Similar to 
policies in Australia, residential schools were created with the aim to 
“..educate widely dispersed [A]boriginal children but also remove children from 
their parents’ care and to encourage them to abandon and deintegrate 
[A]boriginal language, culture and religious practices..” (Barnes, Josefowitz, 
and Cole 2006: 20). The residential school legacy resulted in consequences 
for those involved including the experiences of racism, separation from family 
and physical and sexual abuse (Barnes, Josefowitz and Cole 2006). 
Furthermore, experiences within the residential school system have been 
characterised as traumatic where, “..students were made to feel ashamed of 
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their ancestry, while teachers and other authority figures constantly sought to 
reinforce the innate superiority of “white” society and values” (Stout and 
Kipling 2003: 31). Such consequences are problematic as they blatantly go 
against the intended purpose of child development and education (Barnes, 
Josefowitz and Cole 2006). Given the diverse problematic impacts of policies 
founded in ideas surrounding ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ behaviour and 
development, it is important to explore ideas of ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ 
behaviour as they relate to policy and legislation.  

Guided by Fairclough’s (1992; 2002) methods of conducting critical 
discourse analysis the authors conduct a critical discourse analysis of the Act. 
Specifically, the authors follow the aspects of Fairclough’s (2002) analytical 
framework for conducting discourse analysis. Aligning with the framework the 
authors, identify a ‘social problem’ (Fairclough 2002: 125), as ‘stronger 
development’ as it is addressed in the Act. Secondly, they identify and 
analyse aspects affiliated (Fairclough 2002: 125) with ‘stronger development’ 
including, ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ behaviour. Additionally, the authors use the 
lenses of critical social theory and postcolonial theory to examine how 
discourses producing stronger and independent development create 
consequences for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. Such an 
analysis exposes inconsistencies in policy documents (Bowe, Ball & Gold 
1992; Macfarlane and Lakhani 2015) and can work to highlight what has been 
described as ‘settler ignorance’ within such policies (Godlewska, Schaefli & 
Chaput 2013). Furthermore, doing so is important as critical perspectives of 
policy documents are often missing and are valuable to our understanding of 
such documents (Shahjahan 2011). The view presented is that the idea of 
‘stronger independent development’ is a problematic that situates particular 
individuals outside of categories that signify successful community 
participation. In this paper, the Act is viewed as a disciplinary measure and as 
an effect of government ‘steering at a distance’ (Rose 1999), thereby 
producing an extension of government policies that have worked and are 
working towards a body of knowledge about Aboriginal people in the Northern 
Territory.  
 
Critical reflections on government action(s) towards the Northern 
Territory 
 
Before undertaking an examination it is important to highlight existing 
research hypothesising the impact that current reforms may have for persons 
of Aboriginal descent living in the Northern Territory. Howard-Wagner and 
Kelly (2011) take a postcolonial approach to this position and utilising 
Foucault’s (1976; 1977) understanding of bio politics and disciplinary 
technologies of power examine how both protectionism and interventionism 
have been Australian policy mechanisms to “..contain and settle traditionally 
mobile peoples”(102) of the Northern Territory. Their work chronicles how 
policies in the 20th century such as the Northern Territory Aboriginals Act 1910 
were created under the guise of ‘protectionism’ and were enacted to “..protect 
and control Aboriginal inhabitants of the Northern Territory” (107). Their work 
also establishes interventionism as a 21st century policy directive and affiliates 
this directive with the Northern Territory National Emergency Response Act 
2007 (NTNERA) (Cth). They suggest that the NTNERA is a form of 
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interventionism that “…has created a neoliberal space of economic and social 
exception’ (113), and affiliates this interventionism with a form of ‘deep 
colonisation’ (Rose 1996). Additionally, Foucault’s work is also used to 
highlight how western understandings position such interventions as 
protectionism. 

 The actions and reform policies of government following Ampe 
Akelernamane Meke Mekarle, Little Children Are Sacred, have also been 
interpreted as serving a neoliberal purpose (Kelly 2010; Walter 2010; Howard-
Wagner 2011; Howard-Wagner 2012; Watson 2009). Again Howard-Wagner’s 
(2012) work is relevant here as it exposes how the recent Federal government 
responses and declarations towards the Northern Territory following the Ampe 
Akelernamane Meke Mekarle, Little Children Are Sacred report worked to 
create a particular understanding of Aboriginal people in the Northern 
Territory; align communities with failures while disregarding an understanding 
which acknowledges a comprehensive political scope; and affiliate 
government actions as humanitarian and morally obligated. Through a 
historical understanding of the settler-colonisation process Howard-Wagner 
(2012) also illustrate how government actions since 2007 have worked as an 
extension of a neoliberal and settler colonial agenda (221-222).  

The current paper builds on the ideas mentioned in critical reviews of 
government responses and reforms preceding the Act. This paper differs from 
the previous reviews as it relates specifically to the Stronger Futures in the 
Northern Territory Act, and links rhetoric from this Act to the concepts of 
disciplinary technologies (Foucault 1977) and deep colonisation (Rose 1996). 
For clarity it is worthwhile to highlight sections of the paper that follow. In the 
first section, The Act as a technology of power, Foucault’s (1977) idea of 
discipline is described and used to illustrate how the Act works as a 
technology of government meant to regulate individuals. Additionally, critical 
perspectives of government actions following the Ampe Akelernamane Meke 
Mekarle, Little Children Are Sacred (2007) report, by Altman and Hickson 
(2009) are highlighted. Specifically, the work of Altman and Hickson (2009) is 
used to highlight that the Northern Territory Intervention (hereafter, the 
Intervention) follows a neoliberal purpose and agenda, one which the authors 
of this paper argue is also present within the Act. Finally, the work of Howard-
Wagner and Kelly (2011), specifically their work relating the Intervention as an 
extension of the settler-colonial process is highlighted, and aspects of the Act 
further identified as an extension of this process. In the section which follows, 
The Act and the ‘body of knowledge’, Foucault’s (1977) work is used again to 
highlight how policy documents such as the Act work to construct identities, 
and these identities result in consequences for the groups under gaze. To 
further exemplify this point, the work of Popkewitz (2013) is referenced, 
around how the construction of identities and a body of knowledge may result 
in interventions for particular groups. In the final section, Productivity and 
performativity, the Act is identified as a consequence resulting from a 
fabricated body of knowledge about Aboriginal persons in the Northern 
Territory. Additionally, potential consequences of the Act are discussed. The 
work of Ball (2012) is used here to highlight how performance and 
performativity are drivers for intervention and how performance measures are 
a constantly being increased and heightened. In this section, the authors 
suggest that the Act becomes a mechanism to encourage a continual cycle of 
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at-risk categorisation (Macfarlane and Lakhani 2015), and when coupled with 
the idea of continually advancing performance measures, a cycle which is 
highlighted as one which may never end.  
 
The Act as a technology of power  
 
In Foucault’s work, Discipline and Punish the idea of ‘discipline’, is recognised 
as, “..a type of power, a modality for its exercise, comprising a whole set of 
instruments, techniques, procedures, levels of application, targets; it is a 
‘physics’ or anatomy of power, a technology” (215). Foucault (1977, 1980) 
discussed two distinct conceptions of power - disciplinary power and bio-
power - both distinct though overlapping and both producing particular forms 
of subjectification (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982; Hatcher 1997; Tyler 1993). In 
Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1977) suggests that discipline works on 
objects and subjects to produce docile bodies. For Foucault a docile body is 
one which is “..produce[d] subjected..” (138) and, “…used, transformed and 
improved” (136) by those that govern. He understands discipline as a 
mechanism to create docile bodies, which are a lever for those in power and 
with interest to manipulate. This means that the body becomes a site for 
regulation and treatment by those in power. Additionally, through discipline the 
body becomes a tool controlled to ensure a wanted “..efficiency of 
movements…internal organisation” (137) and that this is an “..uninterrupted, 
constant coercion..” (137) process.  

Foucault’s (1977) argument is that ‘disciplinary’ actions are exercises of 
power that are administered by various aspects of society and contribute to 
the identification of, and enforcing over the other. In the case of the Act, the 
Australian Parliament has exercised a technology of power with the current 
Act over Aboriginal persons in the Northern Territory. Within the Act, the aim 
to “..build stronger futures for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory, and 
for related purposes” (SFNT ACT 2012: 1), is read as corrective and implies 
that the present reality of Aboriginal persons in the region is incorrect. The 
understanding of ‘incorrect’ becomes a case for intervention and results in 
technologies of power, which are used to normalise or correct certain groups 
(Howard-Wagner and Kelly 2011), by setting out consequences which aim to 
ensure that normalisation.  

Foucault (1977) details the ways in which the performance and 
perspective of individuals is corrected through discipline. Specifically, he 
suggests that the creation of docile bodies via discipline takes place through 
the mechanisms of “..hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement and 
their combination in a procedure that is specific to it, the examination” (170). 
The second dimension, normalizing judgement, is created through the act of 
punishment as punishment serves the purpose of being corrective and has 
the goal of transforming those punished to a suggested norm. Punishment is a 
force, which encourages and develops societies’ understanding of 
“..behaviour and performance on the basis of two opposed values good and 
evil” (180). Punishment is a judgement, and through its ability to standardise 
acts as correct or incorrect, and provide consequences for the latter, is meant 
to ‘reduce gaps’ (170), and ensure “..a constraint of conformity that must be 
achieved” (183).  
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The points mentioned by Foucault (1977) surrounding normalized 
judgements and the assignment of particular correct behaviours is of 
relevance to the Act. For persons of Aboriginal descent living in the Northern 
Territory, ‘Land Reform’, is included as special measure within the Act and it is 
expected that the special measures within the Act will ensure that “..Aboriginal 
people in the Northern Territory live strong, independent lives, where 
communities, families and children are safe and healthy” (SFNT ACT 2012: 
4). Specific to land reform, the special measures within the policy aim “to 
promote economic development in town camps and community living areas” 
(SFNT ACT 2012: 40), and “modify NT laws in relation to town camps” (SFNT 
ACT 2012: 41) and ‘community living areas’ (SFNT ACT 2012: 44) concerning 
the use, dealing, planning, and infrastructure of land (SFNT ACT 2012: 41, 
44). This section clarifies that any changes to the use, dealing, planning and 
infrastructure of community living areas and town camps can be made by the 
Minister in consultation with government; the owner or lessee of the land; and 
anyone else the Minister feels is valid to consult. This section also states that 
the Minister’s ‘failure to comply’ (43, 45) or consult with the stated persons, 
does not impact the ‘validity of the regulations’ (43, 45)  

 While such measures may appear appropriate in many respects, the 
results can be quite problematic. The Act is region and population specific, 
and as a disciplinary technology, it works to ‘rank’ and ‘classify’ (Foucault 
1977: 148) persons within these regions as those requiring intervention, 
towards normalisation (Foucault 1977). It objectifies Aboriginal people, holding 
them up for intervention and excluding them from proper social and systemic 
participation. The Act implies that particular communities require special 
supervision, surveillance and governance, and are not developing 
appropriately. This can be understood as an extension of current surveillance 
measures as clarified by Howard-Wagner and Kelly (2011) established 
following the Northern Territory Emergency Response Act 2007 (Cth). In the 
current Act, consequences for Aboriginal people include the ability for the 
Minister to set regulations that may “modify any law of the Northern Territory 
relating to..” (SFNT ACT 2012: 44) the use, development, or infrastructure of 
land, with or without the consultation of government and the land owner or 
lessee (SFNT ACT 2012).  

The act aims to “..facilitat[e] the granting of rights and interests, and 
promoting economic development, in those camps and areas” (SFNT ACT 
2012: 40). In doing so it aims to integrate Aboriginal communities into the 
economic market and with that aligns economic development with a stronger 
future for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. The communities 
impacted by the current Act are either, town camps or community living areas 
(SFNT ACT 2012). Recently these areas have been understood as areas 
which are delegated for Aboriginal residential or cultural purpose. For example 
the Act recognises that town camps “.. [are] land that, at commencement, is 
leased primarily for residential, community or cultural purposes for Aboriginal 
people..” (SFNT ACT 2012: 40), and a “..community living area is an area 
granted or created as an Aboriginal community living area by or under a law of 
the Northern Territory” (SFNT ACT 2012: 40). Clearly the descriptions of 
these areas as mentioned within the Act suggest that land focus is residential. 
The objectives of the act contrast this purpose. Specifically, the objective of 
Part 3 concerning Land Reform for town camps and community living areas, 
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includes the aim of ‘promoting economic development’ (SFNT ACT 2012:40) 
and in doing so positions the stronger future of these areas with their 
economic development. 

In the Act ‘stronger development’ is a social problem and is aligned 
with economic productivity. The Act implies that striving for such an outcome 
is the ‘correct’ way to behave. Policies since the Northern Territory 
Intervention and the measures informing and preceding the Act have been 
characterised as ones which encourage the development of the neoliberal 
Aboriginal conforming to mainstream Australian ideals (Altman and Hinkson 
2009; Watson 2009). Altman and Hinkson (2009) highlight the initial Northern 
Territory intervention response measures presented by the then Prime 
Minister John Howard and Indigenous Affairs Minister Mal Brough in June and 
July of 2007. In their article Altman and Hinkson (2009) describe aspects of 
the intervention, and position the perceived risks for Aboriginal communities in 
the Northern Territory against government intervention responses meant to 
remedy these risks. They note that the measures within the initial intervention 
work towards the “…production of a new kind of disciplined Aboriginal subject: 
the one who would embrace the individualised aspirations of neoliberalism” 
(193) and “..[would] embrace the values of the free market” (195). The initial 
intervention measures concerning land and housing highlight the importance 
of land being market driven with a focus on privatisation. For example, 
response measures from 2007 suggest that acceptable living arrangements 
are dependent on the initiation of ‘..market based rent for public housing, with 
normalised tenancy requirements’ (Families, Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs [FACSIA] 20071). Similar to the Act, the 2007 response 
measures focusing on rent and tenancy can be understood as the integration 
of Northern Territory land into an Australian economic system. The Act differs 
from land reform measures within the Intervention as it includes an economic 
motive for land use: the Act suggests that land reform concerns an adjustment 
to land purpose, with a focus on economic productivity, while the latter 
focused on improving housing conditions.  

It is important to recognise that the argument of this paper is not 
against betterment, and safe housing and recognises striving for economic 
development is a reasonable goal (Macfarlane & Lakhani 2015). However, 
this paper acknowledges that productivity and integration into the economic 
market has been a constant feature throughout the colonial process, which 
has worked to place Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory as inferior 
(Howard-Wagner 2011; Rose 1996; Moreton-Robinson 2009), and aligned 
with a government dictated view of what is ‘incorrect’. It is also suggested that 
practices aiming for better, which marginalise and coercively exclude the 
voice of certain groups and perpetuate the extension of the settler-colonial 
development (Howard-Wagner 2011; Rose 1996) are extremely problematic, 
given their ability to reduce residents’ autonomy. 

The Act can be situated as an extension of the settler-colonial process, 
in relation to its’ concerns with land reform and economic prosperity as it 
further reduces Aboriginal autonomy and works towards their integration into 
an economic market. This is an idea which has been initiated by Howard-
Wagner & Kelly (2011) in their analysis of government responses to the 

                                            
1 http://www.formerministers.fahcsia.gov.au/3581/emergency_21june07/  
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Northern Territory prior to the Act. In their analysis of government responses 
to the Northern Territory Howard-Wagner & Kelly (2011) use Rose’s (1996) 
concept of, ‘deep colonisation’ to describe government policy towards 
Aboriginal communities during the 21st century. ‘Deep colonisation’ recognises 
that colonisation is an ongoing process, and colonising practices are currently 
resilient within “..institutions that are meant to reverse this process of 
colonisation” (Rose 1996: 6) or, “..within decolonising institutions” (Rose 1996: 
6). Utilising the example of a land claim, Rose (1996) exemplifies how the 
government process for land claims can be characterised as a form of deep 
colonisation. Rose (1996) clarifies that a successful land claim has a 
decolonising effect as it results in land being returned to those making the 
claim. Rose (1996) also suggests that, the land claim can be colonising as it 
requires that applicants provide documentation, and specific information while 
silencing the perspective and power of Aboriginal women throughout the 
process (Rose, 1996).  

Howard-Wagner and Kelly (2011) characterise government actions 
towards the Northern Territory prior to the Act as deep colonising actions and 
describe them as “..neoliberal intervention[s] [that] set[s] out to erase and 
replace Indigenous communal systems of land via centralised Indigenous 
market economies..” (123). Similarly, the concept of deep colonisation, as an 
ongoing settler colonial process present in decolonising initiatives (Rose 
1996) is relevant to the Act. The Act intends to produce a decolonising effect 
for Aboriginal persons in the Northern Territory through their development of 
‘independent lives’ (SFNT ACT 2012: 4). At the same time, special measures, 
such as the potential change of land use without consultation, within the Act 
that are suggested to facilitate the development of independent lives for 
Aboriginal people, possibly work towards the opposite. As exemplified, 
concerning land reform the Act produces colonising effects that may reduce 
Aboriginal autonomy and silence their perspectives, while also positioning the 
purpose of residential land with economic productivity. The Act creates a 
paradox as it intends to ensure Aboriginal independent livelihood through the 
use of measures which further their dependence on a governing system. From 
the perspective of deep colonisation, the Act can be considered a set of 
‘colonising practice[s] embedded within decolonising institution[s]..’ (Rose 
1996: 6).  

The understanding that government actions and procedures with aims 
of Aboriginal independence actually work towards the opposite has been 
suggested by Lao (2011). Lao (2011) examines the idea of Aboriginal rights 
and self-determination within Canada and suggests that persons of Aboriginal 
descent in Canada are in a bind when organising treaties with the Crown for 
land ownership or self-governance. Lao (2011) highlights that negotiations 
with the Crown work to characterise Aboriginal people as inferior while 
fortifying the Crown’s position of power. Specifically, such negotiations require 
that Aboriginal people petition to the Crown for rights, which further affirms the 
Crown’s position of power (Lao 2011). Furthermore, Lao (2011) highlights that 
treaties and negotiations between Aboriginal groups and the Crown have 
historically resulted in the marginalisation of the former. Although the ideas 
presented by Lao (2011) concern Aboriginal self-governance and Aboriginal 
and Crown negotiations, they have relevance to the Act. The Act as a 
measure instilled by government aims to encourage independence for 
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Aboriginal people, and similar to the analysis presented by Lao (2011), 
suggests that Aboriginal independence is dependent on government action. In 
doing so, the Act increases the power of government, while reducing the 
autonomy of Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory.  

Conducting analyses of policy documents is an important undertaking. 
Critiquing and breaking down acts and policies in an effort to highlight colonial 
practices while questioning such mechanisms can work towards the 
identification of similar practices in other areas (Rose 1996). Additionally, such 
critiques may work to counter the development of assimilationist policies 
(Godlewska et al 2013). Rose (1996) clarifies that as colonisation efforts are 
located within systems of decolonisation, and thus these efforts may work to 
“conceal, naturalise, or marginalise continuing colonial practices” (6). 
Furthermore, if “colonising practices are not separated analytically from 
decolonising institutions, conquest will continue” (6). Therefore, analysing the 
Act for practices of colonisation work to expose how tools of government 
aimed at Aboriginal independence and autonomy may work towards the 
opposite. Such analysis can also contribute to the identification of similar 
practices in other policy documents (Rose 1996)  
 
 The Act and the body of knowledge  
 
Enabled and further perpetuated by the Act, is the idea of what aligns with 
‘stronger development’. Specifically the Act systematically details what proper 
and improper in terms of behaviour and development and which groups are 
affiliated to each standard. Foucault (1977) clarifies that the process of 
discipline allows for:  

 
..the constitution of the individual as a describable, analysable 
object, …in order to maintain him in his individual features, in his 
particular evolution, in his own aptitudes or abilities under the gaze 
of a permanent corpus of knowledge; and secondly, the constitution 
of a comparative system that made possible the measurement of 
overall phenomena, the description of groups, the characterization 
of collective facts, the calculation of the gaps between individuals, 
their distribution in a given ‘population’ (190).  

 
Foucault (1977) describes how examination is able to make visible and 
‘objectify’ (187) those on which it is employed, and that during this process of 
objectification, writing and documenting become a method to provide an 
‘archive’ (189) for an individual, and make each individual a ‘case’ (191). The 
understanding that the disciplinary process allows those in power to create a 
body of knowledge, or archive about particular groups is applicable to the Act. 
The Act’s suggested objective, ‘to promote economic development in town 
camps and community living areas..’ (SFNT ACT 2012: 40) work to create a 
body of knowledge about Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory, 
one which classifies them as living outside society’s economic norms. In doing 
so, they are characterised as ones which are not meeting ideals of correct 
behaviour and become a ‘case’ for legislation to provoke their ‘stronger 
development’.  
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The Act and preceding legislation and actions by government 
“..objectifies those on whom it is applied; to form a body of knowledge about 
these individuals..” (Foucault 1977: 220). In such a way the Act has the ability 
to be prescriptive, and produce false universal understandings about persons 
of Aboriginal decent living in the Northern Territory. The process of prescribing 
an inferior status of persons of Aboriginal descent and thus, a group for 
correction, has been a characteristic of government action since the inception 
of colonisation (Watson 2009). Specifically a long history of government 
actions has worked towards describing the Aboriginal cultures as ones which 
are “..inherently violence against women and children” (Watson 2009: 47). 
Recent government actions in the Northern Territory work towards the same 
(Watson 2009). Such an argument is also presented by Howard-Wagner 
(2012) who exposes how recent Federal government ‘responses’ and 
declarations towards the Northern Territory following the Ampe Akelernamane 
Meke Mekarle, Little Children Are Sacred report worked to create a particular 
understanding of Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory. An 
understanding of persons of Aboriginal descent as “..racialised and marked as 
socially and economically dysfunctional ..and unable to care for oneself..” (4). 
Howard-Wagner (2012) suggests that “..Aboriginal people have been 
constructed as socially deficient within NTNER laws and more recent Stronger 
Future laws..” (5) and understands measures of neoliberal performativity as 
being part of the construction of failure for Aboriginal communities. 
Specifically, dysfunction in an economic sense, becomes established as a 
‘social problem’ whereby the Act’s directives which aim to encourage ‘stronger 
futures’ become a response.  

The idea of a body of knowledge is relevant when we realise that it has 
consequences for particular groups, and when speaking of the body of 
knowledge being attributed to persons of Aboriginal descent in the Northern 
Territory currently it is “..one that allows for intervention” (Howard-Wagner 
2012: 9). It is asserted that the current Act, fits the characteristics of a 
‘disciplinary’ measure as described by Foucault (1977), as it contributes to a 
government dictated conception about Aboriginal people in the Northern 
Territory and extends the understanding presented within the Northern 
Territory National Emergency Response Laws (Howard-Wagner 2012). As 
previously stated the Act’s aims to ensure ‘economic development’ (SFNT 
ACT 2011: 40). In doing so the Act works to ‘capture and fix’ (Foucault 1977: 
189) an understanding of Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory as 
communities which are economically underdeveloped.. The Act, as a 
disciplinary technique, is working to ‘..objectif[y] those on whom it is applied; 
to form a body of knowledge about these individuals..’ (Foucault 1977: 220). 
As it does so it places blame on the individual (Macfarlane 2010; Macfarlane 
and Lakhani 2015), overlooks historical circumstances impacting individuals 
and communities, and categorises and ‘judges individuals’ (Foucault 1977: 
181).  

The understanding that identity is constructed and utilised as a form of 
power has recently been addressed by Popkewitz (2013). Popkewitz (2013) 
extends this idea by clarifying that human kind is fabricated and that this 
fabrication becomes a governing technology. Using the example of children, 
and research and policy-makers understandings of children, Popkewitz (2013) 
clarifies that statistical instruments and measures are used to categorise 
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youth and justify ‘intervention’ programs for them. Furthermore, that 
‘[k]nowledge about the family, child and the teacher are not merely ‘ideas’ 
about people but enter into and part of the materiality of the social world’ (6). 
Although the argument that Popkewitz (2013) makes concerns youth and 
family, it applies to the Act. The Act works to create a conception of Aboriginal 
people in the Northern Territory, and in part, statistical measures of economic 
productivity becoming a justification for the Act. 

Popkewitz’s (2013) work involving the construction of children also 
applies when one recognises how Aboriginal identity is constructed in 
government documents outside of the Act. A government depiction of 
Aboriginal populations in Australia is clearly illustrated within policy concerning 
childhood development. Macfarlane and Lakhani (2015) recognise how 
Investing in the Early Years – A National Early Childhood Development 
Strategy (the Strategy Document):  

 
..is explicit in its identification of Aboriginal children as a group for 
concern and utilises a table ranking Aboriginal and Australian 
children against children from OECD nations across a variety of 
health and wellbeing indicators including, literacy and numeracy 
levels, mental health, teenage pregnancy and birth rate… (185).  

 
These authors go on to clarify that this at-risk status becomes a point for 
intervention with possible consequences.  

When multiple documents in different disciplines from related periods 
are taken into account, it becomes possible to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of a governing depiction of specific groups. Relating the Act 
with reforms such as the Strategy Document provides a comprehensive 
understanding of how government views and depictions create a body of 
knowledge about Aboriginal populations within Australia, and an indication of 
how government view Aboriginal populations in Australia. Summarising the 
accounts from both the Act and the Strategy Document, suggests that 
government characterise Aboriginal groups in Australia as one’s which 
achieve poor economic and academic performance, and health and wellbeing 
outcomes. These depictions are instrumental in fuelling the idea of a ‘social 
problem’, and encourage interventions such as the Act which aim to work 
towards ‘stronger development’.  
 
Productivity and performativity 
 
This paper suggests the Act is an extension of an identified neoliberal 
purposed set of reforms recently targeting Aboriginal communities in the 
Northern Territory (Howard-Wagner & Kelly 2011; Howard-Wagner 2012; 
Altman & Hinkson 2009) and equates stronger development with economic 
development. Practices which focus on economic performance, and neoliberal 
ideals of performativity can have consequences for groups targeted by 
intervention efforts (Macfarlane & Lakhani 2015).  

It is important to recognise that the Act as a reform mechanism can be 
viewed as a consequence of not performing to a government standard. Ball’s 
(2012) insight on performativity in academia has relevance here. Ball (2012) 
clarifies that productivity works as a measurement for performativity, and 
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productivity has become a benchmarking tool while also a tool used to 
categorise individuals. Ball (2012) recognises that not meeting productivity 
measurements of performativity may result in consequences for individuals 
impacted. For example, it is suggested that the constant aim to meet 
performance standards may result in a loss of meaning and worth for an 
individual (Ball 2012). Interventions becoming a consequence of not meeting 
performance standards are also suggested by Ball (2012: 30): 

 
Performativity is a moral system that subverts and reorients us to 
its ends. It makes us responsible for our performance and for the 
performance of others.., Others are valued in terms of their 
performative worth and those who ‘under-perform’ are subject to 
moral approbrium, Systems designed to ‘support’ or encourage 
those who are unable to ‘keep up’ continuously teeter on the brink 
of moral regulation (30).  

 
With this understanding, the Act is a ‘moral approbrium’ (Ball 2012: 30), 
response and consequence of a government dictated performance 
categorisation about Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. The Act 
works as a system, or intervention aimed to ‘support’ (Ball 2012: 30) 
Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory to meet performance standards, 
while also including economic performance as a standard to categorise 
Aboriginal people as either proper or improper.  

The inability to meet performance standards following reforms can 
result in consequences for those who are forced to engage in the correction 
process. The work of Macfarlane and Lakhani (2015) again is relevant. 
Macfarlane and Lakhani (2015) suggest that for at-risk groups, economic 
performativity has the potential to become a continuous cycle and suggests: 

 
Failure to join in this idea of progress (economic productivity) for 
whatever reason, leads to parents and children being viewed as 
improper and refuses them admittance to the categories of ethical 
citizen. Such a process is particularly problematic for groups 
already considered at risk, as it further adds to their exclusion from 
successful categories of performance in social practice, and with 
these groups, performativity may be a continuous cycle, 
where..failing to progress or perform in the future, ..amplify[ies] 
..this at-risk and “cause for intervention” categorisation.  

 
Macfarlane and Lakhani (2015) clarify that categorisation into an at-risk 
category, and the inability to meet standards set by interventions directed 
towards this ‘at-risk’ category may provide government reason for a further 
cause for intervention, and a magnification of the ‘at-risk’ stature for the 
groups under scrutiny and manipulation. The idea of a continuous 
exclusionary and intervention cycle of performativity for groups considered ‘at-
risk’ applies to the Act. Particular to the Act, if Aboriginal people in the 
Northern Territory do not incur economic development as described within the 
Act, consequences include their furthered positioning as an at-risk 
categorisation and the potential to face future government intervention efforts 
directed towards their normalisation. Furthermore, the future intervention 
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efforts that may arise are likely to produce additional ideas of correct and 
incorrect performance, accompanied with new performance measures to be 
met, ensuring the cycle’s continuation.  

This cycle of performativity for at-risk groups can be never-ending 
when productivity measures are accounted for. Ball (2012: 30) links 
productivity to performativity standards and makes clear that in the eyes of 
performativity ‘..experience is nothing, productivity is everything’ (Ball 2012: 
30). Ball (2012) understands productivity as a constantly evolving 
measurement and benchmark for performativity, and specifically recognises 
that a certain period’s productivity standard is meant to be improved upon in 
future periods. With this understanding of performativity, ‘at-risk’ groups are 
trapped in a perpetual cycle of performativity from initiation, where they are 
always chasing a new standard. Initially, groups considered to be 
underperforming are subjected to systems and reforms to correct their 
underperformance. Regardless of their achievement following reforms, the 
initially underperforming groups are likely to be subjected to further 
intervention as performance standards always increasing. With this logic it 
may become impossible for ‘at-risk’ groups to leave this ‘at-risk’ categorisation 
and avoid interventions as regardless of intervention outcome, as 
performativity dictates, there will always be new standards, and new 
measures for intervention to achieve.  

Consequences are also present in the event that performance 
standards are achieved by groups subject to intervention. Aboriginal people in 
the Northern Territory that are successfully meeting the standards set out by 
the Act may work to validate a dominant government position, and push 
Aboriginal people further from self-determination. Once again the work by Lao 
(2011) has relevance here. Lao (2011: 57) suggests: 

 
..Aboriginal groups are actually in a Catch-22 situation where the 
mere act of petitioning the Crown for their rights inadvertently 
strengthens the Crown’s sovereignty, and thus reduces Aboriginal 
autonomy. Discourse legitimizes the Crown’s position as already 
dominant and valid, thus marginalising the Aboriginal position. 

 
Lao’s (2011) perspective, that discourses surrounding Aboriginal and Crown 
relation solidify the Crown’s position of power is relevant to the Act. Aboriginal 
communities in the Northern Territory successfully meeting economic 
performance ideas as suggested by the Act would validate the governing 
process, and reaffirm the Crown’s position of power. As a consequence of 
abiding by, and working within the Act, Aboriginal people within the Northern 
Territory may be unwillingly supporting government autonomy while reducing 
their own. 

The successful pursuit of neoliberal ideals has been identified as a 
cause of significant social inequalities within Australia. The ‘paradox of 
progress’ is the phenomena that with the increasing wealth of a nation there is 
also an increase in social inequality within the nation (Stanley 2003; Stanley, 
Richardson & Prior 2005). Particular to Australia, the increasing wealth of the 
nation has resulted in greater health inequalities between those who have and 
do not have wealth (Stanley 2003; Stanley, Richardson & Prior 2005; COAG 
2009). Macfarlane and Lakhani (2015) recognise an inconsistency in the 
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Strategy Document as it intends to reduce social inequalities for children at 
risk, while suggesting that economic progress could facilitate this. Similarly, 
the Act as a strategy aimed to ensure strong and healthy futures for Aboriginal 
people in the Northern Territory through in part, their economic productivity, is 
problematic. Accounting for the paradox of progress suggests that policies 
which affiliate economic productivity with future health and wellbeing 
outcomes are ineffective and essentially encouraging the inequalities they aim 
to remedy (Macfarlane and Lakhani 2015). Therefore, the Act with the aim to 
encourage strong, and healthy development with economic productivity as a 
lever may potentially work to encourage the social and health inequalities it 
aimed to address.  
  
Conclusion 
 
This paper has highlighted how policy documents such as the Act work 
towards the development of a body of knowledge about Aboriginal people in 
the Northern Territory, and how this body of knowledge becomes a 
justification of interventions. Current interventions that concern Aboriginal 
people in the Northern Territory and throughout Australia have neoliberal 
goals, specifically, ensuring that such groups are economically contributing to 
society. Aboriginal individuals in Australia are not alone in this respect as 
neoliberal policies are also impacting groups in other regions such as Canada 
(see for example, Godlewska et al 2013). Critically evaluating such policies 
and considering their consequences become important as doing so works to 
highlight inconsistencies in such documents. Additionally, critical readings of 
such documents may work to counter assimilating, neoliberal policies, which 
have consequences for various groups.  

The authors suggest that discourses of stronger and independent 
development, which are presented as the aim of the Act produce notions 
about ‘correct’ development, all the while implying that Aboriginal people in 
the Northern Territory are not satisfying this idea. The authors attest that the 
Act is following the direction of other policy documents, which equate strong, 
proper and healthy development with economic productivity. This means that 
there is an inconsistency in the Act, as it aims to ensure Aboriginal people in 
the Northern Territory live ‘independent’ lives through a process that actually 
works to limit their autonomy and independence.  
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