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Abstract 
 

In this thesis I examine the contemporary nexus between White women and the raced 

and classed institution of White womanhood. More specifically, I focus on White 

Australian women who are middle class, rich in cultural capital, and generally consider 

themselves to be progressive; that is race privileged women but women who are not 

usually associated with overt racism. My analysis unfolds White Australian women in the 

discursive context of the ideologies of feminism and feminist-influenced anti-racist 

politics, as well as the ideologies of femininity. The thesis shows how this nexus is 

enacted through a vision of White women as Good as expressed in the political 

commitments, mentalities, relationships, narratives and corporeality of such women. 

 

The research problem that I identified and worked through in the thesis is as follows:  

for middle class White women, (who can be seen and see themselves as generic 

‘women’), Whiteness has been seen and played out as Goodness. Further, in the playing 

out of this Goodness White women accumulate and defend the prestige and privileges of 

Whiteness. Specifically, I argue that Whiteness is reproduced in some of the discourses 

and practices of White feminism, by the progressive White women involved in anti-racist 

politics, and in the femininity industry and the ways it is taken up. 

 

The nub of the problem I identify is that White women’s involvement in the structures 

and narratives that support Whiteness is often grounded in the very qualities of 

character and conduct that emerge from the colonial and class-constructed ideal of 

White womanhood and which have historically distinguished them from denigrated 

others. These qualities— notably virtue, innocence and self-restraint— whilst differently 

nuanced in other contexts are an ongoing expression of the uses made of White 

womanhood as the visible sign of race and class superiority. 

 

The work examines four key periods: the Australian colony of PNG during the 

decolonising 1960’s and 1970’s; the high years of 1970’s and 1980’s feminism; the race 

debates of the 1990’s; and the bodily practices of present day White women gripped by 

fears of fat and aging. I explore the ways in which White women’s Whiteness is played 



out in benevolent Black/White relationships, the over-reach of difference feminism, 

particular kinds of anti-racist identities and activism, and body-improvement practices. 

In all these cultural sites, White women’s Whiteness is often represented as a kind of 

moral being and deployed as moral authority in ways that are consonant with the raced 

and classed construction of White women as moral texts. 

 

My research approach was determined by the research problem I identified. Given my 

argument that White women mis-recognise Whiteness as Goodness in a race-structured 

society, then the collecting of data through interviews or surveys would have yielded 

material subject to this blindness. Instead, I explored sites and material where moral 

claims were being pressed, and case studies where ‘women’ were enacting themselves 

or being represented or interpellated as moral texts.  

 

My selection of primary source material ranges from feminist newsletters, women’s and 

other magazines, literature, film, event programs and flyers, radio and television 

broadcasts, newspapers and websites, as well as reflections on my own experiences. 

Secondary source material includes feminist theoretical texts as well as texts drawn from 

a range of other disciplines, and other historical background materials. I lay out and 

support my arguments using a technique not dissimilar to collage, aiming to construct a 

picture that is compelling in its detail as well as coherent in its overall effect. 

 

This thesis is a contribution to the de-naturalisation of Whiteness. Navigating a course 

between the opposing hazards of essentialising Whiteness and understating its effects in 

contemporary Australian society, I have brought into clearer view some of the strategies 

which maintain the authority of Whiteness. 
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Introduction: Performing White womanhood 
 

An Overview: The White Ideal 

White1 womanhood is an idealised form of womanhood with a colonial history and a 

continuing reality in Australia, constituted by mutually interacting and reinforcing race, 

ethnic, class and sexed2 identities. My investigation focuses on the discourses and 

practices that maintain or enhance the prestige and privileges of Whiteness of middle class 

White Australian women like myself: Whiteness that is founded on the imperial 

construction and assumptions of race and cultural differences and the ensuing hierarchical 

order of distinctions associated with White womanhood. The performance of White 

womanhood, the processes of Whitening, or making Good3, they/we undertake, occurs 

within the context of the White dominant nation which makes sense of and privileges this 

performance.  

 

This work takes up the relationship between Whiteness and Goodness, middle class White 

women and the institution of White womanhood within the context of the (White) 

Australian nation and the Australian colony of PNG4. It is set within the feminist discourses 

and the femininity industry, as well as anti-racist politics, of the last thirty or so years. I 

focus on political stances and public space and question the processes of Whitening and 

the living out of the role of White womanhood in private life.  I believe that Whiteness is 

re/produced in some of the practices and discourses of both femininity and feminism 

enacted by middle class White women. My hypothesis is that White women’s Whiteness is 

often represented as a kind of moral being and moral authority, or Goodness, which is 

consonant with the meaning construction of White womanhood. I will test these claims in 

a number of sites that are described below.  

                                                           
1 White is capitalised to flag the invented nature of this raced identity and to de-naturalise it. 
2 Throughout this work I use ‘sex’ to include biological sex and socialised gender. I chose this term because 
I wanted to have in play the suggestion of the permeability of the border between these concepts and 
experiences of self in a discussion that so profoundly depends on embodied subjectivity.  
3 Good and Goodness are capitalised throughout to indicate a moral stance and a constructed or assumed 
identity that I am treating as distinct from ‘acting well’. 
4 PNG had a number of names throughout the colonial period representing the trajectory from separate 
British and German colonies to two Australian territories, to a singly administered colony or territory as 
Australia preferred to call it. In 1971 the House of Assembly decided on PNG as a compromise name for 
the about to be self governing colony. For simplicity’s sake I will use PNG throughout unless I need to use a 
more historically accurate name. 
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Although some writers see the descriptor ‘White’ as having a ‘commonsense’ 

understanding that points to an easily identifiable group of people5, this ‘being White’ is 

the naturalisation of a politically constructed, contingent racial category and raced identity 

intended, when used self referentially, to distinguish White self from the raced other.6 I 

understand it as both ideological and performative. In Australia in its most ideal form 

‘White’ also points to an Anglo heritage, or identification, that together with being White is 

rendered proximate with ‘Australian’. When applied to individuals it describes someone 

who is in, or can successfully occupy, the race dominant position in Australian society with 

its specific histories of racial ideology, racist practices and race relations.  

 

The most privileged Whites have claimed for themselves certain qualities of spirit and 

character that include ‘enterprise’, ‘high-mindedness’ and intellectual and aesthetic 

‘refinement. Together they provide “the cultural register of whiteness.”7  

The white spirit organises white flesh and in turn non-white flesh and other 

material matters: it has enterprise. Imperialism is the key historical form in which 

that process has been realised.8

This ‘spiritual’ quality ennobles Whites by enabling them to “master and transcend the 

white body”9 and de-races Whiteness, characterising it as “involving something that is in 

but not of the body”. 10  

 

The mastery and transcendence of the body has its best expression in Anglo, middle class, 

heterosexual White men, those not limited by marked sexed or sexual, class, ethnic or 

raced identities, of a certain intellectual and aesthetic disposition and training, men who 

value discipline and self-restraint and express it in their lifestyle choices.11 At its peak of 

perfectibility, then, the White subject rich in cultural and symbolic capital transcends 

physical Whiteness, distances themself from racial and class markers and from being 
                                                           
5 See  Alistair Bonnett 1996,  ‘White Studies: The Problems and Projects of a New Research Agenda’ 
Theory, Culture & Society v 13 n 2 May, p 147 
6 In the Australian colony of PNG, the descriptor that separated self (White Australian for the greatest part) 
from other was ‘European’. 
7 Richard Dyer 1997, White, Routledge, London, p 14 
8 Ibid , p 15 
9 Ibid , p 23 
10 Ibid, p 14 
11 Ibid, pp 23-25 
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defined by the body, the raced, but also classed and sexed, body of the other, and 

becomes the template of humanity. So, whilst Whiteness depends at one level on White 

embodiment, it also carries within it an idea of being beyond the body; as normativity 

assumes an ideal state.  

 

In an analysis of contemporary western Whiteness Ghassan Hage describes the idea or 

fantasy of being White similarly to Richard Dyer as “the ideal of being the bearer of 

‘Western’ civilisation. As such, no one can be fully White, but people yearn to be so.”12 

This ideal, which is a historical legacy of the “North European tradition of domination”, is 

the object of ongoing contest amongst White people played over “whether it has to remain 

male as it has always been”, but not whether the dominant White ideal could be replaced 

by raced/ethnic others.13.White feminists have obviously been significant adversaries, and 

relatively successful in contrast to raced/ethnic Australian others, in this contest over the 

limited nature of the ideal. However, the feminist focus on otherness as originating in 

sexed otherness, and given Elizabeth Spelman’s persuasive analysis (outlined in the next 

chapter) of sexed identity as the identity of those who are dominant in relation to raced 

and classed identities, then this feminist success delivered in large part to middle class 

White women expresses a continuity with the White ideal. 

 

The historical conditions of the construction of the White ideal have made women less 

White than men, limited in the amount of ideal Whiteness they can ‘accumulate’14 by the 

weight of embodiment they have philosophically and culturally been made to carry as 

‘enspirited’15 or rational White men’s other, (paradoxically by their material role as physical 

bearers and nurturers of the White nation). This situates White women as falling short of 

Whiteness’s transcendence of the body and opens up a space of ‘yearning’ for 

disembodiment and its concomitant, greater spiritual and moral authority. Transcendent 

Whiteness and the moral authority of White Womanhood are only accessible to women 

through alignment with an ideal of Goodness.  

 

                                                           
12 Ghassan Hage 1998, White Nation, Pluto Press, Annandale, p 58 
13 Ibid, p 59 
14 Hage’s term which makes Whiteness a kind of capital. Hage 1998, op cit 
15 Term borrowed from Richard Dyer 1997, op cit 
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Privileged White people who do not acknowledge themselves as raced at all (and therefore 

are more likely to justify their privileges in terms of merit), have taken as their right the 

powers and privileges of being synonymous with the norm, the ideal citizen and human. 

Their ‘invisibility’ as racially unmarked subjects allows them to act as the benchmark of 

rightness or origin and to see Whiteness as emblematic of purity and innocence. They 

have established “a proprietary relationship to virtue…”16 a role largely enacted by White 

women on behalf of the group. Such women are represented as ideal women. It is this 

relationship between White women and virtue or Goodness, a term I use here to capture 

all the historically and culturally varying ways that purity, perfection, the ideal, have been 

associated with or claimed by White women, which produces and authorises both moral 

and material privilege. 

 

To illustrate my claim that for middle class White women Whiteness, White prestige and 

privilege, operates and is accumulated as a kind of Goodness I detail a number of ‘Good 

women’ sites ranging spatially and temporarily from Australia’s colony during the 

decolonising period to “dubiously post-colonial”17 present day Australia. But, firstly, in the 

opening chapter I survey prevailing ideas about Whiteness, giving emphasis to those that 

shape my own work, and also discuss recent scholarship on Whiteness and White women 

produced in the Unites States of America, Great Britain and Australia which has influenced 

the development of my own thinking. In the four chapters in which my claim is given 

substance I provide site specific context, a discussion of academic authors relevant to that 

subject matter that show both what I have borrowed and what I have added to their 

arguments, followed by the detailing and illustrating of my argument with its supporting 

material. Here, in this introduction, I sketch out the broad context and content of my 

work, including the main strands of my argument, and show how they work their way 

through the four sites I have chosen. Then, I discuss the methodological questions raised 

during the course of this work and describe the mix of methodological approaches used 

showing how they fitted this project. 

 

                                                           
16 Fiona Nicoll 2000, ‘Indigenous Sovereignty and the Violence of Perspective: a White woman’s Coming 
Out Story’, Australian Feminist Studies, v 15 n 33, p 381 
17 Meaghan Morris (1992) cited in Ien  Ang 1995, ‘I’m a feminist but…’Other’ women and postnational 
feminism’, B. Caine & R. Pringle (eds) Transitions, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards , p 70 
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The Good White Nation: Context 

The broadest context within which this work is situated is the nation and all the more 

specific contexts are coloured by this. Despite official policies now of Multiculturalism and 

Reconciliation, an idea of Australia as a White nation has not yet been eradicated and the 

patterns of power and privilege put in place by the history of White settlement and the 

White Australia policy have not yet been significantly altered. Anglo domination of cultural 

and political domains persists and the relationship between the White political 

establishment, the beneficiaries of White settlement and Indigenous dispossession, and 

the Indigenous peoples is unresolved. At the same time, telling challenges to the 

Whiteness of the political and cultural establishments over the last thirty or so years have 

led to growing concern with issues of race and ethnicity, both around issues of 

racial/national identity and the assumptions of racial/ethnic dominance.  

 

National/racial anxiety is not new in the Australian polity, or unique to Australia. However, 

racial anxiety appears to have been refreshed in White Australian consciousness over the 

time span from the late 1960’s to the present. More fearfully insular and more comfortable 

cosmopolitan White publics each with their own interests in a developing contest over 

‘Australianness’ are more visible. Public space is more ‘raced’. Divisions within the White 

community over who is Whiter, who is a better Australian, have been brought out into the 

open. Tensions between those with race privileges and those without have increased. The 

favoured story of the nation as a peacefully settled egalitarian society has been brought 

into question. 

 

Whilst a few writers were writing about Whiteness earlier,18 it was established as an object 

of significant academic study in the United States by the mid 1990’s at the same time that 

it was being recuperated as race pride by others on the political far right. 19 Howard 

Winant described this cultural moment in the US as “the incipient crisis of Whiteness”.20 

The crisis was related to demographic changes, particularly the increase in the Hispanic 
                                                           
18 Some significant writings on Whiteness included Frye 1983, hooks 1984 & 1992, Dyer 1988 & 1997, 
Roediger 1991 &1994, Morrison 1992, Ware 1992, Allen 1994, Frankenberg 1993, and Crenshaw 1995. In 
Australia, writings on White identity,  Whiteness and White people’s relationship to the nation and to the 
land include: Hage 1998,  Stratton 1998, Dixson 1999, McKay (ed)1999, Moreton-Robinson 2000, Read 
2000, Rutherford 2000, Anderson 2002 
19 Point made by Alistair Bonnett 1996, op cit, p 147 
20 Cited in John Gabriel 1998, Whitewash, Routledge, London, p 2 
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American community. White people were becoming a statistical minority. Associated with 

anxieties around this was the feeling that affirmative action programs were further 

marginalising Whites.21

 

The crisis or anxiety over Whiteness in Australia is not due to the danger of White people 

becoming a statistical minority, despite the long standing fears of invasions of aliens. 

Whilst these fears did not seem to overwhelm the debate during the late 1960’s over 

whether PNG should become another state of Australia22, these fears were revived with 

the re-settlement of the Vietnamese boatpeople, particularly in the major eastern seaboard 

cities where they mostly and closely settled. These fears were given expression in the 

debates over the ‘Asianisation’ of Australia linked to immigration policies in the 1980’s. 

More recently this anxiety has been expressed in the race debates that constellated around 

Pauline Hanson, the continuing debates over the past and present relationship between 

Indigenous people and the nation, over the future of multiculturalism, and the debates 

over the treatment of refugees. 

 

These fears are also activated by the falling birth-rate. Since 1976 Australia’s population, 

like that of other western countries, has dropped below replacement level.23 However this 

fall is not the same across all groups. The Whitest of Australian women, middle class, well 

educated Anglo women show the greatest decline. The concern here is about the 

sustainability of Whiteness in Australia, not just in so far as it points to an ethnic 

population with a rich and valuable cultural history and all that entails, but as a dominantly 

raced ethnicity with its ensuing system of privileges.  

 

This growing race anxiety responds to and highlights the proliferation of legal, political and 

historical challenges to the White narratives of the nation, and their legal, political and 

cultural expression. The challenges from external sources include challenges to Australia’s 

                                                           
21 Ibid , p 2 
22 Thirty percent voted in favour. See details next chapter. 
23 The fertility rate for 2000 was 1.7 babies per woman; the lowest on record. From ‘Australian Social 
Trends 2002: Population, Population Projections, Fertility Futures’, at: http://www.abs.gov.au  
The Productivity Commission recently forecast a rise to 1.8 but are not confident that it will maintain this 
rise.  Cherelle Murphy 2005, ‘Fertility Rate Forecast Shows Surprise Rise’, Australian Financial Review, 
April 12, p 6 
 

http://www.abs.gov.au/
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moral standing over its colonial relationship with PNG and the White Australia policy, as 

well as the treatment of Indigenous people and most recently refugees. All these issues 

have been raised by the United Nations with successive Australian Governments. Other 

factors which have contributed to a sense of crisis of national identity and revival of 

nationalist sentiment have been increasing globalisation and hybridisation across 

borders.24  

 

There have also been effective challenges from within the nation in recent decades to the 

moral authority of Whiteness. Demographic changes wrought by post war immigration, the 

Vietnam War, and the establishment of multiculturalism as the new national ideal, the 

increasingly visible diversity of Australian cities and towns,25 have been felt to threaten the 

centrality and status of the Anglo-Celtic ‘core culture’, or Anglo and European high culture. 

Legal recognition of the prior occupation of the land by Indigenous people in the Mabo 

case in 1993 was felt to be a moral, if not a territorial, victory for Indigenous people in 

their long struggle to have their relationship and rights to land legitimated. For many 

White Australians changes such as these were felt to be a threat to the Australian telling of 

itself.  

 

The fears of the stranger without have been compounded by the stranger within, with 

feelings of “unsettlement-in-the-midst-of-modernity”.26 This is how the effect of the 

success of the Mabo case on the heirs (actual and metaphorical) of White settlement has 

been described, but it could also apply to the effect of feelings of loss of the cultural ideal 

of the centrality of a White Australian heritage. These concerns about Whiteness’s others 

have been accompanied by fears that critics within the White community will also threaten 

the longstanding assumptions and moral standing of the rightness and legitimacy of White 

Anglo ascendancy over the political and cultural life of the nation, or, as Miriam Dixson 

argues, will compromise the usefulness of the role of the Anglo-Celtic core culture in 

                                                           
24 Etienne Balibar 1991, ‘Racism and Nationalism’ in E. Balibar & I. Wallerstein (eds) Race, Nation, Class, 
Verso, London pp 37-67. Suvendrini Perera 2000, also argues that globalisation has provided opportunities 
for the mobilisation of Whiteness. In ‘Futures Imperfect’, Ien Ang et al (eds) Alter/Asians, Pluto Press, 
Annandale, p 8 
25 The visibility of difference concerned Pauline Hanson on a visit to Cabramatta in Sydney’s west when 
she complained about the shop and street signs written in Vietnamese. 
26 Ken Gelder & Jane Jacobs 1998, Uncanny Australia, MUP, Melbourne, p 135 
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maintaining social cohesion during a period of change and integration.27  

 

Taken together these changes threaten, or are felt to threaten, the privileges of Whiteness 

which are underpinned by the continuity and integrity of the still dominantly White Anglo 

nation. Responses to these movements, or at least those which are my concern here, 

include defending the status and privileges that derive from being aligned with the 

paramount group in this race structured society, and active Whitening, a term I use 

throughout to describe the corporeal and behavioural practices and processes of 

maintaining or strengthening this alignment. Ghassan Hage’s idea that cultural and 

symbolic capital such as “looks, accent, ‘cosmopolitanism’ or Christianity can be 

accumulated and converted into Whiteness”28 which in turn ensures one commensurate 

levels of centrality and power in national life, or a presence in the national imaginary, is 

consistent with my idea of Whitening as a process and an aspiration undertaken to 

increase or defend one’s share of Whiteness’s privileges. 

 

Both of the expressions of Whiteness that developed along with colonialist structures, 

Whites as templates of the human or Whites as superior race29, emphasise the high 

mindedness, civility, and a cultivated morality of White society; justifying texts supporting 

the race privileges that need defending from the moral and political claims of subordinately 

raced others. Both involve a contradiction between the ideal of ennoblement and the 

history of White colonialism down to the racist regimes of present Australia. Such a 

contradiction requires the perfecting of forgetfulness, denial or scapegoating, along with 

the emphasising of Goodness.  

 

This denial and forgetting of the racist past of the nation and the emphasising of the 

Goodness of White Australia was most recently expressed by Prime Minister John Howard 

in the face of accusations of racism directed at Pauline Hanson, her supporters, and those 

who were seen to be complicit with her views. 

Australia was a deeply tolerant, fair-minded and generous society and it would be a 

                                                           
27 Miriam Dixson  1999, The Imaginary Australian, UNSW Press, Sydney, pp 1-2 
28 Hage 1998, op cit, p 232 
29 Richard Dyer 1997, op cit, p 39 
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mistake to criticise backers of Ms Hanson as bigoted, narrow minded and racist.30

Those who share this view of the past have been identified by their critics with the White 

blindfold, the image of the blindfold pointing to “an unwillingness to look or an inability to 

see”.31 However Howard, and other social conservatives who support his view, reject their 

critics, those they call Black armbands, as only seeing the wrongs of the past and of 

damaging the reputation of the nation. This defence of the past, and rejection of critical 

histories, maintains the Goodness of the (White) nation. 

 

It is the concern for the Goodness of the (White) nation that also feeds the anxiety about 

race issues amongst progressive White Australians. These anxieties have been expressed 

in the scapegoating of racists; the scapegoating effectively ridding the nation (and their 

claims to their identification with Australianness) of its morally compromising features. By 

holding just a small part of the White community responsible for the racist structures, 

progressive White people recuperate the Goodness of the White nation and their own 

Whiteness. These two approaches taken together either distinguish all Whites as superior 

and blemish free, or, distinguish between Whites.  Either Whites and their actions (and 

their nation) are wholly good, or a small national elite is.  

 

Since the 1990’s signs of these anxieties can be discerned in the proliferation of assertions 

of the ‘un-Australianness’32 of both citizens and aspiring citizens. Prime Minister Paul 

Keating is recorded first using this expression to denigrate representatives of the old 

insular White Australia33 who did not have sufficient class and cultural capital to 

commodify difference in the manner of cosmopolitan ‘classy’34 White Australians. Prime 

Minister John Howard used the term ‘un-Australian’35 of the asylum seekers his 

government falsely accused of throwing children overboard, and by implication their 

sympathisers. It has also been taken up self referentially by some opposed to the policies 

of both the Coalition Government and the Opposition: for example the young White 

                                                           
30 Cited in Paul Newman 1998, ‘One Nation: Who’s To Blame?’, Journal of Australian Studies, n 57, p 5  
31 Carole Ferrier 1999, ‘White Blindfolds and Black Armbands’, B. McKay (ed) Unmasking Whiteness, 
Queensland Studies Centre, Griffith University, Brisbane, p 68 
32 I have used inverted commas here to indicate that Australianness and its opposite are usually used to 
distinguish conduct and character primarily associated with White Anglo Australians.  
33 Graham Turner 1994, Making it National, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, p 3 
34 Expression borrowed from Ghassan Hage 1998, op cit 
35 Australian, 30 Oct, 2001, p 1 
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woman leading the chant “un-Australian and proud” at a demonstration at Melbourne 

University.36 The epithet of ‘un-Australian’ has not just been used at the borders of 

Australianness, both physical and metaphorical, to mark out its raced others: it has been 

used even more effectively to distinguish and question the Australianness and therefore 

Whiteness of White Australians.  

  

Howard’s nationalistic disinterring of the Australian Way and Australian values, a recall of 

the longstanding obsession with national identity, and his judgements about who is or 

would be a Good Australian, as well as cultural commentator and Howard critic Phillip 

Adams’ alignment with those who are now “ashamed to be Australians”,37 are each 

nostalgically recalling a Good Australia; one which is both same and different. The defence 

of Australianness by John Howard is a defence of the Goodness of ‘ordinary’, ‘mainstream’ 

White Australians, a Goodness benchmarked by the 1950’s but with roots reaching back 

through the ANZACS to the Pioneers. Adams and his co-confessors are recalling an 

Australia that existed for them in a more ideal form in the 1970’s and 1980’s but they also 

root its Goodness somewhere in the deeper past in mythic time that is recalled in terms 

invoked by all sides in these debates such as ‘egalitarian’ and the ‘fair go’.  

 

Clearly it is mostly only White Australians who can so unambivalently call up an idealised 

national past whilst rebuking their leaders and other White Australians for betraying their 

national and racial ideals. The continuing assertion of ‘Australian’ values works either to 

underline the Goodness of the White nation or to recuperate it in the face of internal and 

external challenges to its moral standing. Within the progressive White community, as well 

as among White nationalists, race has become a discomforting feature of national life. The 

debates about whether Australia and Australians are Good—tolerant, decent, fair-minded, 

and egalitarian—now or in the past—can be understood, although not reduced to, a 

concern about the continuing hegemony or sustainability of Whiteness including the status 
                                                           
36 ‘News’ SBS TV, 30 Oct, 2002. This expression has been so widely used recently in the cumulative 
struggles over issues of race, of identifying oneself  or others as being anti-racist or racist, that the title of an 
event featuring two new plays on asylum seeker themes by Linda Jaivin was ‘I know it’s unAustralian, 
but…’. The event was staged at the Stables theatre in Kings Cross on 13th October, 2002. Posting from 
Ausnews@yahoogroups.com 
37 Speaking at Brisbane city Hall at the Queensland launch of Australians for a Just Australia on 28 Aug 
2002, keynote speaker Phillip Adams told the audience that he’d had ‘thousands’ of emails in response to a 
column in the Australian on the treatment of the asylum seekers from Australians who said that they were 
also now ashamed to call themselves ‘Australians’.  
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of its moral authority. The Goodness of Australianness, the Goodness of White Australians, 

is at stake in the denial of racism and in the silence about White hegemony and White 

privilege, as it is in the naming and scapegoating of racists. On both sides there is a desire 

to exclude those who give Australians and Whiteness a bad name. 

 

The increase in the levels of race talk38 in the nation, both racist talk and talk about racists 

and racism, problematises White people’s relationship to the nation and to each other as 

well as to other groups within the national community. The divisions created within the 

White community, stated baldly in the colonial period in PNG when those few who refused 

a colonial relationship were called ‘nigger’ or ‘kanaka’ lovers by the over-confident and still 

largely unchallenged majority, instanced also and more even-handedly in expressions 

minted or intensively circulated during the height of Hansonism such as ‘the chattering 

classes’ and ‘the class elites’ on the one hand and ‘racist scum’ and the borrowed ‘White 

trash’ on the other, have in effect been a struggle over who represents Whiteness: as  

‘civilisation’ or as ‘Australianness’. As these epithets indicate, the challenges to the given-

ness of the Whiteness of the nation have produced a deepening division between those 

who have been able to profit from the changes and have the means to enjoy the fruits of 

diversity without being economically or culturally threatened by it, and those who have lost 

jobs and security, related forms of identity, as well as their sense of a rightful place in a 

familiar nation. These anxieties and concerns have been focused by the struggles within 

the White community from who is a race traitor in PNG to who is or is not a racist here 

and now. 

 

Despite the increase in race talk over the period this work spans there has been mostly 

silence about hegemonic Whiteness and its privileges in political, legal, governmental and 

cultural circles. Whilst expressions of overt intolerance and racism are largely limited to the 

far right, the uses of culture and nationalism to denote the boundaries of 

inclusion/exclusion, power and privilege, are common enough amongst the more 

progressive sections of Australian society despite their embrace of diversity and anti-racist 

self-identification. Jon Stratton argues that whilst the right “promotes the core culture as 

                                                           
38 Talk is being used here to include speech acts, images (such as on one T shirt circulated by Anna Bligh 
from the Queensland Labour Government that imaged racists’ brains as thick as bricks), and published 
material including academic books, newspaper and journal  articles and commentary. 
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the culture” of Australia ongoing and without change: 

even the political left supports a form of multiculturalism that privileges a claimed 

pre-existent core culture which then distinguishes off and marginalises the residual 

cultures that make up the official policy’s image of the organisation of Australian 

culture. These peripheral cultures are then associated with ethnics, a description 

which opens the way for a distinction between the ‘real’ Australians, those who are 

considered to be the inheritors of the core culture, and the not-quite-

Australians…39

Hage identifies the first group as the ‘evil nationalists’ who describe a situation of Anglo 

and White decline and see themselves as having a sense of entitlement to arrest this loss 

and to restore White centrality. He describes the much larger social grouping, ‘nice’ 

nationalists or ‘cosmopolites’, as valorising differences (but “valuing diversity not being 

diverse”)40 and associating themselves with anti-racist and multiculturalist discourses. 

However, Hage argues, they are “merely deploying a more sophisticated fantasy of White 

supremacy” than the first group.41  

 

In the raced and classed struggle over Australianness that I have described, racism is not 

just being deferred42 onto classed others, but class itself is being raced, as race is classed. 

As Stuart Hall argues about the articulation of race and class, but thinking in terms of 

Blackness: “race is…the modality through which class is ‘lived’, the medium through which 

class relations are experienced, the form in which it is appropriated and ‘fought 

through’”.43 Analogously, the performance of Whiteness is “associated with properly 

performing class…”44 Whiteness is “an artificial and performed ‘norm’”45 and, like the 

performance of other raced identities, is evaluated on the basis of “conduct and character” 

as well as reputation, acceptance and ancestry.46 So the construction and maintenance of 

class difference between classy Whites and White trash over their responses to anxieties 

                                                           
39 Jon Stratton 1998, Race Daze, Pluto Press, Annandale, p 103 
40 Hage 1998, op cit, p 139 
41 Ibid, p 23 
42 This strategy of the deferral of racism by the middle class onto the lower classes documented by  
Ehrenreich (1989) and Wellman (1993)  
43 Stuart Hall 1996, ‘Race, Articulation and Societies Structured in Dominance’, Houston Baker et al Black 
British Cultural Studies, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p 55 
44 Gwendolyn Foster 2003, Performing Whiteness, SUNY Press, Albany, p 56 
45 Ibid, p 4 
46 Patricia Williams 1999 cited in ibid, p 68 
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about race, becomes a way of differentiating Good Australians from Bad Australians; Good 

Whites from Bad Whites. Racing some Whites, usually the less socially and culturally 

central, allows others to remain representationally invisible as privileged raced citizens and 

subjects. 

 

Good White Women 

Threats to the Whiteness of the nation by their nature can also be seen as threats to the 

reproductive body and emblematic status of White womanhood, the White nation’s most 

vulnerable border. This ‘crisis’ in Whiteness or race anxiety focuses attention on the 

privileged reproductive body, that of the White middle class woman who not only 

reproduces White Australians but Good White Australians as inheritors of an imperialist 

system that interpellated such women as individual subjects through the “registers of 

childbearing and soul-making”.47 This concern shows itself in part in the maintenance of 

the moral authority of White womanhood. It also shows itself in the concern with the 

maintenance and upkeep of these bodies as unquestionably White, ‘cleaned’ of any 

reference to degenerate bodies, as reproductively and morally healthy, and as aesthetically 

pleasing within contemporary western ideals of beauty and proportion which posit an ideal 

White body that can work as a metaphor for the state of the (White) nation and society. 

 

Race anxiety forms the background to the chapters on White women and ‘baby’ feminists 

in PNG in the years leading up to Independence, and White feminism in Australia in the 

1970’s and 80’s. This most recent upsurge in feminist thinking and activism paralleled the 

changes marked by the 1967 Referendum, the establishment of Black Power in PNG and 

the Aboriginal Embassy, the Land Rights then Native Title movement, and other related 

political initiatives. Despite these events and processes, these were years when sex and 

sexism had greater political saliency than race and racism; when White feminism, 

particularly in its radical and difference manifestations, made all men, including 

subordinately raced men, responsible for ‘women’s’ oppression; when analyses by White 

women of raced oppression shifted political and moral responsibility for these oppressive 

practices onto White men; and when challenges to the assumptions of White structural 

dominance were present but still contained. Race anxiety comes more to the foreground, 
                                                           
47 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 1985, ‘’Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism’ in Henry Louis 
Gates (ed) ‘Race’ Writing and Difference, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p 263  
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both to consciousness and greater political visibility, in the chapter on White women’s 

involvement in the growing anti-racist context, which re-asserted the moral leadership of 

White women on race issues, and the chapter which takes up the concern with the ideal 

feminine body, both of which became significant issues during the 1990’s.  

 

Ruth Frankenberg’s analysis of her more politically aware women interviewees being either 

or both colour evasive or race cognisant48 also provides a context for some of my lines of 

argument. For example, the chapter on the relationships between White women and Black 

men made possible or more likely by the changing politics of decolonisation shows those 

women subjects as colour (and responsibility) evasive, their/our innocence constructed in 

contrast to the White male colonisers. The chapter which deals with the first two decades 

of second wave feminism in Australia analyses the ‘hypersexing’ of White women, which 

positioned them as only victims of oppression. This had the effect of evading the raced 

position of these women and the moral complexities this implied. In most cases White 

feminists distanced themselves from race essentialism and racist oppression without 

paying attention to race privileges. The focus here is still on the other, on ‘helping’ the 

other, to “raise up” Aboriginal women to a feminist consciousness49 or “turn[ing] to the 

victims of racism for solutions”.50 The lack of attention to the raced self is also obvious in 

the anti-racist activism of progressive women that I detail in chapter 4. In chapter 5 I look 

at technologies, practices and discourses for Whitening the body. I analyse these as colour 

evasive in that the particular mix and interaction of skin colour, ethnicity, class and cultural 

capital displayed on and through the body to produce the desired Whiteness, normativity, 

or feelings of “absolute belonging and importance”51 is submerged under other signs.  

 

The privileges and practices to which I pay attention arise from the ways in which middle 

class White women have been constructed and represented as Good or ideal women by 

imperialist, capitalist and White nationalist systems of representation. The meanings 

attached to the Goodness of White women have varied over time, and across the spectrum 

                                                           
48 Ruth Frankenberg 1993, White Women, Race Matters, Routledge, London, p 192 
49 Jackie Huggins 1994, ‘A Contemporary View of Aboriginal Women’s Relationship to the White 
Women’s Movement’, N. Grieve & A.Burns (eds) Australian Women, OUP, Melbourne, p 74 
50 Robert Carter 1997, ‘Is White a Race?’, M. Fine, L. Weis, L. Powell L. Mun Wong (eds) Off White, 
Routledge, New York, p 204 
51 Aida Hurtado & Abigail Stewart 1997, ‘Through the Looking Glass’, in ibid, p 302 
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of ways of playing out that role, but whether the emphasis is on purity, innocence, virtue, 

perfection or righteousness, the result is that White women, and usually middle class 

cultural and symbolic capital rich women, are consistently privileged as ideal or 

representative Women within the Australian national context, and are the nation’s 

favoured, if reluctant, reproducers.52 This means that such women are privileged as moral 

exemplars and, through the attention paid to agency by feminism, as moral leaders, 

having moral authority within the national sphere.  

 

The privileges of Whiteness at its most privileged, such as being sexed rather than being 

raced or classed, and being constructed as ideal women, are enacted and transacted by 

White women in the first instance through the means of our White embodiment. The 

privileges are secured and increased by practices and processes of Whitening which shore 

up our normative position. But while hyper-sexed Good White women deny their sexed 

construction as a co-construction of race and class, raced stereotypes and images that are 

interactively negatively classed still act as limit cases to judge nearness to and distance 

from the boundaries of Whiteness. These distinctions, and failures to be distinguished, are 

made in all the usual registers of normativity, sex, class, race, sexuality, but in each of 

them the denigrated type is, at the end, associated with and supported by a classed racial 

stereotype. Such a stereotype is sustained by an idea of gross embodiment. 

 

As Whiteness has been for the most part comfortably invisible to the dominant White 

society, the Whitest of White people are represented as more spirit than matter.53 This is 

accompanied by denials of being consciously White, and of the privileges consequent on 

White embodiment. Middle class White women, whose achievement of the ideal of being 

White is limited by our role as the embodied White other, become, at the same time, the 

embodiment of ontological Whiteness. As gross embodiment was the sign of the 

‘reasonable man’s’ other, a kind of transparent/transcendent semi-embodiment was the 

ideal of Whiteness. White women, as the embodiment of Whiteness through our position 

as the sexual other, are fatally stained by the materiality and carnality of our embodiment. 

                                                           
52 This reluctance is put down to the “pursuance of roles other than motherhood”, higher levels of education, 
as well as better (and better access to) fertility control, and the supportive ideology of feminism. In Gordon 
Carmichael 1992, ‘So Many Children: Colonial and Post Colonial Demographic Patterns, K. Saunders & R. 
Evans (eds) Gender Relations in Australia, Harcourt, Brace Jovanovich, Sydney , p 131 
53 See Richard Dyer’s 1998 work on the representation of White cultural heroes and icons in film. 
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To become Whiter, White women have to lessen the ‘weight’ of our embodiment. Feminist 

and progressive middle class White women (who are still eligible by race and class for 

what Hage calls the national aristocracy54 but rarely admitted) claim inclusion into the 

realm of reason and the polity by representing ourselves as universal or ideal women, 

either on the grounds of sameness or on the grounds of the priority and virtue of our 

difference, and by our own claims to moral authority. The femininity industry offers to de-

materialise the gross body through the use of body perfecting and improvement 

technologies. 

 

Whereas the institution of femininity was primarily situated in domestic and familial space, 

feminists through the growing success of their claims for inclusion as citizen subjects 

instituted sexed space as a form of specifically charged public and national space. In this 

political space, our sexed experiences and oppression have been posited as prior and 

universal by the insistence on claims for ‘women’ rather than White middle class Anglo 

women. We have represented ourselves as generic women, more profoundly sexed than 

raced or classed, or sexed at the expense of being raced and classed. We have fallen short 

of the ideal human of liberal humanism on those grounds, but have also been privileged 

on those grounds and represented as normatively White in the national context.  

 

This means that feminists have been caught in a bind: on the one hand claiming White 

male public space as our own and the possibilities of universalising and transcending our 

own specificity; on the other having our political claims dependant on our sexed 

embodiment. The tension is expressed in the two major routes that feminism has taken, 

equality or liberal feminism which de-emphasises difference, and difference feminism 

whose claims depend on the inclusion of their difference in the polity. This problem has 

been partially ameliorated by the ways in which the public space has been changed by the 

successes of feminism, that is embodied reality is now speakable, but only sexed 

embodiment and rationalised de-feminised sexed embodiment. At the same time the 

contradiction is shown up in the continuing and emphatic exclusion of the feminine, 

particularly in the negatively classed form, for example that expressed through the person 

of Pauline Hanson. However, both rationalised and feminine embodiment continues to de-

                                                           
54 Hage 1998, op cit, p 55 
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race White women.  

 

Sexed space has co-existed with raced space, but in contest with it. In the earlier part of 

the time period covered here, the political and moral claims of White feminism based on 

their oppression as a sex, and in the case of feminist lesbians their sexuality as well, 

analysed and experienced in isolation from race, promoted as prior and universalised 

thereby politically and morally enhancing the claims of (White)55 women, can be seen as 

having been much more successful until recently than the claims of subordinately raced 

people or marginalised ethnic groups. Issues of White women’s Whiteness were 

submerged by the way these claims for recognition of sexed oppression were made. From 

the mid 90’s, however, the claims of raced oppression have overtaken those of sexed 

oppression, due in part to a more globalised reality as well as to the issues of race gaining 

a higher profile, for reasons sketched out above, within Australia. This move of focus 

brings the raced and sexed identities of White women into a new relationship. 

  

The tensions at the borders of sexed space and raced space can be seen in the models of 

ideal womanhood that are promoted. A White woman performing her sexed self in a public 

sexed space must distance herself from the dangerous chain linking of a sexualised body 

with denigrated sexualised, classed and raced others. In popular culture, such a 

performance falls back on the feminine version of White womanhood that stresses the 

maternal White body; this is demonstrated in the familiar figure of the White woman in TV 

advertisements for margarine or White bread modestly enacting her role as virtuous and 

nurturing Mother of The Nation by building healthy White families.  

 

Alternatively, White womanhood can be represented by emphasising moral qualities and 

de-emphasising problematical female embodiment. This was the effect of particular 

strategies of 1970’s and 1980’s feminism. Apart from the broad feminist focus on women 

as always and only innocent victims of oppression, radical feminists of this period took on 

austere to almost ascetic dress codes that distanced themselves from the ‘feminine’, the 

accepted form of the sexualised female body. This distancing from the feminine was more 

                                                           
55 I bracket White in this case and others when the address is to ‘women’ as it is only possible for White 
women (and those who can persuasively identify as White) to understand themselves as sexed and 
oppressed in isolation from other identities. 
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necessary to radical or difference feminists whose political claims depend so heavily on 

their differently sexed bodies. The choice made by some radical feminists to sign solidarity 

with their lesbian sisters was to identify as a ‘political lesbian’ thereby replacing sex and 

the sexualised body with being right on. The femininity industry, or those aspects of it I 

take up here, also has an interest, along with its consumers, in de-emphasising déclassé or 

uncultivated forms of the gross body with its raced resonances. 

 

Feminist lesbian women often sexualise their bodies in a radical rejection of the 

heterosexed maternal version of White womanhood. However, the political claims of 

feminist lesbianism still emphasise the sexed body, specifically the sexuality of the subject, 

in isolation from or at the expense of the raced markings of the body.  And like sexism, 

heterosexism has been theorised as a prior oppression: 

The original imperialist assumption of the right of men to the bodies and services 

of women has been translated into a whole variety of forms of domination 

throughout this society.56

This compartmentalising of heterosexist oppression essentialises White feminist lesbian 

women, along with their heterosexual counterparts, as ‘innocent’. With White skin as the 

basis of “authoritative citizenship”57  and depending on the sexualising signs marking the 

body as lesbian, often a choice of sub-cultural styling and identification, they too “can 

participate in society without ‘race’ ever being a visible, salient condition of their lives”.58

 

While it would be clearly inaccurate to characterise White feminists and their inheritors as 

dominating ideologically or organisationally in the broader political, judicial, corporate, 

cultural sphere, (described as one of the features of ‘progressive Whiteness’59) it would be 

fair to say that the ideological and organisational sphere of influence of White feminists 

post 1970’s has been considerable in the bureaucracies, in academia and in some sectors 

of the cultural life of the nation which positions them/us as potentially complicit in the re-

production and maintenance of Whiteness. Such complicity is argued here of both White 

                                                           
56 Charlotte Bunch 1991, ‘Not For Lesbians Only’, S. Gunew (ed) A Reader in Feminist Knowledge, 
Routledge, London, p 321  
57 Hage, op cit 
58 Aileen Moreton-Robinson 2000, Talking Up to the White Women, University of Queensland Press, St 
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feminist women and White women who may see themselves as progressive and anti-racist 

rather than, or not just, specifically feminist. Most of us can be seen as the beneficiaries of 

the ideals or the gains of White feminism. What we share is a class position and an 

unmarked raced identity that makes us potentially seen, and privileged as, morally and 

rationally authoritative or cultivated expressions of White Womanhood.   

 

My founding thesis, then, is that the Whiteness of White women takes particular forms 

which can be distilled like this: White women have been constructed as Good, and Good 

women as White. White feminism and the industry of White femininity, White western 

generated sexed ideological formations (although with distinctively different motive forces) 

have at times and in concert with other meanings and other outcomes re/produced an 

ideal of White Anglo womanhood. This ideal has a number of cultural forms or expressions 

that extend from the profound virtue of the differently but emblematically sexed (and the 

flagship of oppression), to the moral achievement of the thin, perfected White woman. 

Here, I aim to show how some of the practices of middle class White women have been 

and are complicit in this construction.  

 

I argue that Whitening, the process of maintaining or increasing the Whiteness and 

therefore Goodness of White women (and aspirants to that identity), is the result of a 

number of strategies. Firstly we give primacy to our sexed identities and our own sexed 

oppression, thus hiding or overshadowing our raced identities and their effects. Secondly, 

we distance ourselves from race, or make it ‘invisible’, by the deferral of race and racism 

onto classed or less classy others. Thirdly, we distract our own and other’s attention by the 

assumption of an identity as righteous, anti-racist, cosmopolitan White women without 

paying attention to our race privileges. Fourthly, we reduce the denigrated body markings 

and overly sexualised femininity that are metaphorically associated with raced and classed 

otherness. The overarching strategy that inflects each of these detailed here is to render 

ourselves unaccountable or ‘invisible’ by the construction of ourselves as Good; virtuous, 

innocent, righteous, physically or morally perfected, as ‘just’ women, or in the case of 

‘post’ feminists just people.  

 

I have chosen sites that illustrate each of these strategies, or a mix of these strategies, 
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and that express how potently our Whiteness influences our sexed identities and our sexed 

identities augment our Whiteness, how class influences and is used in the construction and 

representation of both, and how the notion of White women as Good or ideal women is 

played out. These are particular sites (but not necessarily the only ones) in which the 

enactment by middle class White Anglo women of the privileges of the dominant race and 

ethnic group, and/or the commitments to a Whitening process to gain or increase these 

privileges, can be discerned. These privileges, which include the privileging of one identity 

over others and of being seen as ‘women’ first, and as normative women, variably benefit 

White Australian women in accordance with allied and interactive hierarchies of 

differentiation by class, sex, ethnicity, sexuality, age, cultural and economic affluence, and 

geography. And, in relation to White women’s singularities and choices, they are variably 

exercised. Nevertheless, such privileges ground all understandings of Whiteness.  

 

In all these sites there are discourses and strategies that distinguish between Good White 

women and Bad sexed, classed or raced others that offer opportunities for the process of 

Whitening and the performance of Whiteness and White Womanhood, understood either 

as contiguous with idealised Australianness or as a  moral stance by political progressives 

against a contested version of Australianness. In all these sites I investigate the position of 

White women as privileged national feminine subjects, privileged most particularly in our 

given positions as moral exemplars and moral leaders.  

 

The Cultural Sites 

The first site chosen is the social nexus that circulated around the campus of the University 

of PNG and its larger context during the decolonising process from the mid 1960’s to the 

mid 1970’s when the moral and political authority of the colonising power, Australia, (and 

its mostly White male representatives) was brought into question. This is a site dominated 

by race, raced identities and race relationships, when relationships between politically 

progressive White women and Black men constructed such women as a ‘gutpela Misis’.60 

The beneficent relationships, both intimate and domestic, between Black men and 

progressive White women in PNG in this period, and the ways that we represented 

ourselves, both reproduce and refashion the colonial representation of morally 

                                                           
60 This is a Tok Pisin expression from the colonial period for a Good White woman. 
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authoritative White woman. In this chapter I analyse how these relationships contributed 

to the Whiteness of the women involved by increasing their symbolic capital. It shows how 

such White women could be cognisant of racism, and the effects of racism on the other, 

but not examine our own practices of privileged Whiteness and the discourses of ‘true’ 

womanhood that inflected our responses.  

 

Next I focus on radical and difference feminism sites during the 1970’s and 80’s, both 

because of the success of this strand of feminism and because their emphasis on the 

sexed body in isolation and the priority of their oppression is particularly problematic. The 

motif of this site is sex and sexed identities and their construction through race. This was a 

period in which there was an explosion in claims for justice and inclusion mobilised against 

the White nation on the grounds of sex and race as well as by ethnic minorities but when 

claims based on sex took over much of the political space. Through the instatement of 

feminist versions of both the Good (White) heterosexual woman, and the Good (White) 

lesbian woman, (who contested this heterosexual claim to Goodness despite the fact that a 

marked sexual identity compromised such claims), White women’s innocence was re-

affirmed.  

 

Then, I look at the anti-racist movement that offered a platform to progressive White 

women, who were disproportionately represented in reconciliation groups, to construct 

ourselves as moral leaders; thus identifying ourselves with longstanding versions of middle 

class White women deployed by colonialist discourses as well as resonating with earlier 

forms of feminism, and by our ‘witnessing’ deferring racism onto usually classed absent 

others. In this chapter I examine the distinctions based on expressions and disavowals of 

racism that were employed during the Hanson years and since, as visible Whiteness has 

been brought into disrepute, to re-claim White women’s status as Good women. The 

feature of this site is class and cultural capital distinctions and the ways in which these 

distinctions stand in for, or interact with, race. I look at how progressive race cognisant 

women protect our privileged position from view by focusing on the classed or in some 

way déclassé other as the practitioners of all racism whilst we claim a special and 

“proprietorial relationship to virtue”.61 Whilst Fiona Nicoll describes all White people having 
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this relationship, I differentiate this claim to show the particular virtues that White women 

either claim or that are expected of them, and the particular ways in which they deploy 

their given and claimed virtues. 

 

Finally, I turn to a site of White embodiment where women who aspire to increase or re-

enforce their Whiteness employ certain practices and technologies to self fashion. By these 

practices and their supporting discourses sex, class, and race are marked and re/marked 

on, or erased from, the female body so as to emulate the ideal White Australian female 

subject and citizen. These practices aimed at perfecting the body maintain or enhance the 

subject’s Whiteness. These practises are contextualised within the growing anxiety about 

challenges to Whiteness and therefore about the normative White woman’s body, the 

politically and culturally privileged reproductive body, and the consequent desire to 

distance this body from degenerate bodies. I understand these practices as an attempt to 

close the gap of vulnerability between the White ideal and the embodied self.  

 

Again, these are not sites in which Whiteness takes its visible form and is expressed 

through overt racism, or where race privileges are seen as rights or just desserts as was 

the case with some of Pauline Hanson’s supporters many of whom were working class and 

unemployed; people who have been culturally sidelined and disadvantaged by a complex 

mesh of social and economic changes in recent years. Rather, they are settings in which 

Whiteness and its privileges has been transformed into a nearly invisible and naturalised 

underlay of cultural assumptions and practices through the workings of cultural and 

symbolic ‘national capital’62, and is relayed through other identity supports or formations; 

particularly those of sex and class. The ideal figure, literally and metaphorically, of the 

middle class White woman remains a means of marking racial difference. 

 

The four cultural settings I have selected examine different vectors of pressure and the 

differing ways that sexed Whiteness comes into play in these contexts. They all give 

prominence to one particular identity position but at the same time they all display the 

interplay or plaited-ness of sex, race and class in the construction and performance of 

normative or elite White women’s identities. These sites all offer the opportunity of testing 
                                                                                                                                                                              
Studies, v 15 n 33, p 381.  
62 Term borrowed from Ghassan Hage 1998, op cit 
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my argument that White women defend or augment our White privileges, both de-racing 

and Whitening ourselves, by our alignment with an ideal of the Good woman, an ideal 

which although interpreted in differing ways is in play in certain expressions of anti-racist 

progressive politics as well as some expressions of both feminism and femininity. These 

sites are not considered to exhaust the performative possibilities and processes of 

Whiteness and Whitening by White women nor do I wish to elide all other interpretative 

openings.  

 

My Approach to the Subject 

Both feminist theory and cultural studies offered me a way to think about the use of my 

own experiences and concerns, to “ethnographize”63 myself. The subject matter itself, the 

chosen sites of examination, and my analysis, were in the first instance generated by and 

tested against my own examined experiences of being a middle class White Anglo-

Australian woman with a particular corporeality vulnerable to the industry and ideology of 

‘femininity’, a White feminist (but)64 and anti-racist activist congruently, of variable sexual 

identification, and of living and working in a number of cross cultural contexts and 

relationships. This work is value-committed65 and produced through a practice of 

embodied thinking66, meaning that the research and its analysis that is delineated in the 

following chapters is the working out of the engagements and conflicts with Whiteness I 

have experienced in my own thinking and practices as a White, middle class, feminist, anti-

racist activist who struggles with the issues raised here, including the desire for a perfect 

White body. The criticisms of White feminism, and of myself, by Papua New Guinean 

women in the 1970’s and Indigenous women in Australia over the last thirty years have 

given me a view from outside myself to test my own reactions against and gain new ways 

of seeing. 

 

The reasons that I intend to focus primarily though not exclusively on women like myself 

is, firstly as I said above, because of our emblematic status and role within Whiteness. But 
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it is also women like myself, middle class White women, either feminist or drawing on a 

feminist inheritance, progressive and anti-racist, who have claimed rightful ownership of 

the high moral ground in Australia, for myself as a feminist and activist within women’s 

services in the 1970’s and 1980’s, and as an anti-racist activist in PNG in the late colonial 

period and later in Australia. Also, it is middle class women like myself who are going in 

such numbers to cosmetic surgeons, committing ourselves to extreme exercise regimes, 

becoming food fetishists or fascists, buying from the extraordinary range of magazines and 

products that promote themselves as aids to help us to cleanse and purify body, mind, and 

spirit, or who are just fretting about being fat.  

 

Paradoxical as it seems at first, it is progressive women like me who have accumulated 

much of the commodity of Whiteness; sometimes along with the feminist high moral 

ground of hyper-sexed analyses, sometimes through the deliberate erasure of the signs of 

the gross body, but always through representations of ourselves as Good. So, this project 

examines how we de/race ourselves, or Whiten ourselves, how we deploy our privileges to 

this end, and at the expense of other people, and the many ways we nurture and grow our 

moral authority and virtuous personhood as White women which grounds our White 

Womanhood and our privileged relationship to the nation. It is being written from a 

feminist ethical sensibility that requires me not to distance myself as if I was not also 

privileged by Whiteness.  

 

Feminists have been willing to critique their own practices and discourses. There has been 

some valuable work carried out in Australia on the experiences of White women qua White 

by White women. This includes work on the historical role that White women played in the 

organisation of ideas of race and the notion of civilisation;67 on White Australian 

feminism’s ambiguous relationship to the politics of anti-colonialism and anti-racism;68 and 

the disconnection of feminist sexed discourse from the discourse of White-Black relations 

in Australia.69 However, it is also noticeable how many of these authors attempt to 

recuperate the notion of the Goodness of White women. As Ann Curthoys noted:  

White Australian feminists, like White feminists elsewhere, have extreme difficulty 
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in placing themselves on the side of the oppressors rather than the oppressed.70  

These academic moves contribute to the questioning of White women generally and White 

feminist women as innocent subjects. Taken as a whole they point to how “constitutive 

‘Whiteness’ was to feminist subjectivities”71 as well as to feminine subjectivities. 

 

What is distinctive about my work in terms of these White feminist theorists and other 

theorists and writers whose work I explore is, firstly, that I make explicit links between the 

ideological effects of feminism and femininity; secondly, I identify the problem of 

constructing White women as Good and the source of much moral authority within the 

national context, either in the form of moral exemplars or moral leaders and show how 

this applies to feminist and progressive White women; thirdly, I show how progressive 

politics are themselves variously implicated in the practices of Whitening; fourthly, I depict 

quite literally how the feminist and feminine ‘body matters’ as a White body  

 

The other distinctive quality of my work is that I draw my material from a very broad 

range of cultural sites and cultural production which exemplify different aspects of 

Whiteness as Goodness in White women. The distinctiveness is in what I draw together as 

well as in the individual strands of my argument. This came about because of the nature 

of the research problem that I identify: that is of naturalised Whiteness being read and 

represented as Goodness in my subject group. This meant that I could not approach the 

research directly, for example through interviews or surveys, which would only have 

yielded material subject to this mis-recognition. I was also concerned with collective 

identities and bodies of theory, sexual difference theory and feminist theory of the body, 

not just with individuals. For these reasons I drew on material already in the public 

domain. My work, as I saw it, was to identify and then re/present this material by passing 

it through a new filter. 

 

In addition to feminist theory, this work is also influenced in part by a feminist 

methodology that stresses the importance of value in systems of knowledge, described by 
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Adrienne Rich as “that synthesis of reflection and feeling, personal struggle and critical 

thinking which is at the core of feminist process”.72 From feminist praxis I learned to 

critically value experiential, intuitive, and embodied knowledges, and the desire to 

integrate these subjugated or informal systems of knowledge with more authorised kinds 

of knowledge. This connection of the personal and the political, lived experience and 

theory, was a feminist project of the 1970’s which was later criticised by Joan Scott 

amongst others on the basis of the authority it lent under-theorised experience, and of 

essentialism, but has since been re-valued.  

 

Scott worries that in ‘histories of difference’ the use of experience can “naturalise” 

difference.73 Although a history of women (and this is in part a contemporary historical 

treatment of some women) can be described as a history of difference, as a history of 

White women it is also a history of sameness and the use made of experience is intended 

here to disrupt the closely fitted overlay of naturalisation in place. Scott is also concerned 

with the burden that experience is made to carry as evidence. However, experience is not 

offered here as “incontestable evidence”, or as simply “a reflection of the real” from which 

conclusions are drawn.74 Rather than as a foundation of knowledge, I am using it, often 

sub-textually, as a window, a way of opening up possibilities, or as signposts to the 

submerged, not as evidence in itself. I use experience as a “source for critical reflection”75 

to make visible a set of assumptions and practices that have been naturalised as 

pertaining to sex not race, or to sex alone. A significant value of experience enriched 

writing is that it “brings into public discussion questions and concerns excluded in 

dominant ideologies, ideologies that sustain and are sustained by political and economic 

hierarchies”. 76

 

The experiences that underlie this text are in many cases embodied and visceral. In taking 

up the question of White women’s relation to Whiteness in a particular time period and 
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particular sites I am looking at the problems and paradoxes raised by our embodied 

selves. They/We are produced in relations of power as both powerful and powerless and 

this is signed on our bodies. We are then required to perform ourselves as “split at the 

root”77. White women express so well through their paradoxical embodiment, as well as 

the opposing ways that embodiment has been reflected in political claims, the dilemmas of 

western dualistic thinking and ordering of the world into the patriarchal, colonialist and 

capitalist splitting of self and other, subject and object. Diane Freedman, who is interested 

in the ways that the evoking of the personal puts the writer’s and others’ bodies into the 

text and the effects that has on the text itself and the reader, suggests that the presence 

of the body in the text works powerfully against the separations of self/other, 

subject/object.78 The brutal split between the personal and the professional that has been 

the hallmark of academic writing and recognised for  producing the sexless “third sex of 

Ph.D.’s”79, and in the distancing between text and reader, re-produces the distance 

between the positive and negative poles of the dualism. This split also produces 

disembodied race-less writing, thereby excluding the marked other from the text. While 

Freedman is aware of the risks of the personal, of the work being boring or trivial, merely 

confessional or of lacking rigour, she argues that the connections between the writer’s 

lived experiences and her research field makes the work more accessible  and less 

distanced, more honest and livelier.80  

 

My methodological problems with the personal were not confined, or even mostly 

confined, to the written text itself, the issue of whether to include personal stories that 

might provide context or add insight, but involved questions of transparency, honesty, and 

their limits.  The personal and the political and professional often coincided or collided as 

my ‘experience’ here also involved and involves me as an agent in regard to some persons 

and some situations that form part of the written text, as a lover, a sister, a co-worker, 

acquaintance or friend, and as someone with personal responses both positive and 

negative to situations and personalities gained through on-site experience. I have 
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attempted to deal with such issues by adding footnotes where I thought it necessary 

simply stating the formal basis of my relationship to the person or event. 

 

The influences of some strands of cultural studies on this work is obvious in the cross 

disciplinary set of practices and approaches. But it has also been influential because of the 

focus on relations of power and the way space is given to minority discourses, without 

being captured by identity politics. It was also influential because of the way in which it 

took meaning making in popular culture seriously. Cultural studies gave some legitimacy to 

my own leaning to value synthesis as well as analysis, to refuse a waterproof distinction 

between popular and academic sources and to combine what might seem to be unlikely 

elements, a pastiche or “…a network of representations—texts, images, talk, codes of 

behaviour, and the narrative structures organising these”.81  

 

As well as using feminist theory, along with race theory, both to support and to distinguish 

the themes of my own work, I use the work of some feminist theorists as evidence 

towards part of my argument.  I have also engaged in library based historical research. 

Throughout, I utilise a broad range of other texts produced by or addressed to White 

women, from popular, feminist, colonial, medical and political cultures, and materials 

ranging from magazines and other print media, documentaries, novels, political tracts, TV, 

radio, internet sites and advertisements. I weight the import of these in relation to their 

‘gravity’ and employ a range of approaches, evaluative, analytical, synthesist, and 

interpretive in my research. Some of my research took place in research libraries, some in 

front of my own television.  

 

My methods and materials varied from chapter to chapter. The chapter on the de-

colonising period in PNG was based on traditional historical research of publications of the 

period supported by an examination of a variety of other texts including both literary and 

autobiographical sources. This research was grounded in memory of personal experience. 

Similarly with the chapter on difference feminism, it was my own experiences as a feminist 

and as a sister and daughter of feminists, as a political lesbian, as a refuge worker that 

provided me with a sense of direction. The research carried out was a combination of 
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historical research into feminist cultural magazines of the period, together with a critical 

re-reading of feminist texts. In the role of activist I attended many political demonstrations 

during the Hanson years as well as Reconciliation conferences, dinners and public 

meetings. These activities and commitments provided me with background knowledge and 

insights for the chapter on anti-racist activism. This was then grounded by an analysis and 

interpretation of written and electronic texts. For the chapter on the body, I rigorously 

watched, over a period of roughly two years, particular television programs, much of it 

daytime ‘women’s’ programs, that repeatedly focused on issues of fat and the body.  

These were mostly American generated programs so to test the conclusions I drew from 

those I then researched Australian websites and magazines dealing with body 

improvement or perfecting technologies. I supported this material with an examination of 

Government reports, newspaper and television stories and other ‘women’s’ magazines that 

dealt with aspects of this issue.  

 

As is clear, I have carried out these activities as simultaneously both researcher and 

someone implicated in various ways. What I hope this work will produce is “a persuasive 

account of the world”82 of Whiteness and the processes of Whitening, and the part that 

White women play. 
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1. The women who are ‘all and only women’ 
 

Whiteness and the White Self 

In Australia, Whiteness is the product and the ongoing expression of a specific history of 

White Anglo dominance in this race structured society. It is set within the broader 

international context of a history of White western hegemony, itself the outcome of the 

nexus of colonialist, capitalist, missionary Christianity, and nationalist modernity, and 

ongoing, for the present anyway, White as well as Anglophone dominance. Even though 

the 18th and 19 century scientific ideas of race were repudiated by the 1950’s, Whiteness 

still underwrote the political and social order in Australia’s colony of PNG through the 

decolonising period up to Independence in 1975. It was also a significant organising 

principle within Australia in the late 60’s during the resurgence of both Indigenous and 

feminist claims on the nation, and continues to be.  

 

At both the national and community level, race and raced distinctions continue to “help to 

organise and channel public self satisfaction and prejudice”.83 Race is significant at all 

levels at all moments in all transactions in the bureaucratic, social, political, cultural 

organisation of the contemporary world: “…it is never not a factor, never not in play”.84 

With racism, forms of racism change but racism “as a way of life” and as a “form of 

culture” is consistent with modernity.85 Racism 

is linked to democracy in the sense that it reconciles ideologies of universalism and 

equality with the practices of hierarchisation and segmentation which are central to 

the economic and social order. Racism is closely interrelated with other forms of 

social normalisation and control, particularly sexism and class domination.86

And, whilst overt forms of racism have become the province of a small minority in recent 

decades, racist culture persists in the everyday and in ‘the commonsense’ life of the 

national ‘mainstream’ in White Western nations.  

 

This means that elite groups, who reject conscious forms of racism, can be still influenced 
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by “[t]his hidden and often unconscious power of racist discourse…”.87 This everyday and 

‘commonsense’ racist culture “allows elite groups to claim enlightened and meritocratic 

views, while in fact applying racist definitions of social reality.”88 Despite the descriptions 

of racism, which suggest a distinction can be made between racist and anti-racist positions 

and practices, the latter just requiring a more informed judgement and a greater ear for 

hidden messages, racism is endemic to modern nations and there is no position outside 

racism.  

 

Australian society is powerfully structured by Whiteness which is the privileging of some 

national subjects over others at the intersection of race and class. While on the one hand 

it is “racially organised”89on the other there is an “epistemic divide” which “reflects a class 

divide marked by the distinction in understandings of the world”90 of White people 

themselves. This epistemic divide is drawn on a number of grounds including between the 

parochial and the cosmopolitan, and between the (usually) lower middle and working class 

‘racists’ and the (usually) middle to upper class cultural capital rich citizens who identify 

themselves as ‘anti-racist’. As well as structurally and multiplexly dividing the society 

between Whiteness and its raced others, Whiteness hierarchically places people into levels 

or degrees of Whiteness and otherness and rewards them accordingly.  

 

Overt recourse to Whiteness as White Pride is associated with the site of less cultural and 

symbolic capital. Such White people discover their Whiteness at moments of loss of White 

privilege, loss of social status in relation to other groups, or loss of a sense of belonging 

and unquestioned centrality as their significance in national iconography is diminished (the 

man in the street, the battler, salt of the earth), and as poor suburbs and centres of 

community become more multicultural.91 Through their expression of feelings of loss of 

centrality and importance (losses they blame on handy others) these Whites and their 

political representatives and apologists are also racialised by elite Whites as White racists 
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and White supremacists.92  

 

Elite or classy White people can afford to choose to live in mostly White enclaves and their 

sense of centrality is protected from threat by affluence and cultural influence, and what 

Dreama Moon calls their bourgeois enculturation and bourgeois decorum.93 Class privilege 

becomes a “mechanism of power employed in the exercise of whiteness…” expressed 

through:  

distancing, denial, superiority, belongingness, and solidarity, all of which are both 

daily practices and psychological processes that simultaneously support and reflect 

the position-justifying beliefs”.94   

These practices and processes protect them and their privileges from scrutiny at the same 

time as they work to re/produce Whiteness.  

 

Additionally, such people have less reason for seeking distinction on the basis of race 

superiority as they have several other means of distinction such as their identity with class 

and cultural normativity, material and immaterial capital. Race superiority and race 

privileges can be detoured through these other identity positions. In middle class, or 

socially normative positions, then, Whiteness is secured and increased by the covert 

and/or ‘oblivious’ operation of race privileges, rather than discourses and practices of overt 

racism. In society like Australia “fractured by race and class”95, hidden Whiteness and 

national/cultural normativity become indistinguishable. 

  

This means that in Australia Whiteness is partly expressed in the de-racing/de-ethnicising 

of Whites: specifically of middle class Whites for whom there is no widely used96 raced 

equivalent to named White minorities like ‘poor whites’ or ‘white trash’. It also means that 
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the associated positioning of middle class people as the norm is inextricably bound to the 

experience of race privileges. Class differentiates race privileges, such as the power to 

exclude and the choice to de-race oneself. It follows then that lower class Whites are 

raced by their class position in the hierarchy of subordinated groups. Furthermore, as the 

denigratory raced expressions included here show, “social and economic classes can be 

defined in racial terms”.97 Conversely, this means that class, as well as race/ethnicity, 

secure Whiteness in its elite form. Whilst middle class White women are not dominant in 

terms of their sex, their Whiteness is secured by their class position which is de-raced and 

de-ethnicised under the rubric of being normative, as well as by the way that 

representations of White womanhood are founded in past and present “social relations 

that include those of class and race/ethnicity”.98

 

This Whiteness, like all raced identities, has no biological basis although biology together 

with culture is produced as an explanatory and justificatory narrative. Historically, 

Whiteness has been a legal construction, with citizenship and therefore freedom or 

otherwise dependent on it. For Indigenous people in Australia this legal restraint included 

freedom of movement and freedom to marry. As a legal construction, Whiteness provided 

White Australians with more than status: as a legal construction, Whiteness “converted an 

aspect of identity into an external object of property moving whiteness from privileged 

identity to a vested interest.”99  

 

It is also a cultural construction, a performance. As Gwendolyn Foster explains, after Jean 

Baudrillard: 

Whiteness lacks an original, yet it is performed and re-performed in myriad ways, 

so much so it seems ‘natural’ to most. It is taken for granted—the norm that is 

unmarked. White performances are simulacra, falsely stabilized by master 

narratives that themselves are suspect, and whiteness itself is a construct that 

needs constant upkeep.100

The narratives that stabilise Whiteness for middle class and progressive White people are 
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not overtly or necessarily about race or even culture, and these days when narratives 

about race and ethnicity have become unspeakable if not unthinkable rarely are. They are 

more often narratives about sex and class that are in an intersectional relationship with 

narratives of race; they talk race from the side of the mouth.  

 

Foster, though she does not make the distinction herself that I am making here, is clearly 

talking about privileged Whiteness when she describes Whiteness as being “above all 

about sublimating forms of identity”, 101 as White pride Whiteness is dependent on a 

racialised identity. Elite or de-raced Whiteness, then, is performed by differentiating itself 

from the marked body of the raced other and also through a class coding of race using the 

visibility of the ‘white trash’ or supremacist identity as foils, in order to negate or hide 

normative Whites’ own raced identity and race privileges. It is constructed by mechanisms 

of distancing and denial of marked raced, ethnic, classed and sexual identities. This lack of 

a marked race, class, ethnic, or sexed and sexual identity is a foundation of White privilege 

allowing the Whitest of White people to perform being ‘just human’ by default.  For elite 

White women Whiteness is safeguarded by contesting the exclusion of women from the 

‘just human’, by universalising or idealising their marked sexed identity. 

 

Dyer describes the aspiring to Whiteness, to be seen as ‘just human’, as a desire to be 

seen both as personally significant and at the same time universally representative.  

White identity is founded on compelling paradoxes: a vividly corporeal cosmology 

that most values transcendence of the body; a notion of being at once a sort of 

race and the human race, an individual and a universal subject.102

Being positioned as universal, and therefore de-raced, allows elite White subjects to be, 

paradoxically, as Dyer argues, comprehended and represented as individuals, that is 

people who are open to contradiction and change. On the other hand, active or particular 

racialisation, and the essentialising of other non-normative social locations such as sex and 

class, produces difference as fixed. The people who are essentially raced, classed or sexed 

in this way have been represented as sharing a related set of devalued stereotypical moral 

characteristics.  
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Levels of Whiteness can be aggrandised both by changing political and cultural conditions 

and by individual efforts. For example, some second generation sons and daughters of 

migrant families become Whiter by undergoing a naturalising process from being ethnically 

marked to White; as Whiteness  

depends on a disavowal of hybridity, an elimination of ethnicity, and an adherence 

to the othering mechanism of whiteness.103  

Individual moves to sameness have been accompanied since the 1970’s by governmental 

level multicultural policy which focused on ethnicity whilst at the same time ignoring or 

burying the increasingly politically uncomfortable narratives and politics of race. This policy 

of supposed parity of ethnicities in the new multicultural Australian polity actually 

reproduced the same/different binary relationship of core Anglo and non core (although 

occasionally enriching) ‘ethnics’. However, this policy and its discursive environment did 

offer a route to Whitening to some immigrants, particularly those of European descent 

who had been differentiated on the grounds of marked ethnicity.  

 

So, Whiteness is both unstable and contextual. It 

…changes over time and space and is in no way a transhistorical essence…thus the 

range of possible ways of living whiteness, for an individual white woman in a 

particular time and place, is de-limited by the relations of racism at that moment 

and in that place. And if whiteness varies spatially and temporally, it is also a 

relational category, one that is consistent with a range of other racial and cultural 

categories, with class and with gender.104  

While Whiteness operates differently in different social and historical locations, some White 

people are also Whiter than others through the operations of the interactions between 

notions of race, ethnicity, class, and sexed (including sexual) identity. For example, 

northern Europeans have been seen as Whiter than stereotypically ‘swarthy’ southern 

Europeans in Australian immigrant communities, and some groups become Whiter over 

time, such as the well documented change in ascription of Jewish and Irish peoples in 

America and England respectively. Gay and lesbian people are ‘beyond the pale’, outside 

the ‘mainstream’. The generation of mostly White women who positively gained from 

feminist claims for a greater share in the wealth and power of the White male dominated 
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polity, and those who in the process sublimated or universalised their marked sexual 

identity, may also be described as having Whitened.  

 

Being accorded the privileges of Whiteness is contingent on the possession of particular 

forms and levels of cultural and symbolic capital (such as national capital) including, in the 

first instance, Anglo ethnicity which in Australia is still the unmarked ethnicity underpinning 

the construction of Whiteness. The possession of other related socially valorised cultural 

items, skin colour, cultural heritage, language, values, as well as culturally normative 

habits and manners or “conduct and character”,105 are features of Whiteness. The over-

representation of Aboriginal people in gaols was, according to Commissioner Johnson in 

the Reports of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in custody, the result of 

behaviours that were: “not so much unlawful, but simply different to proprieties observed, 

at least in public, by many non-Aboriginal people.”106Although Commissioner Johnson does 

not specify the ‘many’ who set the standards of behaviour, such standards are set by the 

dominant group, the middle class White Anglo people, and adopted by those who align 

themselves with or aspire to be part of this group. So although Whiteness is unspoken or 

denied it is at the same time, through its naturalisation as normative, made to appear 

more solid or fixed than it is in actuality. 

  

The characterising of Whiteness as both an ideal and something capable of being 

accumulated by Ghassan Hage leads him to think about Whiteness in terms of a “field of 

Whiteness”.107 All those with sufficient of this cultural capital, and there are differences 

and fluctuations in the value of these items of capital, occupy the field of Whiteness. This 

means than not only White skinned people may accrue Whiteness, but also non-White 

Australians who both aspire to Whiteness and who have sufficient other cultural capital 

and “feel qualified to yearn for such a position”: 

…even white skin colour is cumulative, and falls under a more or less, rather than 

an either/or logic, even if some have an interest in making it fall under such a 
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logic.108

However, non-White skinned people’s capacity to accumulate Whiteness has limits founded 

in their lack of White skin. In Australia ‘authoritative’ citizenship is equated with White skin 

in the first instance.109 White people may accumulate Whiteness, thus making it a kind of 

property, through behavioural change, increasing their class capital which, when combined 

with their White skin, helps them to produce a more persuasive performance of ideal 

Whiteness.  

 

But it is the White elites who stand to gain more from Whiteness, those with the greatest 

accumulation of nationally valued cultural capital transformed successfully into symbolic 

capital. This cultural wealth on which White privilege depends includes: 

the sum of valued knowledge, styles, social and physical (bodily) characteristics 

and practical behavioural dispositions within a given field. In short, they are 

material and symbolic goods constructed as valuable within the field and specific to 

it.110

This cultural capital ranges from certain valued race, ethnicity, class, sex, sexuality and 

religious111identities, includes specific bodily characteristics such as age, looks, size and 

conformation as well as specific behaviours and values such as “accent, demeanour, 

taste”,112 and becomes national cultural capital for those who possess such attributes 

when they are “valued characteristics within a national field”.113  

 

John Gabriel differentiates Whiteness under the categories of progressive normative, 

supremacist, and ontological Whiteness (which is just the state of being White).114 The 

uncertain and unstable alliance of different interests, power and privileges that forms 

contemporary Whiteness produces a hierarchy with the Whitest at the top, albeit 

contesting the legitimacy of each other’s claims to moral, cultural and political leadership, 

and those at the bottom acting as a ‘buffer’. This coalition is contingent upon the threat of 
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being excluded, or the hope of being allowed to share in, or have a greater share in, White 

privileges. Dyer sees this particular constellation of hopes and fears, rewards and 

punishments as the strength of Whiteness.115  

 

Supremacist Whiteness is generally expressed through physicality as opposed to the idiom 

of restraint and high mindedness. Such Whites emphasise Whiteness as both might, as in 

‘White is might’, and right and positively racialise themselves and their national rights by 

measuring themselves against their racially/culturally denigrated other. As supremacists 

perform a positively raced White identity they mark White as visible, thereby paradoxically 

diminishing their own Whiteness; that is the privileges that accrue to those who can make 

claims to universalism and transcendence.  

  

Normative Whiteness is coded as civility and is then usually expressed in terms of what 

Adrienne Rich identified as White solipsism where White equals humanity116. More 

privileged forms of Whiteness which resist open racialisation “implicitly racialise values, 

aesthetics and forms of inclusion and exclusion” but are becoming more explicitly racialised 

around issues of immigration, multiculturalism and the use of the English language.117  

Normative Whiteness is also characterised by unacknowledged race privileges including the 

privilege of being seen and seeing oneself as the normative group, the group whose 

customary behaviour, and the values expressed by such behaviour, is the basis of the 

society’s or nation’s propounded norms.  

 

Gabriel makes a distinction between normative and progressive Whiteness, describing the 

political stance of the latter as exposing the racism and the race privileges of supremacist 

and normative Whites and generally as significantly more race cognisant than those he 

describes as exhibiting normative Whiteness, particularly on national issues of 

multiculturalism and the treatment of refugees. At the same time, they “continue to 

dominate both ideologically and organisationally”118occupying positions of cultural, political 

and symbolic dominance, positions to which most of Whiteness’s privileges accrue. 
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Progressive, or perhaps even more accurately cosmopolitan119 Whiteness, and normative 

Whiteness more generally120, and its deployment by White women is the focus of this 

work. This group is made up of those who have not been culturally displaced by rapid 

social change, who have had the cultural capital to ride the waves of the ‘new’ ideologies 

of the late 20th century, feminism, multiculturalism, globalisation, reconciliation, and 

human rights. They distinguish themselves firstly from other Whites rather than the more 

usual raced others.  

 

In Australia, those whose politics fits them within progressive Whiteness are on the one 

hand emphatically anti-racist and, since the take up of multiculturalist discourses, multi-

ethnic, but on the other garner the privileges of Whiteness as they continue to have a very 

large influence on significant areas of national life, if no longer to be as dominant as they 

were through much of the 70’s and 80’s. Progressive Whites are a similar class type and 

use a similar discourse of tolerance to those Hage calls the White cosmopolites. They are 

positioned economically or culturally to commodify difference to produce a “distinctive 

form of Europeaness”, which they see as “clearly urbane, anti-racist, cosmopolitan, and 

non-Anglocentric”.121 By denigrating racist Whites, and by the use they make of difference, 

Good, progressive, cosmopolitan, ‘classy’ Whites recuperate and re-centre Whiteness.  

 

Rather than measuring their Whiteness directly against the raced other, those Whites who 

are sited at the top of this hierarchy can utilise the more proximate Whitish bodies of 

classed and sexed or sexualised others, thereby avoiding calling attention to their own 

raced identity and the privileges of Whiteness. As ideal Whiteness stands beyond race, 

beyond the limits of the physical, this allows the Whitest of White people to align 

themselves with the ideal human, and in the national context the ideal Australian, or 

                                                           
119 Where cosmopolitanism used to be thought of as simply a civic virtue although one most usually and 
gratifyingly valued by progressive elements, Ghassan Hage 1998 (among others) sees it as an effect of class 
privilege describing it as “a class derived capacity to intermix with others from different cultures”. Op cit, p 
54. Cosmopolitanism is identified with the embrace of multiculturalism within the nation, but also with a 
supra-national outlook, connecting globalisation with multiculturalism. “Elite cosmopolitanism” attaches 
little significance to national identity unlike the majority of the national community. Cosmopolitan politics 
is a political project that is “about rejecting xenophobic politics”. Mary Kaldor, from interview on ABC 
Radio National ‘The Europeans’, 11th February 2003. It is this explicit link to class privilege and to a 
specific political project that makes cosmopolitan Whiteness a more accurate term for my purposes. 
120 Rather than treating  normative and progressive Whiteness as separate categories as Gabriel does, I see 
them as part of a continuum. 
121 Hage 1998, op cit, pp 182-201 
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alternatively, when Australianness is brought into disrepute by the ethno/nationalistic 

claims by White supremacists, the ideal cosmopolitan citizen, the proudly ‘un-Australian’. 

Others sufficiently endowed with ontological Whiteness can aspire to and work towards 

this idealisation.  

 

Dyer expresses the self understandings of Whites in this way: 

In the quest for purity, whites can win either way: either they are a distinct, pure 

race, superior to all others, or else they are the purest expression of the human 

race itself. What is interesting in either version is the emphasis on purity, and of 

the special purity of whiteness, for this is a central theme to what is implied and 

mobilised by this group being called ‘white'.122  

These understandings of Whiteness differentiate White people. The first is often expressed 

explicitly and is usually associated now with the extreme Right. This supremacist view is 

generally held by Whites who are relatively poor in cultural and symbolic capital and are 

themselves vulnerable to failing standards of idealised Whiteness. Supremacist Whites are 

not the subjects of this work except insofar as in one chapter and in a specific context I 

analyse the derogation of Whiteness’s classed others as signposts to the ongoing work of 

making the ideal White body and the privileges of Whiteness invisible. The second is an 

implicit understanding and is consistent with left liberalism in that the purity is expressed 

in the lack of limiting or reductive markings of the universalised human.  

 

In Gabriel’s study of Whiteness in the UK and the USA, he makes the point that White 

identities are concealed as racial identities by the process of focusing on the racialisation 

of others.123 This is a recognisable phenomenon in Australia during the period of this study 

with numerous examples of the Aboriginal ‘problem’, the ‘native problem’ in PNG, the 

multicultural ‘problem’, the ‘problem’ of ‘Asians’ in the Australian community, and the ‘un-

Australian-ness’ of refugees. But a related phenomenon, I believe, operates within the 

progressive, cosmopolitan identified section of the White community. By the process of 

distinguishing themselves from racists, focusing moral outrage on White supremacists who 

positively self-racialise, and racialising some expressions of Whiteness, ‘classy’ Whites are 

able to deflect critical attention from themselves and their own privilege at the same time 
                                                           
122 Dyer 1997, op cit, p 22 
123 Gabriel 1998, op cit, p 4 
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as they recuperate ‘purer’ or more innocent forms of Whiteness.  

 

And further, as Hage argues, the significance of ‘classy’ White Anglo Australians derogating 

the racism, Anglocentrism and the parochialism of the uneducated or the unenlightened of 

the ‘old’ Australia may be more to do with the instituting or cementing of distinguishing 

class and cultural capital differences between Whites, than making a change in the 

relationships between White Anglo Australians and subordinately raced groups.124 Certainly 

the author/s of The Truth identified “a class of raceless, placeless cosmopolitan elites…” as 

“common oppressors” of “ordinary Australians”.125Being themselves assertively and 

proudly raced, supremacist Hansonites notice the de-raced and de-contextualised 

universalising stance of those they identify as elite Whites. Whilst Hage argues that the 

distinction between the ‘tolerant’ and ‘intolerant’, or progressive and supremacist Whites is 

more imagined than real, that in fact they share “a similar fantasy structure” which is “a 

fantasy of White supremacy”126, I am arguing for a distinction on the grounds of the 

contest over Whiteness and its privileges between and amongst White Anglo people, and 

the way in which a sense of the self as ‘tolerant’ or morally superior is used in the 

performance of, and as another measurement of, Whiteness by progressive or 

cosmopolitan Whites.  

 

Whiteness and White Women 

Whilst purity is associated with Whiteness generally, it is particularly associated or 

associated in particular ways, with middle class White women who carry the ‘burden’ of 

reproductive purity and of expressing the ‘disavowal of hybridity’. This is a central role in 

the reproduction of Whiteness because, as Foster says: “in a world of rampant hybridity…it 

is impossible to maintain hegemonic whiteness”.127The White women’s role involves 

“acting out purity and moral virtue”128 as they enact, model and police the reproduction 

and re/production of Whiteness in themselves and other women. 

 

Therefore, this work focuses on the accumulation of Whiteness by middle class White 

                                                           
124 Hage 1998, op cit, pp 202-205 
125 Pauline Hanson 1996, Pauline Hanson: The Truth, Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party, Ipswich, p 155 
126 Ibid 
127 Foster 2003, op cit, p 86 
128 Patricia Williams 1999 cited in ibid, p 78 
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women through both the de-racialisation of the self by purification and perfecting, 

distancing and denial, as well as the racialisation of others including other White people 

that together are part of the struggle for the transcendence and moral authority claimed 

for Whiteness. Both Peggy McIntosh129 and Ruth Frankenberg130 make the point that even 

in progressive women, an appreciation of Whiteness as a racial marking is usually absent 

or denied. So although some racist discourses and practices are acknowledged and 

rejected by many progressive White women, seeing a parity between sexism and racism 

for example, this recognition is not necessarily taken to heart. In fact, there has been a 

tendency to identify White men as the perpetrators of both without sufficient 

acknowledgement of their own complicity, of their race privileges, and of their own 

practices of Whiteness that create and reinforce their position as (relatively) normative.  

 

Aileen Moreton-Robinson has taken up this lack of self-recognition amongst specifically 

White, middle class feminist women in Australia.  

In academic institutions, race privilege accords white feminist academics choices 

about altering their subject positions to accommodate the “Other’s” cultural 

difference. There is no imperative for them to acknowledge, own and change their 

complicity in racial domination, because the mind/body split allows them to position 

“race” as extrinsic. Their anti-racist practice, as an intellectual engagement, is 

evidence of their compassion, but racism is not experienced as part of their 

interiority. Their extrinsic and almost extraneous relationship to “race” is evidence 

of why the subject position middle-class white woman, as a site of dominance, 

needs to be interrogated.131

Moreton-Robinson calls for the race privileges of Whiteness enjoyed by White women who 

see themselves as progressive and are involved in anti-racist practice to be both “owned 

and challenged”.132

 

Moreton-Robinson suggests that middle-class White women, and in particular the White 

feminists who are concerned with ‘difference’, actively conceal their positively and 

                                                           
129 Peggy McIntosh 1992, ‘White Privilege and Male Privilege’ in L. Anderson & P. Collins (eds) Race, 
Class & Gender, Wadsworth, California, pp 71-77  
130 Frankenberg 1993, op cit 
131 Aileen Moreton-Robinson 2000, op cit, pp 148-49 
132 Ibid, p 149 
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privileged racialised subject positions. 

Their [White feminists] failure to interrogate such representations means they 

effect a Cartesian shift to conceal the subject position middle-class white woman 

deployed in their gaze. 

She also argues that White feminists have utilised and reinforced the social norms to 

maintain their position as generic or universal women in Australia whilst challenging those 

norms that disadvantage them as female citizens in relation to White males. “White 

feminist alliances with the state maintain the centrality of the subject position middle-class 

white woman in policies and programs designed for all women.” Moreton-Robinson 

identifies “colonial processes” as producing a state of “oblivion” in these subjects of the 

ways they benefited from their own raced locations as well as their “indifference” to the 

disparity of their benefits and the costs born by their colonised others.133  

 

Moreton- Robinson implies a distinction between the subject positions of middle class 

White feminist women and actual women who occupy those identity positions. 

The subject position middle-class white woman has been and continues to be 

invisible yet represented through deployment in feminist theorising and practice. 

This subject position is structurally located and embodied in various forms of 

agency and its meanings are historically constituted in discursive and cultural 

practices. It is the subject position from which most feminists speak, write and 

theorise about “difference”.134

 She treats it as a subject position that “has socially supported race and class privileges” 

and is “deployed in the everyday practices of white feminists…”135So while there is a 

formal distinction made there is in fact very little air/light between the subject position and 

the individual subject. Because identity is contingent and identities mutually referent and 

interactive, and because we inhabit identities not the other way around, I hope to prise 

apart this gap between the individual subject and the subject positions she is positioned in 

by the history, culture and sets of relations of her society. Such an opening up lays out 

some of the internal contradictions as well as recognising the agency of individuals to 

change and thereby offering an alternative vision to the ‘oblivion’ that Moreton-Robinson 

                                                           
133 Ibid, p 182 
134 Ibid, p 181 
135 Ibid, p 177 
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offers. 

 

As the writings of White feminists in America and Australia show, normative Whiteness is 

being challenged within and by western feminism. However, as Aileen Moreton-Robinson 

argues,136 in feminist circles in Australia Whiteness has not yet been significantly racialised. 

That is, the privileges of Whiteness for White women have not yet been made visible. 

Their representational power as ideal women has not been circumscribed by the 

acknowledgement of the specificity and the limits of the experiences of Whiteness, or of 

their being raced and dominantly raced. At the national level, middle class White women 

still stand as the symbols of Whiteness’s purity and innocence. This has been echoed 

within feminism as the innocence of ‘women’, and expressed within the cultural formation 

of femininity as the purifying of feminine women of the marks of otherness. 

 

Whilst Dyer suggests that representations of White men in colonial settings (the Tarzan 

films and the later Rambo films for example) focus on the White male body as the 

‘bounded’ body, to distance them from “the horror of femininity and non-whiteness”,137the 

forms of the middle class or elite feminine body that are now dominant and culturally 

authorised in the circulation of images and ideals of the ideal female body, are themselves 

bounded and disciplined by diet, exercise and medical interventions. The ‘politically correct’ 

White western female body at present is the lean, androgynous, fit, strong body, a model 

of the ideal woman’s body that has developed alongside the growth and development in 

Feminist thinking over the last 30 years. Lotte Rose argues that this androgynous body is 

actually a “dissolving of sexual difference under male norms” which “stigmatize[s] the 

physical features which traditionally and biologically define the female body”138 thereby 

exposing a similar horror of the feminine. This boundedness of the present ideal woman’s 

body works to distance this body from marked sexed (as in ‘womanly’), raced and classed 

bodies. It thus expresses the paradoxical positioning of women by feminism which both 

depends on embodiment as the basis of its political claims but also distances itself from it. 

 

                                                           
136 Moreton-Robinson 2000, op cit 
137 Dyer 1997, op cit, p 153 
138 In Frauke Franckenstein  1997, ‘Making Up Cher’, The European Journal of Women’s Studies, vol 4 no 
1, February,  p 9  
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For White women, and women who want to Whiten, the struggle for transcendence and 

therefore de-racing is focused on the erasure of characteristics that have become 

metaphorically resonant of denigrated non-normative raced and ethnically marked bodies, 

bodies that exhibit gross or excessive corporeality. In White Anglo Australia we have both 

inherited the British imperial imaginary as well as having a specifically Australian one that 

has its own imaginal catalogue of denigrated types derived from its particular colonial 

history and the bureaucratic, political and social effects of the White Australia Policy. These 

non-normative bodies, in the first instance the over-determined raced bodies of denigrated 

others, and then by metaphoric trafficking extended to others such as the over-sexualised 

and over-indulged bodies of un-classy Whites, as well as those showing a vulnerability to 

mortality, are associated in White western representational systems with a lack of moral 

restraint and the corresponding immoral excess. The construed excessive or gross 

embodiment of the dualised other(s) on or nearing the border of Whiteness, as well as 

those they point to over the border, act as warnings and object lessons. Whitening the 

body involves the expenditure of much energy and money on undertaking specific body 

regimes to produce a corporeal version of Good women which is a significant contribution 

to moral authority. 

 

Normative Whiteness is implicit in the de-raced ‘women’ of White western feminism, in its 

metaphoric imperialism of theorising all oppressed groups and  devalued qualities as 

‘feminised’,139 (feminism itself has shared the ‘horror’ of the feminine) and in the 

universalised, ‘civilised’ ideals of ‘womanhood’ of White western femininity. The sexed 

identity that is emphasised in both these ideologies is one unmarked by either lack or 

excess. This is not to argue that these signs of both lack and excess are not appropriated 

by fashion as means of spicing up the normative at times. Polished moments of heroin chic 

and lesbian chic which circulated in fashion and lifestyle magazines in the 1990’s are 

examples of “sense envy” or “the desire of one culture for the sensory knowledge of 

another”140, but the gestures and dress that display sexuality are “flattened out”.141 

                                                           
139 For example: “with such remarks, women and postcolonial Blacks alike are feminized and made into an 
undistinguishable mass”. Susan Ritchie 1996, ‘Dismantling Privilege’, John Hawley (ed) Critical Studies 7, 
Rodopi, Amsterdam, p 159 
140 Laura Marks 2000 cited in Gwendolyn Foster 2003, op cit, p 97 
141 Foster 2003, op cit, p 98 
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Further, by linking the hyper-sexed142 feminist or feminine body to ideal expressions, 

‘feelings of virtue’143, innocence, perfected types, the idealised form is universalised and 

spiritualised. The sexed identity emphasised is paradoxically, to recall Dyer, elusive, de-

corporealised, de-sexualised. 

 

Both formations hyper-sex White women making raced identities belong to the raced 

other. Within contemporary White feminism, particularly those expressions associated with 

the high moral ground feminism of the 1970’s and 1980’s in Australia, Goodness is 

emphasised by the hyper-sexing of White women, theorising that focused almost solely 

and exclusively on difference as sexual. In analyses that treated White women as sexed 

but not raced and classed,144 White women were portrayed as only oppressed and 

‘innocent’, embodying Goodness in dualistic opposition to patriarchally oppressive men. 

This state of innocence was further established for a smaller number of White women by 

distancing themselves from ‘collusive’ White women whose collusion was marked by 

heterosexuality or by certain practices of femininity, such as respectability or particular 

forms of self enhancement. 

 

Apocalyptic thinking that promotes dualistic stereotypes of the completely good and the 

absolutely evil with no middle ground has been recycled by some feminist thinkers and 

practitioners, according to feminist theologian Catherine Keller and feminist academic Lee 

Quinby. Catherine Keller identifies apocalyptic thinking in feminist discourses where 

feminists designate themselves as “Daughters of the Light over and against the Sons of 

Darkness”. She contextualises this kind of thinking by suggesting that at the time, the 

1970’s and early 1980’s, then counter-cultural feminism needed the energy that is 

generated by apocalyptic discourses and images and that such thinking in the past has 

been put to anti-imperialist uses. However, as Quinby argues, apocalyptic thinking 

“generates inequalities and oppressive practices” at the same time as shifting guilt and 

                                                           
142 This usage, after Baudrillard (1983), signifies that “something is more real than the real”. In the case of 
middle class White women “this (re)production is exemplified by the production of ‘true (white) 
womanhood’ wherein a racialised bourgeois ideal of womanhood stands in for the real and multiple forms 
that womanhood  may take”. Dreama Moon 1999, op cit, p 192 
143 From Elizabeth Spelman’s title 1998  (1991), ‘The Virtue of Feeling and the Feeling of Virtue’, M. 
Gatens (ed) Feminist Ethics, International Research Library of Philosophy; 22, Aldershot, England 
144 For example, see discussion of Carol Pateman’s (1989) work in chapter 3. 
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blame.145 Those White feminists who saw their role in this almost mythic way, as the ones 

to undertake “a kind of massive purgation, [a] cleansing of the cosmos, that allows new 

creation to occur” as Keller described apocalyptic thinking, put themselves beyond 

accountability and any shared culpability for the existing social order and their place in it.  

 

Patricia Collins146 argues that there is a “matrix of domination” that bears down on 

oppressed groups, for example discrimination on the grounds of race, ethnicity, sex, class, 

sexuality, the interplay of which Kimberlé Crenshaw has termed ‘intersectionality’.147 

Viewed from above, for example from the position of race dominant middle class White 

Australian women, these identities can be mobilised to interact in such a way to support a 

position of sameness, in this case the emblematic woman. Typologies of race and ethnic 

difference, and the way they are constructed by and construct, and interact with, 

typologies of class difference and sexed difference, as well as with the particularities of 

historical, political and cultural location, still form the ground of the political and social 

agreement on what is normative in the nation, and specifically what is a normative 

woman. They also still form the basis of the privileges and sense of entitlement that 

accompany that designation, and the practices of individuals to maintain or improve their 

alignment with that norm.  

 

Goodness: From Moral Exemplar to Moral Authority 

To recap, the discourses of femininity share with some kinds of feminism a focus on a 

female sexed identity that apparently transcends race and class whilst being the product of 

the history of race and class privilege. Middle or upper class White women have also been 

charged with the role as the signifier of civilisation, or a construction of an idea of 

civilisation that is consonant with Whiteness, as well as  reproducer and nurturer of the 

ideal of Whiteness. This role can be performed passively, that is read off demeanour, 

clothes, gestures, the body in its entirety, and enacted primarily in the private sphere, or 

actively and publicly, as in such women performing as moral leaders. The point is that in 

                                                           
145 Catherine Keller and Lee Quinby interviewed by Rachael Kohn on ‘Millenial Dreams #7: Post Millenial 
Prophets’ The Spirit of Things, ABC Radio National, broadcast on 16th May 1999. Transcript  at: 
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/relig/spirit/s25556.htm  
146 Patricia Collins 1990, Black Feminist Thought, Routledge, New York 
147 Kimberlé Crenshaw 1995, ‘Mapping the Margins’, Critical Race Theory, The New Press, New York. p 
357 
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either passive or active forms the performers are understood, or understand themselves, 

to be acting out or being representative of an ideal of womanhood that is White; being 

Good women both in the sense of being moral, however that is understood at different 

historical moments and in different social contexts, and in the sense of being persuasive or 

authentic. In this section I lay down some of the threads that linked an ideal of Good 

women to Whiteness. 

 

The passive performance of White womanhood is that most usually promoted as feminine 

whereas the active performance is associated with feminism. The emphasis and value 

given to the passive or the active performances have fluctuated. There has also been an 

antipathy between the feminine and the feminist forms of White womanhood, a horror of 

each other’s performance. However, the ways White women see themselves and others, 

and the ways that they are and have been seen in colonial and then post-colonial contexts, 

produced a particular set of relationships between Whiteness, White women, the colony, 

then the nation, that constructed White women as both moral exemplars and, under the 

influence of feminism, as moral leaders. 

 

In the nineteenth century at the centre of the British empire the emblematic White woman 

could only maintain her given cultural status whilst living out her life within the bounds of 

virtuous respectability, the ‘angel’ of the protected domestic sphere that acted as the 

moral underpinning and justification for the emergent capitalist and imperialist public 

domain. She, as the angel of the respectable middle class home became by metaphoric 

extension the angel of the White and middle class dominated nation and empire. Her 

symbolic power was dependent on her role as moral and biological guardian of Whiteness 

as civilisation. Her reward for this cultural performance, though not directly in the ‘thrill’ of 

capture of territory, markets, raw materials and labour power or the accumulation of 

profits lay in her status as the symbol of the moral superiority of Whiteness.  

 

The discourses that link certain women with Goodness, and more broadly the privileging of 

a sexed identity with the privileges of Whiteness, can in part be tracked to the beginning 

of industrial specialisation in Victorian England. Whilst there has long existed dualistic 

imagery of women, the classical Greek virgin/whore and then the Christian pairing of 
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Madonna/Magdalene, Leonore Davidoff argues that this good/bad pairing was laid over the 

template of class due to the division of labour in the home that created a mistress/servant 

split.148 This split produced a pure/impure association with class.  

 

Middle class and respectable White women confined to the private realm were constructed 

as good or ‘innocent’ not only in relation to their classed others, but also in relation to the 

public world of middle class men and their involvement in the sometimes morally 

questionable workings of capitalist and colonialist activities. In the context of the 

contradiction between the acclaimed moral superiority of White society and their capitalist 

and colonialist activities, such women were also charged with the symbolic role of 

recuperating and representing to the wider world the purity and superiority of Anglo 

Whiteness. The sisters and wives of the merchant class “like children, represented the 

innocence of the natural world….” 

The romantic imagination indelibly fixed the image of the rose-covered cottage in a 

garden where Womanhood waited and from which Manhood ventured abroad: to 

work, to war and to the Empire. So powerful was this dual conception that even 

the radical fringe subscribed.149

Idealised images of White womanhood as innocent and nurturing and the moral guardians 

of civilised values came to represent the finest achievements of the colonial mother 

country and her White settler society daughters. These idealised images also became the 

means of measuring the level of civilisation of colonised peoples, as well as other races 

and nations when applied as a template to their relations between the sexes.150  

 

At the end of the nineteenth century ‘race’ was applied in “shifting and unstable ways”,151 

as expressed in the term ‘white negroes’ to describe the Irish.152 In this colonial production 

of material and symbolic power those constructed as the degenerate subjects of 

colonialism became the reference points for the naming of degeneracy at home.153 
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McClintock calls this phenomenon “domestic degeneracy”.154 Those at the degenerate end 

of the scale included working class men, the Irish and Jewish people. Working class 

women, “[d]omestic workers, female miners and working-class prostitutes” were even 

lower on the scale occupying the buffer zone; “stationed on the threshold between the 

white and black races”.155Those deemed degenerate by class or ethnicity, and sexualised 

‘Bad’ women, were associated with raced others.  

 

This metaphoric chain of distinction and degeneracy worked both vertically and 

horizontally.  Vertically it created a ‘chain of being’ producing a hierarchy of humanity. 

Horizontally it linked and cross-linked those deemed uncivilised by race and culture, as well 

as class and sex.156 This symbolic chain not only worked its way forward from race, but 

also, then, backward from degenerate sexed and classed bodies to race. For example, the 

qualities associated with English working class women in the nineteenth century, qualities 

of slovenliness, rowdiness, and a physical strength inappropriate for Good women, came 

to be projected onto Black women in America. 157 The degeneracy of race was used to 

reinforce the degeneracy of class and so on in a circulating symbolic economy.  

 

Taken altogether, this created classes of Good and Bad women, authentic and inauthentic 

women, which linked particular kinds of classed, sexed and sexualised bodies with 

particularly raced bodies. Only middle class White women exhibiting behaviours deemed 

appropriate to their class were White women. Only White women were indisputably Good 

women; good that is in both senses, authentic and moral. 

The symbolic division created in the nineteenth century was between the ‘good 

women who were pure, clean, sexually repressed and physically fragile, and the 

‘bad’ women, who were dirty, licentious, physically strong and knowledgeable 

about the evil done in the world. Good women were wives, mother, spinsters ― 

women dependent on men and sexually un-challenging. Bad women were whores, 

                                                                                                                                                                              
with racism…” Lisa Tuttle (ed) Encyclopedia of Feminism, 1986, cited in Naomi Zack (ed) 1997 Race/Sex, 
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labourers, single mothers, politically active women. They were ridiculed as 

'‘mannish'’ or discredited with the epithet of sexual licentiousness: ‘free lovers’.158

Working class women along with other independent women at that time were both raced 

and masculinised in negative ways.159  

 

Australian middle and upper class women expressed the British ideal “in a weaker, 

uncrystallized form” due in part to economic circumstances which meant that women were 

often economic as well as spousal partners.160 The ideal White woman was described in 

the Queenslander in 1872 in these terms: “Bright, educated, companionable, capable 

women who will make cheerful, economical homes…and generally purify life.161Although a 

heartier, more physical version of the Good Woman is pictured than the British ideal, she is 

still distinguished by her purifying capacities and presence. 

 

The ‘“precious jewel” image of middle class and respectable White women, whose prime 

responsibility was to care for her husband and to bear and rear his children’,162 also 

resonates with the colonial elevation of middle class White women, both as proof of the 

superiority of colonial masters, and as models for emulation by the colonised women. 

Although, as Helen Calloway and Chilla Bulbeck document there was a variation in the role 

of these White women in the British colonies and the Australian colony of Papua New 

Guinea, “women were seen as wives but not mothers.”163 Respectable White women were 

complicit with the idealisation of feminine goodness; as Howe and Swain argue they “came 

out in support of this domestic ideal and actively sought to promote its spread down the 

social scale.” At home in England and in Australia this promotion took the form of attempts 

to regulate working class lifestyles.164

 

Anne Summers’ study of White women in the early years of the Australian colonies details 
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the splitting of the stereotypes of women between upper class and convict women.165 

Summers quotes one colonist’s description of all convict women as “the lowest 

possible…They all smoke, drink and in fact, to speak in plain language, I consider them all 

prostitutes”.166 Again, working class women are represented here as not really ‘women’, 

acting like men and exerting their independence and, therefore, not only not quite White 

but a threat to Whiteness.  

 

In colonial Australia White women played a significant role in the colonial imagination. 

Writing of the potency of the trope of the captured White woman throughout the 

nineteenth century in the Australian colonies, Kate Darian-Smith describes the cultural 

force of the image of White women who, as wife and mother, both represented the 

desirability of Whiteness and was a focus of the fears of the loss of Whiteness. 

The words ‘white’ and ‘women’…fused together multifarious racial, gendered, and 

sexual ideologies, constituting women as both symbols of European civilisation and 

chattels of patriarchal capitalism. As cultural symbol and as property, the colonial 

white woman was constructed as the object of indigenous or primitive sexual 

desire. Apprehensions about the racial and sexual threat to the status of white 

womanhood were echoed and amplified around the imperial world.167

What Darian-Smith does not make clear here is that only particularly classed women could 

operate as cultural symbol and be representative of White womanhood. Those who were 

qualified by class to act as cultural symbol had the rewards and privileges of their symbolic 

role and its associated elevated moral status.  

 

In mid nineteenth century Melbourne society, Penny Russell describes the concept of 

‘gentility’ as an ever-changing but “crucial ideological formulation” which it is White 

woman’s role to protect. Russell argues that while gentility constrained women, it also 

“represented the principal means by which some at least could claim status and authority 

in Melbourne society.”168Woman derived moral authority, and “established the moral 
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superiority of the gentry”169 from the congruence of their behaviour and their appearance 

with idealised notions of  “genteel femininity”, in distinction from the ‘tradesmen’,170 and 

their wives who were “not in humanised society at all”.171 Genteel White women in colonial 

Melbourne society were responsible for policing the credentials of social acceptance and 

the boundaries of genteel society. Their work was to “monitor with a vigilant eye the codes 

and ethics of gentility in themselves and in others”, and the performance of their “good 

taste, good manners, refinement, education, morality, restraint and modesty” formed the 

social barriers of distinction between genteel femininity, the aspiring shopkeepers and the 

disorder of the public streets inhabited by working women172, and also presumably some 

dispossessed Indigenous people. It is clear by inference that these qualities of genteel 

femininity were the basis of an unimpeachable White womanhood.  

 

A long standing invasion narrative has shadowed the Australian imaginary with the peoples 

commonly herded under the sign of ‘Asian’ (more recently ‘Middle Eastern’) as the feared 

sources of the destruction of White hegemony and threats to the Whiteness of the nation. 

David Walker argues that the perceived threat of an awakening of Asia in the second half 

of the nineteenth century was largely responsible for the intensification of a “powerful 

masculinising and racialising impulse in Australian nationalism.” 173The expectations on 

White women as racial/national reproducers and physical and moral guardians of racial 

purity in the years that Walker is describing fell to respectable or ‘genteel’ Anglo White 

women, those deemed fit for these national responsibilities. A “red-head-speckled face”, 

an Irishwoman, so described by John Potts the self appointed barker of his travelling circus 

of anti-Chinese racist sleights of speech around Queensland in the late 1900’s, could never 

be depended on to safeguard her womb as a matter of honour. An Irishwoman, and 

therefore stereotypically depicted as uneducated, irredeemably lower class, and barely 

White, was believed capable of even marrying a Chinese man if offered money.174  

 

But even genteel women were feared to be unreliable. According to a writer in the Sydney 
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Morning Herald in May 1906, women at a government House reception for the Japanese 

Training Squadron who were visiting Sydney “show[ed] a want of reserve that they would 

never dream of exhibiting with English speaking officers”.175 Even Good women could be 

seen as potential threats to the racial purity of the nation, and certainly threats to the 

maintenance of impermeable borders despite the border protection role these women 

played within White society. Respectable White women supported their claims to 

respectability (and reliability), and their special relationship with the White nation, by 

maintaining a safe distance from degeneracy. Working class women were the sources of 

racial pollution such women, particularly those living in the cities, were most likely to come 

into contact with. The symbolism of Bad women who were threats to Whiteness, like the 

speckled Irishwoman, could be used to keep Good women in line. 

 

Marilyn Lake argues that feminists at the turn of the century were in a contest with 

masculinists “for control of the national culture”.176Feminist women were reacting to the 

prevailing style of masculinity characterised as the Lone Hand that idealised an itinerant 

lifestyle, excessive drinking, gambling and casual sex. This model was seen as a threat to 

White women and children, and therefore to Whiteness. 

The Women’s Movement placed itself self-consciously in the vanguard of the 

mission to establish white civilisation in Australia. Feminists’ identity as British, 

civilised and white provided the crucial underpinnings for their assumed rights as 

reformers. Their status as white women gave them their authority to speak, and for 

good and ill feminists assumed that they spoke for all women. Feminism was and is 

a politics of representation.177

Here is the shared ground with feminine gentility: respectability and the maintenance of 

civilised society represented as White middle class values, the responsibilities of White 

motherhood, the concomitant ‘innocence’ of White women. The difference is that they saw 

their role as a more active one than that of exemplar, as reformers of the underclass, the 

proper representatives of White womanhood and moral leaders in the life of the White 

nation.  
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In the colonial imaginary leading up to the founding of the new White Australian nation, 

the nation was represented by a young White women; the daughter of Britannia but 

coming of age. The depictions of her emphasised her passivity; her beauty, but also “her 

innocence, her purity and her vulnerability”.178 In the period preceding and including the 

First World War the emphasis was on reproductive fitness and physical fitness, as well as 

moral purity.179This produced a more Australian, more active image of White womanhood. 

The ‘Coming Woman’, together with her mate the ‘Coming Man’, still had imperial 

significance related to the future of the White race but at the national level they were to 

avert the danger to the Whiteness of Australia.  

 

White women who physically lived on the frontiers of White society and who acted as 

buffers in a real rather than symbolic sense not only treated Aboriginal women as 

degenerate others, they also loaded those women with their own degenerate embodiment, 

or those aspects that were linked to carnality and lack of restraint and that were thought 

to deprive a woman of ‘femininity’. Jackie Huggins who recorded the experiences of a 

group of Aboriginal women sent as domestics to White households in the 1920’s and 

1930’s shows how White women used them, as upper class White women in the cities 

used servants, to carry out the non-idealised, because too material, work of their maternal 

roles.  

 

The relationships “were clearly defined by class and race”.  

All the (Aboriginal) women bin washin’ clothes, cleanin’, cartin’ water…watering 

garden. White lady never do nothin’. Big Queen…” 

When it came to the care of children, Rita Huggins, Jackie Huggins’s mother, was: 

denied her own maternity while forced to wash, change babies’ nappies, and play 

with her white employer’s children. A painful insult indeed. There are also many 

cases of Aboriginal women wet-nursing white children while “the Big Queen” did 

other things.180  
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Versions of the big White queen were familiar figures in Australian administered PNG. They 

were called Sinebada, or big mother,181 in the Motuan language of Papua, and Misis, as 

distinct from Meri the word for woman, in Tok Pisin. Like their counterparts on the 

Australian internal raced frontiers, these women in large part passed over those aspects of 

womanhood that de-spiritualised and materialised the ideal White woman to their carnal 

others thus Whitening themselves. 

 

Feminism gave White women’s maternal qualities a national context and a White nation-

making role. “The feminist approach to creating a new social order initially drew on and 

emphasised women’s acknowledged duties and capacity as mothers”.182 When the 

evangelising force of feminism was focused on Aboriginal women after the First World 

War, the relationship was marked by maternalism, which Aileen Moreton-Robinson argues 

was experienced as oppressive and inequitable, not nurturing, from the subordinate 

position of Aboriginal women. 

White women participated in gendered racial oppression by deploying the subject 

position middle-class white woman both unconsciously and consciously, informed 

by an ideology of true white womanhood, which positioned Indigenous women as 

less feminine, less human and less spiritual than themselves.183

This set of idealised images of White woman as innocent, as pure, and in need of and 

deserving of protection or direction (by men, the state, feminism) or, if feminist, as moral 

leaders, links the ideologies of femininity and feminism to the institution of White 

womanhood. It is persistently linked to the protection of the privileges of Whiteness. White 

woman’s Goodness is vested in a physical, ideological and spiritual ideal and is class and 

race constructed.  

 

In contemporary Australia, the image of the “colonizing white woman revealed in colonial 

history bears uncanny resemblance to the image of the contemporary Western feminist in 

relation to her ‘other’—the ‘Third World’ woman”.184Moreton-Robinson concurs, arguing 

that this ideology of ‘true’ womanhood “persists in discursive and cultural practices” in the 
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present, within feminism as without.185 I agree with Haggis and Moreton-Robinson, but I 

suggest differing although allied strategies are used to ensure this persistence. In the 

ideology of feminine White womanhood the qualities that are stressed, that set the 

standard of womanliness, include restraint, a civilising nurturance, and the capacity to set 

a moral example to others (either in the home or the community), and these qualities are 

deemed to set middle class White women apart from their raced and metaphorically raced 

others. The ideology of femininity stresses the White body in its ideal form as a maternal, 

or potentially maternal, rather than an over-sexualised body. In the case of feminism, 

active moral leadership is stressed and the problematic aspects of embodiment that 

compromise the yearning for transcendence, including the maternal body, are slipped in 

the strategy of universalising their specifically raced and classed version of womanhood. 

Both ideologies, through the construction of the ideal or generic woman whether focusing 

on embodiment or spirit, have the effect of Whitening women. Both middle class ideologies 

of femininity and feminism emphasise the innocence of ‘women’, an innocence that is 

usually but not always bedded in their maternal or maternalist roles and capacities. Both 

assume a moral authority whether deployed passively or actively. Both strategies 

emphasise the sexed identity in isolation from raced and classed identities.  

 

Arguments around the Kitchen Table: Some Differences and Debts 

A critical focus on Whiteness began within the theoretical context of examining the ways 

that the subordinated other (particularly the sexed, raced other) is constructed within 

western cultures and societies, within the political context of identity politics, and as part 

of a renewed focus on the structures and processes of racism and sexism. Whiteness was 

identified and analysed in terms of White women in the late 70’s by White American 

feminist Adrienne Rich. Rich, writing in response to Black feminist critiques186 and in the 

context of other critiques from the left, saw accountability for Whiteness as a significant 

subject of concern to White feminists and White women generally; “[r]esponsibility for 

instrumentality-accountability-is a profound and continuing question”.187 She argued that 

racism must be understood “as a female experience”.188  
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However, her measure of White women’s, and White feminists’ accountability, or 

“instrumentality”, is limited; an effect of “white male supremacism”.189 While largely 

disputing the charge of racism then being levelled against middle class White feminism, 

particularly racism in the forms of “active domination” which she made the province of 

White men, and “passive collusion”190 which she saw as the province of those who 

accepted the White ideology of femininity and were concerned with evaluating women in 

those terms, Rich accepts the reality, to a degree, of the privileges of Whiteness for White 

women. However, she argues that Whiteness is only a “skin-deep privilege” for White 

women, and then only for the respectable heterosexual woman, because of her “object 

status as a woman” in her relationships with White men191. She also understands White 

women’s accountability to be limited because they too are victims themselves of patriarchy 

and have been “impressed into its service”192, for example “playing off sex against 

race”,193 whilst at the same time maintaining an honourable tradition of being “disloyal to 

civilization”.194

 

Whilst only conceding a limited form of accountability to progressive White women and 

though not specifically seeing it as a privilege that could be defended, Rich argued that 

White feminists who were “raised white in a racist society” were, and saw themselves, as 

normative. They shared:  

white solipsism—not the consciously held belief that one race is inherently superior 

to all others, but a tunnel-vision which simply does not see nonwhite experience or 

existence as precious or significant, unless in spasmodic, impotent guilt-

reflexes…195  

However, Rich also worries in this essay that feeling ‘guilty’ about racism is also an 

expression of White solipsism: “a preoccupation with our own feelings which prevent us 

from ever connecting with the experience of others”.196 At the same time, Rich regarded 
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feminism as a politics that “would, for once, take the position of women as central” and 

the oppression of women as “a permeating metaphor throwing light on every other form of 

domination”.197  

 

By linking racism and ‘gynephobia’ as interlocking oppressions, or as having “inextricable 

connections”,198 (and of course they are linked by their nature as processes of othering), 

but centring sexed identity and sexed oppression, Rich diminishes the accountability of 

White women rather than looking to the specifics of White ‘female experience’ that could 

produce an analysis of the specific forms that Whiteness takes as it is practiced by White 

women. Like Rich I reject guilt as an appropriate response to the effects of individual and 

collective Whiteness, but whereas she is concerned with establishing “true” 

accountability199 in the face of criticism, and positively comparing the responsibility for the 

structures of Whiteness of White women with White men, I am concerned with White 

women’s own implication in and responsibilities for the reproduction of Whiteness. Rather 

than working from comparison, and whilst rejecting the universalising ‘female’, I am 

following the path she hinted at, examining the culturally specific forms of Whiteness 

historically and socially available to and/or particular to middle class White Australian 

women as they are expressed in the lives and practices of some such women. 

 

Rich’s essay on the accountability of White women was followed with the publication in 

1983 of Marilyn Frye’s essay ‘On Being White: A Feminist Understanding of Race and Race 

Supremacy’. As Frye also acknowledged, this change of focus to the discourses and 

practices of Whiteness was “pressed on” White feminists in the United States by women of 

colour.200 The denial of the accountability of White women or the acknowledgment of only 

a contingent or limited form of accountability can also be seen in Marilyn Frye’s analysis of 

Whiteness as a social and political construct ‘fashioned’ by men the “arbiters of 

conception”.  

Whiteness is, it seems pretty obvious, a social or political construct of some sort, 

something elaborated upon conceptions of kinship or common ancestry and upon 
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ancient ethnocentric associations of good and evil with light and dark. Those who 

fashion this construct of whiteness, who elaborate on these conceptions, are 

primarily a certain group of males. It is their construct. They construct a conception 

of their “us”, their kindred, their nation, their tribe.201

Here, a particular group of White men are made to carry nearly all the responsibility for 

the construction of the system of power and privilege. White feminists’ responsibility was 

limited to overlooking White men’s role in the production of the raced system by their 

almost exclusive focus on men’s role in sexed oppression.202 Frye does acknowledge that 

White women in general (including White feminists), deploy Whiteness as normativity, for 

example in the false universalism of White feminism critiqued in America by women of 

colour and in Australia by Aboriginal women.203  

  

Frye worries in this essay on Whiteness whether a White skinned person, someone with 

race privileges due solely to skin colour and who can mobilise choices, even to be anti-

racist, as a direct result of that race privilege, can ever therefore be a “good person”.204In 

Frye’s narrative of Whiteness, power is being wielded “primarily” by men of a specific class 

who have significant political/economic power. White women are implicated through their 

attachments to White men, and through their desire to share in the “white men’s 

privilege”. Women’s Whiteness, their race privilege and their racism, is derived primarily 

from their structural and sexual relationships with White men,205 (rather than them being 

understood to have specific privileges and specific responsibility). This implies that 

separatist White women have a much greater chance than other White women, of ‘being 

good’. In this analysis Frye creates a new and smaller group of ‘innocent’ women than 

1970’s feminism when all women were positioned as good in distinction from all men. 

 

For those White women who are implicated in the system of raced dominance, Frye sees  
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“whiteliness” as the performance of “dignity and respectability” which gives White women 

a “kind of being” they do not experience in their sexed identity.206 Kate Davy is more 

explicit; arguing that the institution of White womanhood founded on the values of civility 

and respectability is in the service of White supremacy.207 Whilst both Frye and Davy are 

implicated in the cultivation of Whiteness and its privileges in the links they themselves 

draw between the institution of middle class womanhood and Whiteness, through their 

White and middle class cultural and symbolic capital, at the same time both here distance 

themselves from Whiteness through its link to ‘respectability’ seen as at odds with their 

radical feminist or lesbian feminist politics.  

 

Writing much more recently than Frye, E. Ann Kaplan still distances White women from 

Whiteness in problematising Whiteness Studies. She notes that White men were more 

significant in the creation of Whiteness studies in America than White women. This came 

about, Kaplan argues, because of White men’s sense of ownership of and identification 

with the nation and the public sphere, and in response to their felt destabilisation and de-

centring “produced by the research by Blacks and women”.208 I find this interesting 

because of the way it again articulates a problem I am concerned with here; of the way 

that progressive White women avoid being problematically White by taking refuge in their 

subordinated and therefore seemingly innocent sexual (or sexual preference identity), 

which makes White men, (and their dupes), wholly responsible for raced structures, and 

ignores the issue of their race privileges, except those accruing to sexed ‘respectability’.  

 

The ‘women’ Kaplan refers to are neither raced nor classed, but individuals who are “all 

and only woman”      

who by some miracle of abstraction has no particular identity in terms of race, 

class, ethnicity, sexual orientation, language, religion, nationality. 209

As Elizabeth Spelman has shown a focus on women’s sexed selves to the exclusion of their 

other corporeal and identity markings is both an expression of a normative positioning and 
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acts to make invisible those other identities. Sexed White privilege is lodged in the 

assumption that sexed identities are separable from and have priority over raced or 

classed identities.  

 

Working from the legacy of Aristotle’s thinking in contemporary western societies, 

Spelman’s work traces the way the sexed identities of women and men become more 

significant the closer they approach the norm. “To have a gender identity is itself a ‘race’ 

privilege”210 she argues, as privileging sexed identity and sexed oppression is made 

possible by race privilege which positions particular women as normative.  In a White 

dominant, race structured nation, being primarily identified or self identifying by sexed 

identity in isolation, for example as both or either ‘feminine’ (including less mainstream 

forms of the feminine such as the ‘lipstick lesbian’) or ‘feminist’, are race privileges as they 

work to erase  the raced identity. This is why these identities are brought together, despite 

their differences, within the same analytical frame in this work although they have been 

theorised as antithetical in other sites. 

 

The claim to universality, when White people perform the role of being “just people”211, or 

more specifically in the case of White women, ‘just women’ within their race structured 

national community, is at the very heart of Whiteness. Whilst White men might base their 

claim to national ownership on being ‘just people’, with the very lack of particularity and 

‘special needs’ making them seemingly more human(e), White women’s relationship to the 

White nation has been founded, as feminists have critically shown on their being ‘generic 

women’,212primarily represented as  the sexed beings in contrast to White men who 

transcended such specificities. It is as generic women that middle class White women have 

been privileged at other women’s expense.  

 

Ironically, representing themselves as ‘generic women’ is the basis of middle class White 

women’s limited but still successful claim to a universalist position, and the much more 

successful claims of their sexed experiences and oppression as prior: the founding 

oppression. This from Moira Gatens: “Sexual difference—which cuts across both race and 
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class differences—is an important indicator….”213 White feminists at the time that Rich and 

then Frye were writing generally saw themselves as simply the subordinated other rather 

than as raced, and superordinantly raced; identifying themselves as only or primarily 

oppressed. And, according to Elizabeth Spelman, still did in the early 1990’s when she 

wrote 

…it is startling that something as basic as some women’s inhumanity to other 

women has not been a central concern for the variety of inquiries included under 

the rubric “feminist ethics”. We give lots of attention to men’s oppression of women 

but far too few sustained examinations of women’s oppression or exploitation of 

other women.214

Within Australia, Indigenous academic Aileen Moreton-Robinson, writing in 2000, argues 

that too little attention is still being given to the relation of Whiteness to White women by 

feminists. As she says: “Whiteness is so pervasive as an invisible norm that race, as 

difference, still belongs to women who are not white in Australian feminism.”215  

 

White Australian academic Marilyn Lake rejects the continuing urge to the universalising 

and centralising of (White) sexed experience. White feminists have to recognise and 

acknowledge that feminism is not necessarily the most relevant or pressing politics for all 

women, that “different oppressions are differences not necessarily of degree, but of 

kind”.216 Moreton-Robinson, referring to recent moves in White feminism to articulate a 

more dynamic relationship between identity positions217 in the context of the developing 

work by Black American women on how systems of oppression intersect218, also argues 

that the theorising, or “myth” as she calls it, of commensurable difference allows White 

Australian women “to position themselves as gendered, classed, sexualised, aged and 

abled rather than white”.219 If acknowledged at all it renders being White as just another 

speaking location. The idea of commensurable difference works to “erase the actualities of 

colonialism” whilst leaving un-interrogated middle class White women’s positioning as the 
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norm.220

 

Anna Yeatman, while resisting the idea that there are any pre-existing privileges or 

entitlements attached to the identity White, that they are only articulated by the specific 

contexts in which one lives, and thereby illustrating Moreton-Robinson’s complaint about 

the denial of history and its inheritance, nevertheless spells out the implications for White 

feminism of a politics of difference. A politics of difference, she writes, “cuts both ways”: 

That is, feminism not only demonstrates that the national community is internally 

fractured, but that this internal fracturing applies also to feminism’s own identity, 

as representing the interests of women.221

As Yeatman says; “…the ideal of a unified movement is revealed as a fiction”.222 As there 

is no longer a place for the analysis of a generic or unmarked ‘woman’ in feminist theory, 

so too there is no longer a justification for a generic form of feminist theory, or a feminism 

that does not recognise its own “partiality”.223 These arguments suggest a significant move 

in thinking since Rich and Frye wrote their influential and, for their time, ground-breaking 

essays. They also challenge White Australian feminists to rethink the relationship between 

their sexed and raced and other identities.  

 

Centring or Essentialising Whites? 

Alistair Bonnett224 traces the development of Whiteness studies in America showing that it 

emerged not only in the context of deconstructionist theory which theorised the centre as 

ontologically dependant on the margins (but in denial of that dependence), but also within 

the context of anti racist and multicultural intellectual and political movements that 

paralleled the growth in the right wing movements. This developmental path suggests that 

Whiteness studies grew out of a mix of philosophical, moral and political interests and 

claims that included competing claims within the White community for moral and national 

authority. An echo of this can be heard in some continuing arguments over studying 

Whiteness. 
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Whilst there are a number of contextually specific debates within Whiteness Studies and 

about Whiteness Studies here I want to take up just a few of those issues. The first of 

these is the problem of whether focussing on Whiteness is just another indulgence of the 

Self. Dyer warns against the danger in studying Whiteness of the re-centring of Whites in 

discourse in the context of recent attempts to pay more attention to non-White issues and 

experiences in the western academy. One of the ways he identifies that a concern with 

Whiteness may re-centre White people is through the discourse of blame, a discourse in 

which Whites become responsible for all racism, all evil. The display of White guilt, Dyer 

argues, can become testament to the courage and fineness of Whites. 225 In Australia, 

Jane Durie is also concerned with the problem of re-centring Whiteness through the focus 

on Whiteness Studies by White people; concerned that it shifts the gaze away from the 

anti-racist work which puts in view the ethnic and colonised other.226  

 

While I share Dyer’s and Durie’s concerns, the reason that I am not convinced by these 

arguments against the study of Whiteness is that, because Whiteness is made invisible to 

White people by being made co-extant with humanity, I believe the process of 

particularising White people, their privileges and practices of Whiteness, and here White 

women, works to make it more visible. As Homi Bhabha has argued there is a need for 

Whites to expose what is hidden under the smoothed cloak of Whiteness, the internal 

inconsistencies; “the amnesia it imposes on itself”.227 Speaking from a position of being a 

member of a marginalised group subjected to racism in Australia, Shushann Movessian 

observes: “Laws can be useless in picking up subtle or covert forms of prejudice and the 

way powerful people oppress others.”228 She argues that ‘mainstream’ people need to 

foster awareness of their privileges, but also of their specificity “personal histories, and 

cultural myths and stories…” 229Whilst I am not dealing in this work with cultural myths 

which Movessian encourages so as to avoid the exoticising of the other by the flattened 

out dominant culture, I am trying to unpick the political from the personal and see the 
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personal in the political. Bhaba and Movessian together provide a compelling argument for 

White people to focus on the self as well as on the other.  

 

Although Hage is talking about more general contexts outside academic disciplines, he 

suggests that the debates on racism between contesting groups of Whites, those “who 

have given themselves the national governmental right to ‘worry’ about the nation” and 

with each side trying “to outdo each other”, further marginalises Indigenous and migrant 

peoples “whose voices, as usual, are only very rarely heard in the mainstream media”.230 

The study of Whiteness, however, invites not only the self examining Whites but the 

authoritative voices of Whiteness’s others, the expert witness of those not blinded by 

familiarity. 

 

Echoing Dyer’s warning but from the other point of concern, Bonnett argues that an 

essentialist approach theorises Whites as always already and only oppressive, “unable to 

experience ‘real’ racism”,231 thereby producing a unitary or monolithic version of 

Whiteness. However, a distinction between ‘floating’ racism, which all citizens can be both 

guilty of and the targets of, and the racism given effect by its context of particular 

relations of power within the national community232, as well as an analysis of White people 

that takes account of their intersecting and inter-dependent identities, and therefore the 

differing levels of privilege that they can access, and of discourses and practices of 

Whiteness enacted by White people within particular historical, cultural and national 

contexts, contribute to an approach to Whiteness that is non-monolithic and anti-

essentialist without understating the negative effects of Whiteness on subordinated others 

 

A focus on an analysis of Whiteness, rather than racism and anti-racism, problematises 

Whites, as opposed to those who suffered and suffer the effects of racism. However 

neither political identity is fully explained or described by their shaping by the repressive 

exercise of power. Whilst Indigenous Australians have begun to move away from a view of 

themselves as only ever victims, for example when the celebration of survival was overlaid 

on the mourning of invasion as their response to White Australia’s Australia Day, and in 
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the debates initiated by Noel Pearson over the need to also pay attention to Aboriginal 

People’s responsibilities for their present problems, the Whiteness of White Australians 

needs to be de-naturalised.  

 

Bonnett argues that the dualism that positions Whiteness as only agent makes White 

people “the key agents of historical change”. To develop a strategy that de-centres 

Whiteness, Bonnett states, “it is necessary to begin thinking about how White people have 

been the objects as well as the architects of other groups’ social and ‘racial’ histories”.233 

On this point I do not think the two positions are contradictory; it requires an 

understanding of, or remembering of, the locatedness and limited view of each agent, 

something the universal claims or assumptions of Whiteness works against. At the same 

moment that White women, for example, may construct themselves as ‘helpers’ or even 

‘saviours’, those they are purportedly helping may use the self blinding motives of the 

‘helping’ Whites for their own purposes or even construe very different meanings. This 

point is made by a contributor to the Noel Pearson generated debates about the role of 

the left in Indigenous issues. He/she refers to Pearson’s description of the “false 

radicalism” of the left, and goes on to write of “their dependency on us” to make ‘their’ 

political position authoritative.234

 

Peggy McIntosh analyses Whites not so much as architects as ‘ghosts in the machine’. 

McIntosh’s concern with Whiteness was with identifying its unearned and hidden 

privileges. She made the link between these privileges and the lack of racialisation of 

Whites, seeing the first as contingent upon the second. McIntosh draws a parallel between 

racism that disadvantages the ‘other’, and White privilege that advantages Whites by that 

same mechanism of disadvantaging the other. Both exist simultaneously, but racism as the 

active form or ‘positive’ reflection of the system of racial privilege is easier to see. White 

privilege is hidden. It is embedded in the social systems put in place by the dominant 

group and, as McIntosh says, as a White person in America she was taught not to see 

it.235 Instead Whites have been taught the “myth of meritocracy” as a way of explaining 
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incommensurate differences, rather than that the privileges are systematic and systemic 

and confer racial dominance on Whites.236  

 

McIntosh pays specific attention to White women. In regard to the relationship between 

White women and Whiteness, McIntosh came to an understanding of the normatively 

raced position, a universalising stance, of White women through her work in women’s 

studies. The mechanism of sexing women whilst men’s sex remained unspecified until 

feminist thinking on difference outed them as equally specifically sexed, has its echoes, 

she argues, in the racing of non-Whites whilst Whites maintain the position of neutrality or 

universality.237 This feminist insight led her then to see White women’s complicity in the 

silence they maintained around their own specific raced identity as Whites. This is a strong 

argument for a kind of Whiteness Studies that racialises Whites. 

 

The problem arises then of how to racialise White people without essentialising them. 

McIntosh’s analysis of White privilege, that the privileges of Whiteness consist of White 

people being made to feel “confident, comfortable and oblivious” to the cost of other racial 

groups who in turn were being made to feel “unconfident, uncomfortable and 

alienated”,238 does homogenise White people as it does those who are negatively raced. 

She makes little distinction between Whiteness and White identities whose take up and 

investments in Whiteness is uneven and does not allow for the ways in which the White 

subject’s multiple identity positions interact to produce a specifically inflected form of 

White identity or identification and specific practices of Whiteness.  

 

However it was a valuable contribution to the debates on Whiteness in drawing attention 

to the ways Whiteness works at the level of White individuals in their daily lives as citizens 

regardless of whether they are in situations of contact with raced others or not. It links the 

discourses of Whiteness about racism that Bonnett thinks essentialise White subjects, with 

the practices of White people through the operation of privileges. This opened up a way of 

thinking about Whiteness as a process and a practice beyond the labelling of overt racist 

discourse and racist acts and operating outside interactively raced contexts.  
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A critique of McIntosh’s approach which is useful to me is that in her listing of the 

privileges of Whiteness, she inferred what these privileges might be from comparisons she 

made with the lives of Black people in America “rather than an introspective focus on 

herself and her group”. In other words White identity is still being formed from the 

substance of its other. 

As a result, the list is an account of privileges based on what people of Color do not 

have, rather than what whites possess in the absence of the presence of people of 

Color. The element of superiority comes through because people of color in this 

paradigm have no subjectivity and the dominant assumes that what he/she wants 

and has is exactly what all people desire. The notion that people of color may have 

a different ‘list’ of what a good life is, or what a ‘good person’ is, is not 

acknowledged in a paradigm where whiteness reigns supreme.239

This criticism gave me confidence in my own approach. The subject of this work is White 

middle class women and their/or practices of Whiteness that are in part struggles over the 

meaning and authenticity of differing versions of ‘true’ White womanhood, and over the 

privileges of centrality and significance to the nation of a particular version. These 

struggles are not by and large played out against subordinately raced/ethnicised women, 

as the presence and privileges of ‘race’ is denied. They are mostly played out against real 

or represented contestants in the Whitening process, the contest to achieve or maintain 

the unmarked body (and soul). Middle class and progressive White women can and do 

utilise metaphoric stand-ins for the raced/ethnic other, Bad White women, in the 

construction of their identities. 

 

Ruth Frankenberg argues that White identities are not monolithic, trans-historical, 

unchanging, or unitary. Rather, that they are: 

a complexly constructed product of local, regional, national, and global relations, 

past and present…co-constructed with a range of other racial and social categories 

[such as] class and gender. 

But she also argues that in each of these sites and set of relations Whiteness indicates 

“dominance rather than subordination, normativity rather than marginality, and privilege 
                                                           
239 Aida Hurtado & Abigail Stewart 1997, ‘Through the Looking Glass’, M. Fine, L Weis, L Powell, L. 
Mun Wong (eds) Off White, Routledge, New York, p 305 



 70

rather than disadvantage.”240 Here Frankenberg makes the distinction I am arguing for, of 

seeing Whiteness as a product of particular sets of power relations, whilst understanding 

that Bonnett’s “commonsensically assumed set of people” who are deemed to be White 

have a range of interconnecting identities and histories, as well as their singularity, that 

affect their relationship and their access to the position of privilege granted by that 

deeming.  And, further, that the White that one is deemed to be is internally graded so 

some individuals and groups are deemed to be ‘Whiter’ than others. This means that work 

on the relation between Whiteness and White people needs to be specifically located in 

place and time, to take into account the ways in which individual and social identities 

interact and intersect, impacting on each other, all in the broader societal and national 

context of relations of domination and subordination. But, it also means that anti-racist 

struggles cannot be taken at face value as they still occur within the same 

incommensurate sets of relationships. 

 

Frankenberg is critical of ‘race cognisant’ people taking up the anti-racist struggle without 

the partnering work looking at the self so that Whiteness remains “a space defined only by 

reference to those named cultures it has flung out to its perimeter” 241 so she proposes 

that Whites race themselves. To effect this racing of White people, Frankenberg argues for 

the “need to analyse the social and political contexts in which, like White privilege, White 

cultural practices mark out a normative space and set of identities, which those who 

inhabit them, however, frequently cannot see”.242  This would have the effect of 

undermining the sense Whites have of themselves (in contexts such as Australia) as being 

the normal or neutral residual group against which the differences of all others are noted 

and measured.  

 

The racing of Whites involves in part an examination and specification of White culturally 

generated norms in specific temporal and spatial locations whilst keeping in mind that 

historically and ontologically Whiteness is relative. Frankenberg identifies sites of struggle 

for inclusion or exclusion, and struggles over issues of racism, as fruitful cultural moments 
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for such an examination.243 What Frankenberg did not make explicit in her work is that 

normativity is itself contested in the struggles over the privileges of Whiteness and over 

the extent of White racism. Frankenberg’s argument about the need to analyse specific 

social and cultural contexts where the norms are contiguous with White cultural practices 

and supported by White privilege led me to identify a set of social/cultural sites in which 

certain discourses and practices are posited as normative and to think about the link 

between the staking out of the normative and the power of the elites through their control 

or influence over forms of representation, and their appeal to the moral high ground, to 

name and police these boundaries.  

 

Another problem raised by writers on Whiteness concerned with the danger of essentialism 

is how to understand White ethnicity when Whiteness is theorised as a construction of 

relations of power. There is a tension between Bonnett’s “commonsensically assumed” 

people grouped by the physical marker of colour (or the absence of colour in the 

‘commonsense’ understanding of many White people) and some notion of a shared cultural 

heritage, and the contexts that give that marker particular meanings and produce 

particular social and political realities. The history of usage of the marker ‘White’ and the 

operations of Whiteness themselves de-ethnicise people deemed White.  

 

Furthermore, Australia is a settler society where the relationship to ‘country’ of the settlers 

and their heirs is based on relatively recent and ongoing dispossession; a relationship 

where “one’s place is always already another’s place and the issue of possession is never 

complete, never entirely settled”.244 This background makes ethnicity, specifically the 

ethnicity of the White establishment and culture capital rich White elites diffuse, hybrid 

and hollowed out. John Gabriel argues something similar when he describes these traces 

of ethnicity as a residue or as “versions” of ethnicity.245 Whiteness is anchored, not so 

much in a deep mytho-historical nexus between ‘country’ and culture with a specific and 

local relationship to place, but to the ongoing struggle for moral if not physical possession.  

More than ethnicity, Whiteness is a historical and social construct and a product of power 

in the national context that is inscribed as norms onto bodies and comes to inflect 
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subjectivities and shape practices although not necessarily to the same degree and not 

necessarily only those of White people.  

 

Rather than concerning himself that the study of Whiteness essentialises White people by 

de-ethnicising them, John Gabriel defines Whiteness itself as “an essentialising strategy 

(by no means always pursued consciously) to defend and maintain white privilege”.246 

Kalpana Seshadri-Crooks argues that neither term, White nor Black, do or can satisfactorily 

refer to ethnicity because “colour identities aim at a descriptive accuracy that never finds 

their mark”. 

Actually, as descriptions, black and white do not say much about identity, though 

they do establish group and personal identifications of the subjects 

involved…[I]dentity is contingent on the vagaries of unconscious identifications and 

is not determined by either anatomy (biological differences) or destiny, as in one’s 

birth. 247

And of course these identifications have a social context of relations of power that 

encourage or discourage particular personal and group identifications. In other words a 

subject may wish to identify themselves with White people because that is the privileged 

group even if not all those who identify themselves, or who are identified by other White 

people, as White are equally privileged. On the other hand another subject may be 

motivated by an ethical drive to identify as Black, as in Black pride, or as White in an 

attempt to out Whiteness.248 This makes Bonnett’s ‘commonsensically assumed’ group of 

people an expression itself of normative Whiteness. 

 

Homi Bhabha also rejects Whiteness as an ethnic identity, seeing it instead as a “strategy 

of authority”.249 Whilst the identity ‘White’ can be understood as unstable, changing, 

multiple and co-constructed with other identities, the ‘authority’ of Whiteness is dependant 

on the ‘invisibility’ of certain practices and discourses, an invisibility lent them by being 

thought fixed and natural and morally unquestionable. This is taken up here in my 

examination of the way that Whiteness retained its ‘authority’ within progressive political 
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settings, for example how it can remain a position of privilege in the face of contact with 

the raced other in ‘enlightened’ sexual and colonial domestic relationships, and how it can 

be accumulated as moral authority in White feminism and particularly in those expressions 

of feminism that I describe in this work as hyper-sexing women. It is also taken up in the 

relationship between Whiteness and class in an exploration of the ways that the privileges 

of Whiteness and of class are braided together, and of the way Whiteness is maintained by 

internal class differentiation and a class based hierarchy justified by a claim to moral 

authority in some anti-racist practice by the naming of other Whites as racists, mostly 

poor, uneducated or otherwise marginalised White people. Finally, and again I look at the 

means that the privileges of Whiteness are protected through self care of the body to 

produce particular kinds of White women as the ideal type which underlines the national, 

cultural and moral authority of such women. 

 

While a focus on racism directs attention towards the raced others, the identification of 

Whiteness primarily focuses on the raced self, the construction of White authoritative 

identity and the practices of privilege. Whilst this is considered to be a problem by some 

theorists as I noted above, I am guided by the discomfort I and many other White people 

feel around any discussion of Whiteness. Whiteness operates to both secure and to deny 

White peoples’ privileges which are founded on their positional capacity to render their 

raced identity (and therefore their privileges) ‘invisible’ when it suits, or to ‘disappear’ the 

discomforting presence of the raced other. This, I feel, both justifies my concern with 

Whiteness and directs my focus towards more race privileged White people. It seems to 

me that a focus on Whiteness not only does not have to displace attention from 

Whiteness’s others and the effects of racism but also “allows us to identify the ways that 

White privilege functions without having to name anyone a racist”.250  
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2. Our time but not our place 

 

Gutpela Misis 

Australian White women in colonial PNG were expected to represent ‘civilisation’ as it was 

represented by the Australian nation. The superiority of the colonisers lay not just in their 

technological wizardry, their industry, bureaucratic or military skills, but also in their moral 

advancement. This was asserted through the symbolism of White women, proffered as 

proof of the superiority of White men in particular and Whiteness in general. Racial purity, 

the basis of this ‘civilisation’ was largely guarded and illustrated by the sexual and other 

restraint of White women. White women in Port Moresby in the 1920’s, mostly wives of 

administration officials or missionaries, were seen as a type,251 as “frail, respectable, 

passionless, calm, cool, clean and unable to stand either the hardships or the wild passions 

of the tropics”.252  

 

During the colonial period, loyalty to White male superiority in the home and in the arena 

of the White nation was construed by many White men and women as evidence of the 

Goodness of White women, just as in the de-colonising period more progressive White 

women constructed disloyalty to the rules and conventions of White race superiority as 

Goodness, an alternate image of ‘civilisation’. Both White women’s power and symbolic 

value, and the proscriptions they suffered due to their sex, were related to their 

reproductive function, of the White race and the White nation, a function literally and 

metaphorically enshrined in the White home. Whilst White woman’s race privilege can be 

tracked to her position and role as a White woman, the sites in which many middle class 

White women perform a significant part of their social role occur in the intimate spaces of 

the home. These sites are historically charged with love and the ethics of hospitality as 

much as with the play of power relations.  

 

The key question here is whether the more progressive White women that I discuss below 

(including myself), in their decisions on the issue of servants, in choosing “foreign 
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partners”, or not, and in their desire to distinguish themselves from the colonial misis, 

undermined their privileges and status as White women, or whether the political/personal 

choices of this new generation of White women was “heavy handed charity”253 which only 

served to underline the Goodness of their Whiteness. What is of concern for me is whether 

progressive middle class White women had successfully recast themselves from being the 

“real ruin of empires” because of their reputed exclusionary racist practices254 including the 

racial policing of White men’s sexual interactions, to being ‘race traitors’, the focus of a 

moral panic due to their real or reputed sexual and other cross-cultural encounters; or 

whether it was “the status of race”255 that the colonial woman acquired in her everyday 

face to face contacts with the raced other that was being played out in new and 

complicated ways. The third possibility is that the White women I write about here acted in 

contradictory ways and that that contradiction is vested in the ways that Whiteness infects 

but does not necessarily overwhelm Goodness. Here, using the stories, memoirs and 

memories of expatriate White women, as well as the reflections and representations of 

Papua New Guineans, and contextualising material, I take up these questions as I explore 

the relationships, domestic and sexual, between White women and Black men. 

 

The title of this chapter is taken from a collection of personal stories by expatriate women, 

mostly White Australian women, living in Papua New Guinea. The majority of the 

contributors’ stay in PNG spanned or included the years from the decolonising 1960’s to 

the early post-Independence years. In the words of the editors, all of whom lived in PNG 

at some time and are represented in the collection, those of us whose stories are included 

were "looking for adventure in exotic surroundings” or  

seeking our fortunes, changing jobs, running away from unhappy situations, 

furthering our professional or academic interests. Many of us were motivated to go 

to a developing country to “do good”. Others went because their partners or their 

parents had an ambition, an obsession or a contract.256

The editors’ choice of title interests me. It communicates a feeling of ambivalence, a sense 

of loss and displacement. As the book was compiled in the early 1990’s this may in part be 

                                                           
253 Julia Kristeva 1991, Strangers to Ourselves, trans by Leon S. Roudiez, Columbia University Press, New 
York, p 6 
254 See refutation of  position of James McCauley (1961) by Chilla Bulbeck 1992, op cit , p 239 
255 Ibid, p 242 
256 M. Bourke et al (eds) 1993, Our Time but not Our Place, MUP, Melbourne, back cover 



 76

a retrospective assertion of a post colonial or more poignantly a ruptured post 

Independence relationship with PNG. But, as the title of a collection of women’s writing, it 

also suggests a feminist informed question about ‘women’s’ place, and, as mostly White 

Australian women writing while waiting on the Mabo judgement, a shaken certainty about 

belonging, not only ‘there’ but ‘here’, on the grounds of race. The title suggests that the 

represented women felt their remembered selves were non-core, and were in some senses 

wandering or searching; a state that opens them to a meeting that is a “[c]rossroad of two 

othernesses”. Like most crossroads, this is a meeting-in-passing, a meeting that “owes its 

success to its temporary nature…”257

 

In a colonial context these meetings of othernesses are not of equals, although as Kristeva 

makes clear in her descriptions of such encounters that despite or because of being 

temporary relationships they are “intensely” rooted258. White women in PNG potentially 

exerted a generalised position of moral superiority derived from colonial discourse over 

both Black men and women, but a charged “ephemeral ‘positional superiority”’259 in their 

relationships with Black men that was emphasised in the absences of White men. This 

crossroads of racism and sexism produced other effects. There was considerable anxiety 

amongst White men about the symbolic value and functioning of White women in a racially 

divided society; anxiety that was, in part and for some, related to their supposed role in 

the moral policing of White men’s sexual relations with Papua New Guinean women.260 At 

the same time, the White women’s “’superior’ morality” in relation to Indigenous women 

could only be won at the expense of Indigenous women.261  

 

The fraught interaction between race and sex, that showed itself in the relationships that 

decolonisation made more possible or likely between White women and Black men and in 

the more obviously colonial domestic relationships, most usually between a White mistress 

and Black male servant, was captured by Amirah Inglis in an observation she made of her 

time spent on the campus of the University of PNG (UPNG), a crucible of colonial 
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confrontation: 

Human relations are never simple, but race and gender in a colony during its last 

years of dependence proved endlessly challenging for a thoughtful white 

woman.262

This crossroads of race and sex is the setting of this chapter and the meetings there were 

made more intense by the growing awareness of both sexism and racism. 

 

Inter-racial relationships, both intimate and domestic, that went against the colonial grain 

in PNG during the period of decolonisation offered progressive women the reputation of 

being a gutpela misis. This was a “kind of being”, as Frye put it263, sometimes credentialed 

through their sexual choices, through allying themselves to the liberation struggle of the 

political elite, through their choices or rationalisations about whether to employ or how to 

treat a haus boi, or judged by how much they were disapproved of by other expatriates 

who embraced their colonising role, that was meant as a challenge to the older colonial 

images of Good White women. This ‘kind of being’ echoes in the editors’ description of the 

motives of many of their contributors’, to “do good”. Here I hope to draw together the 

sense of ambivalence such women felt about their place and their role in PNG, an 

ambivalence they didn’t share with many other mastas and misis in PNG,264 with a sense 

of their enhanced agency and an expanded world of action in the context of the feminist 

claims on their behalf.  

 

Generally, the land had not been alienated in Papua New Guinea. Systematic large-scale 

massacres and the removal of children had not been carried out. Cultures, agency, and 

self-esteem were damaged but not destroyed by experiences of colonialism and by the late 

60’s there was a growing confidence among the educated in an independent national 

future. Internationally, the example and influence of anti-colonial movements and 

decolonisation moves, together with the overt pressure applied on the Australian 

government by the Visiting Missions of the UN, meant there was a flurry of activity around 
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the liberalisation of discriminatory laws throughout the 1950’s. In 1958 a special 

committee carried out a review of all discriminatory provisions. Amongst what Ted Wolfers 

calls the “flood of amendments and repealing ordinances” was the repeal in 1958 of the 

White Women’s Protection Ordinance, legislated to protect White women from sexual 

attacks, or ‘attempted’ sexual attacks from Black men, as well as of provisions outlawing 

intercourse between White women and Papua New Guinean men in the New Guinea 

Criminal Code.265 This meant that it became legal for White women and Black men to have 

sexual relationships.  

 

Other significant changes in this period, which retrospectively could be seen as the 

beginning of de-colonisation, included such things as improvements in access to post- 

primary education and in 1962 and 1963 the removal of discriminatory legislation stopping 

Papua New Guinean people from consuming alcohol. Both the previous government policy 

of limiting educational opportunities to primary level and the prohibition on drinking 

alcohol for Papua New Guineans had contributed to fixing social separateness. From the 

mid 60’s, as PNG felt the backwash of the political struggles occurring in other parts of the 

world against colonialism and racism and for civil rights, more politically progressive and 

cosmopolitan White people came there, many drawn by the establishment of UPNG, which 

resulted in new political linkages and increasing number of friendships between Papua 

New Guineans and expatriate Australians.  Of course, there were also plenty of White 

Australians who came hoping to profit from the rush to build new political, economic and 

social infrastructure in those years. 

 

In PNG, where nearly all Whites had servants and only Blacks were servants, Whiteness 

was a daily currency. All relationships between White women and Papua New Guineans 

were politically charged by both the role of White women in the reproduction of 

Whiteness, and by the other colonially powerful template of a cross-sex relationship 

involving White women and Black men, mistress and servant. The usual site of interaction 

between White women and PNG men was the relationship between the misis and their 

most often male house servants, or haus bois. This relationship had a history as a site of 

anxiety for the colonisers. As a letter writer to the Bulletin in 1926 stated, older and long 
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term colonial wives “knew how to treat their native servants” unlike the “younger 

generation of White women”.266Clearly the sexual anxiety is centred on younger still 

reproductively fit White women. It is this group who are the “conduit of … the White 

race…”267 and, of course, the Australian nation. Whilst White men controlled the public 

spaces in Port Moresby and the rest of PNG, women had the power to reinforce or 

undermine Black/White relations in their conduct of the mistress/servant relationship in the 

home. The changes in the political environment and in personal relationships had a flow on 

effect onto domestic arrangements between the White misis and Black hausbois, 

increasing anxiety about the politics of the relationship.  

 

By the late 60’s, sexual as well as domestic relationships between White women and Black 

men were made more possible (if still not widely acceptable268) by the changes to the 

colonial assumptions. Whilst the women involved were seen to express disloyalty to the 

colonial regime, the basis of such relationships was not only political. Styles of femininity 

were re-focused by the proximate presence of an alien style—Amirah Inglis refers to the 

“unfamiliar physical beauty and strength of the male students”—269 to express 

identification, or to mark out and emphasise the differences. Whilst the sexed self is 

“constantly reproduced within the changing mutations of difference”,270 being in PNG and 

an expatriate and therefore unfixed geographically could mean women as well as men felt 

less boundaried by familiar conventions. The sexual relationships between White women 

and Black men, a growing phenomenon in the last 15 years of the colony, as well as the 

more domestic relations were always interpreted in relation to the colonial regime and in 

the end to the White nation.  

 

In 1970 a Black Power group was formed at UPNG to give voice to the growing anti-
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colonialist feeling amongst the educated elite and the demand for self government. At the 

end of the same year a Women’s Liberation group, predominantly made up of expatriate 

White women many of whom were associated with the university community, was started. 

It became an important focus for progressive White women, a number of whom were also 

influenced by sexual libertarianism, a feature of early second wave feminism. Expatriate 

feminists initially raised issues of sex oppression, equality including sexual freedom, and 

more general ‘women’s’ issues in virtual theoretical isolation from the surrounding 

landscape of oppressive colonialism.271 Some progressive White women saw themselves as 

companions in oppression with those making claims on the basis of race and colonialism.  

 

The political claims for recognition based on sex, including sexual freedom, by the White 

feminist movement in the name of all women complicated the anti-colonialist claims and 

race issues being promoted by political activists amongst the PNG elite, who were mostly 

men. They also sidelined Black women whose identities could not be neatly split between 

sex and race as companionable but not intersecting oppressions. Not that Black women 

were necessarily contained by these arbitrary borders. Later in this period the activism of 

some PNG women and their male supporters meant women’s rights were included as 

issues of importance in the founding constitution of the newly independent nation. This 

was at the same time that feminism was contested as a colonial import because of its 

reputed influence on the behaviour and dress of young PNG women.272  

 

In many ways the increasing sexual contacts and relationships signified a paradigm shift in 

power relations, not just between Black and White, but also the coincidence of the 

changes in the power relations between White men and White women. Whilst those 

subjected to racism and sexism share a similar position in a binary system, neither is 

wholly called up or described by that position. Class, or access to power and resources, is 

a significant factor that orders both interests and choices. However, there is a shifting but 

significant community of interests which can be strategically distilled and fixed on a single 

enemy; White men, mastas. Progressive White women in PNG could point to the White 
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man as the problem because their own oppression somehow rendered them innocent and 

incapable of seeing themselves as also oppressors.  They could also distinguish themselves 

from the White misis who through their lack of education, sophistication or insight had 

been complicit in the maintenance of the colonial regime. 

 

Robert Young is critical of some postcolonial analysis that suggests that the coloniser and 

the colonised are discrete, ‘antithetical’ groups, and argues this analysis “threatens to 

reproduce the static, essentialist categories it seeks to undo”. He proposes a model for 

thinking about the colonial relationship that takes account of the “interactive commerce” 

between cultures and expresses the complexities of the relationship’s “generative and 

destructive processes”.273 This is an argument that reverberates throughout this work not 

least because the focus is on the intimate and intersecting relations between White women 

and Black men both in their misis and hausboi roles that were enacted in the homes of the 

majority of White residents, and in their intimate relationships as lovers and spouses.  

 

White Australian women were structurally well placed for this ‘interactive commerce’ 

because of the domestic site where that interaction took place, the emotional register of 

the home and the habitual activities carried out there, and the opportunities that setting 

offered of physical closeness, daily observation and mutuality. At the same time, and 

because of the usual setting, White women were encouraged to adopt the superior and 

virtuous persona of the Misis to protect them from the dangers of such close interaction. 

This colonial persona then became the target of more progressive women intent on giving 

Goodness a better name. So in this study I am also concerned with destabilising the binary 

of Good and Bad White women.   

 

Young’s view of colonial relationships echoes in part that developed by Bernard Smith in 

relation to the White colonisers in the ‘South Pacific’.274 Whilst noting the effect of the 

constructed image of the Pacific on European imagination and culture, Smith also claimed 

a significant effect on European culture and knowledge systems by the actual differences 

and experiences of a different world. An example he gave of this cultural traffic was the 
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tendency for the colonisers to ‘go native’ in some form.275 ‘Going native’ and becoming a 

‘nigger lover’276 in PNG of the late colonial period were assessments made by White 

Australian expatriates on the basis of language, dress and sexual or just familiar 

relationships. Speaking fluent Tok Pisin rather than a masta/misis version in the home or 

on the street, not showing sufficient distinction from local people or adopting local forms 

of dress, having a relationship and living publicly with a Papua New Guinean, were all signs 

of denigrated hybridity. 

 

Language and sex, according to Young, have been historically partnered since the middle 

of the nineteenth century because both produced hybrid forms “which were seen to 

embody threatening forms of perversion and degeneration and became the basis for 

endless metaphoric extension in the racial discourse of social commentary”.277 In the case 

of language, the compiler of a Tok Pisin dictionary says of the language’s reception 

amongst the majority of White people in PNG, that it was “belittled: 

accepted, in most cases, with tolerant amusement as OK for third or fourth class 

citizens and even vehemently called a “horror of horrors.278  

Young notes that whereas the issue of hybridity was at the core of physiological debates 

and imperial knowledges such as racial science in the nineteenth century that lingered into 

the twentieth, then and now it was and is a central issue of cultural debate.279 The 

ongoing concern with hybridity and border crossing sexual unions and their potential 

product exposes the links between racial theories, racism, and sexuality. “Theories of race 

were…also covert theories of desire”.280

 

Femininity is constructed ambivalently as both the symbol and standard bearer of White 

civilisation and the White nation, and at the same time as the dangerously embodied 

other. Represented as mythicised disembodied mothers and muses of the nation, true 

women, that is White, middle class, virtuous, heterosexual, are the guardians of the 

borders of Whiteness as well as symbols of the moral and physical health of the White 
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nation.281 Embodied (rather than imaginary or idealised) White women who have been 

represented as profoundly sexed represent threats to the integrity of Whiteness. 

Ideologies of the purity or superiority of race, “realised through heterosexuality” which is 

both “the means of ensuring, but also the site of endangering, the reproduction of these 

[systemised] differences”,282are invested in the potentially reproductive but sexually 

dangerous bodies of these truly feminine women. However it is not, as Dyer suggests, just 

heterosexuality itself but White women with heterosexual desires and reproductive 

capacity who are seen as a potential threat to the reproduction of Whiteness.  

 

The focus on sexuality and the product of sexual unions in the racial theories that 

underpinned colonial projects, a focus that was still present in the racist material and 

language produced in Papua New Guinea in the period leading up to Independence and 

the end of Australia’s colonial rule, gave White women great symbolic and practical value. 

In addition to their centrality as a site of production in common with all women, White 

women were deemed to be the transmitters of the values of civilisation in their role as 

mothers, the bearers (and therefore prime guardians) of the Whiteness of the race. They 

were central to the core values of family, home, and nation but at the same time 

marginalised by the material imbalance of power relations in their relationship with White 

men. This symbolic centrality linked to a practical marginalisation, together with the 

resentment of the colonised and the covert sexuality that infuses the colonial relationship 

meant that White women were treated as, or positioned themselves as, contested ground 

between White and Black men.  

 

Race Relations: Segregation  

White Australian society in Papua in the years before World War 1 is described by Ted 

Wolfers, who lived and worked in Port Moresby in the 1960’s & 70’s, as: 

a dusty, lower middle class, Australian version of the British Raj. It lacked the grace 

and the magnificence of the Empire at its zenith. Its security derived less from a 
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sense of pride in its technological superiority and splendour than from a mean and 

pedantic insistence on the importance of innate racial differences. Nonetheless, its 

sexual fantasies about its subjects rivalled those of the French in Malagasy as 

described in O. Mannoni’s Prospero and Caliban while its image of ‘the natives’ was 

pure Fanon, albeit without the starvation, or the excitement of ‘the native town’.283

The insistence on superiority and on the practices of segregation also supported the 

classed differentiation between White Australians, for example between those public 

servants who worked for the Administration and the earlier arrived traders and fortune 

hunters who had come under their own steam. Whilst there had been a significant number 

of marriages recorded between White men and Papuan women between the years of 1892 

and 1924, the men were mostly traders, miners and sailors. This newer class of men, 

whose numbers increased after the Second World War, had economic and career interests 

vested in their reputations, and mixed marriages, like liaisons, were officially frowned on 

for government employees. 284  

 

Between the wars, Inglis describes Port Moresby as a ‘Whiter’ town than say Rabaul or 

Darwin, with which she compares it. Her research suggested some reasons for this. Port 

Moresby was significantly more British and Protestant, and therefore more identified with 

the Australian establishment at that time, than either of the others. It was also smaller and 

therefore more vulnerable to its feared others. Additionally there was no Chinese 

community to absorb some of the resentment or to “provide a complication to the Whites’ 

notions of their own superiority”.285  

 

It was still a White enclave in the 1960’s and 70’s. Ian Stuart, Anglican minister and local 

historian, writes that the removal of some forms of legal discrimination, including the 

repeal of legislation in November 1962 forbidding Papua New Guineans to drink, was “an 

occasion of great trauma”, not for Indigenous people who were finally allowed by law to 

occupy some of the public spaces of the town in ways they had not before286, but for the 
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Whites. “It was the expatriate residents who experienced the shock”. “For the first time” 

he said, “it began to look and feel like a New Guinea town”.287 However, Papuans still had 

to buy their goods at separate trade stores and were charged more to buy their goods 

from trade stores than were the Whites to buy theirs from the department stores, Burns 

Philp and Steamships Trading Company.288  Representations of the old order lingered for 

quite a while longer in the form of the public signs warning itambu in Tok Pisin and 

taravatu in Police Motu, forbidding Papua New Guineans to enter or occupy designated 

public spaces. The towns were still officially White up until 1968 in the sense that Papua 

New Guineans were prohibited from staying in town if they were unemployed for more 

than four days289 and for those who ventured into White areas they had to wait or suffer 

embarrassment as expatriates were still generally served first in stores and made more 

welcome in licensed and other public premises.290 Demeaning and racially determined 

expressions such as boi, meri, kanaka, masta and misis “likely to stir up hatred, ridicule or 

contempt…” along with matter and behaviour intended or likely to do the same, were 

officially banned in 1969 under the Discriminatory Practices Ordinance approved by the 

House of Assembly.291 PNG historian John Dademo Waiko argues that it was only at this 

time that Papua New Guineans achieved full equality before the law because the 

Ordinance made these behaviours a punishable offence.292  

 

As a newly arrived resident in 1967, Inglis remembers the town then as still very White. 

Port Moresby was a White man’s town in a black man’s country; we, who were 

White, expatriate and rich were the rulers; they who were black, indigenous and 

poor, the ruled. 

And of the effect of this on her fellow Australians, Inglis writes: 

Ordinary Australians, the men so jolly and gregarious, the women so domestic, 

seemed to become different people in Port Moresby. This happened to all of us. No 

longer simply clerks or teachers, housewives or shopkeepers, garage mechanics 

and managers, we are now also (above all?) White men and women: Masta and 
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Missis, Taubada and Sinebada.293   

In other words, for Australian expatriates in Port Moresby, as elsewhere in PNG, except for 

those who were deemed to have ‘gone native’, the community of interest was their 

Whiteness, their superior civilisation and its accruing and merited privileges. That was the 

social identity of greatest value and their experiences as Whites, or ‘Europeans’ as they 

rather grandly called themselves, provided their community with its social glue. They 

shared the same frustrations with their hausbois and wokbois: the women drawn together 

around their seemingly unending complaints about their servants; the men bonding over 

gossip about their Indigenous employees and natives in general. 

 

In late 1960 the General Assembly of the United Nations passed the Declaration on the 

Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples with 89 votes for, none 

against and 9 abstentions including Australia. The clauses that troubled Australia were 

related to the claimed inadequacy of such excuses to delay independence as the lack of 

preparedness, and the requirement that immediate steps be taken to put in train a transfer 

of powers.294 The United Nations Trusteeship council was responsible for those territories 

still under colonial rule and had been active throughout the 1950’s pressuring the 

Australian administration to end official discrimination. Because of the mindset of many 

Whites in PNG, particularly those with vested interests either in physical investments or 

career, the proddings of the United Nations Trusteeship Council to prepare the people for 

independence, or at least self-government, were unwelcome interference.  

 

At home in Australia as late as 1967 61% of respondents to a Morgan Gallop poll said that 

they wanted PNG to retain some connection with Australia. Of these 31% wanted PNG 

under Australian control and 30% as another state of Australia. Of the rest 27% wanted 

Papua New Guinea to be independent and 12% were undecided.295Unfortunately, this poll 

did not elicit the reasons for this preference and it is possible that some of those wanting 

independence for Papua New Guinea were more concerned with keeping Australia White 

                                                           
293 Amirah Inglis 1995, The Hammer & Sickle and the Washing Up, Hyland House, Melbourne, p 182 
294 Jean Skuse 1972, ‘Australia’s Voting Patterns at the United Nations’, F.S. Stevens (ed), op cit , pp 213-
218 
295 Cited in Edward Wolfers 1968, ‘Social and Political Assumptions’, New Guinea…Future Indefinite, 
Australian Institute of Political Science, Proceedings of 34th Summer School, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 
p 50 



 87

than with the interests of Papua New Guineans. At the same time at least a third of those 

polled felt comfortable with the idea of an Australian colony. 

 

Officially and unofficially White Australians referred to Papua, and later PNG, as a territory 

rather than a colony, using language that underplayed the reality of the relationship. 

(Although E. G. Whitlam openly acknowledged the status of PNG when, pressing for 

independence, he announced in 1973 that: “Australia is not willing to be ruler of a 

colony”.)296Despite the deceptive language in many ways the Australian administration, 

including official and unofficial contacts between Australians and Papua New Guineans, 

was “colonial in the extreme”.297 This assessment is mitigated somewhat by the record of 

successive earlier Australian administrations in Papua, and then New Guinea after the 

agreements following the First World War. Unlike assessments of the pre-war German 

administration in New Guinea they were not generally characterised as brutal or ruthless 

by Australian academics and writers298 although the memories of some PNG people is 

different.299  

 

Overall, the Australian administration has been characterised as being extremely 

paternalistic, contemptuous, demoralising, over-protective and emasculating.300 Wolfers 

sums up his judgment of the Australian colonisers: “the primary aim of all colonial 

administrations in Papua and New Guinea until the 1960’s was neither ‘development’ nor 

‘preparation’ for self-government, but control”.301 Josephine Abaijah, the first tertiary 

educated Papuan woman and later politician, and explicitly referring to the Papuan side of 
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PNG after the Second World War, subscribes to the often cited assessment of the 

Australian administration as exhibiting ‘benign neglect’: “The Australian Government 

decided that something had to be done in Papua but it administered the whole thing with 

a yawn”.302  

 

According to Wolfers the effects of Australian colonial rule in Papua New Guinea were also 

ambiguous.303 He argues that the strict separation and differentiation between Whites and 

Indigenous people contributed to a ‘nascent nationalism’ by creating a sense of fellow 

feeling amongst those termed as kanakas304 by Whites even though they had previously 

viewed each other as foreigners. So many Australians in Papua New Guinea who were 

affronted in the decolonising period by the increasing desire for and talk of self-

government, and eventually independence, had themselves contributed to this desire and 

the possibility. At the same time official policies that ‘protected’ Papua New Guineans from 

exploitation also ‘protected’ them from participation in development and the economic and 

political life of the country.  

 

One Papuan New Guinean writer, Ralph Wari, writing a few years earlier than Wolfers, 

certainly saw the Australian administration in this light in this extract from his ‘Prayer to 

the Father Prime Minister’: 

The blacks’ father who art in Canberra, during these long years of struggle, give 

back to us the rights to our land which you as our true father took away from us 

because you thought we hadn’t exploited it to the full. 

Oh merciful father, we thine underdeveloped sons do not have the right technology 

to exploit it like your angels and saints do. But we beg you to give us absolution 

and send Moses to lead us to our destiny.305

This expresses the impatience felt by the educated urban elite by the beginning of the 

1970’s with what they, unlike many villagers and particularly highlanders, saw as the slow 

and resentful rate of political change. 

                                                           
302 Josephine Abaijah 1991, op cit, p 281 
303 Wolfers 1975, op cit, p 5 
304 Kanaka is a self describing word that, when used by Papua New Guineans means a person who lives in 
the village. It is generally used by Whites to imply a lack of education, lack of sophistication, someone who 
is uncivilised. 
305 Ralph Wari 1972, in Kovave: A Journal of New Guinea Literature, v 4 n 1, Nov, p 7 



 89

 

The first House of Assembly, established to provide self-government prior to full 

independence, sat for the first time in June 1964, with 10 special seats reserved for Whites 

and 10 who were appointed. Of the 44 open electorates, Europeans won 6 seats. In an 

address to the United Nations on progress in development in the then Territory of Papua & 

New Guinea, Australian representative Dudley McCarthy described the election of 6 Whites 

out of the 44 open electorates as:  

a tribute both to the… harmonious race relations which exist in this Territory in 

general, and the closeness of the personal and individual relations which exist 

between many individual Australians there and the indigenous people.306  

No comment is made about the 38 Indigenous people who were elected as representatives 

despite the fact that electorates lumped together the territories and peoples of many 

different clans or ‘nations’ who speak different languages and who had historically been 

enemies. In this scenario a White person with no local interests could simply fill the slot of 

a compromise candidate. Whites liked to interpret such events as Papua New Guinean 

respect for their obvious superiority. 

 

On a visit to the ‘Territory’ in the late 60’s Cynthia Nolan records experiences she and 

Sydney had of “the harmonious race relations” and the close personal relations established 

by Whites. One socially prominent Port Moresby misis comments to her about Papua New 

Guineans. “They’re really quite dears now we’ve civilised them. But you’ve got to 

understand they’re still stupid and need training.”307As Nolan goes on to say: 

She, completely unimaginative, though basically kind-hearted, confident in her 

belief of her title to superiority by right of her colour, Western education, money 

and position as wife of one of the most important men in town, would continue to 

antagonise every indigenous human being (and there were over two million 

Papuan-New Guineans to roughly thirty-four thousand Europeans and Asiatics) in 

this Japan-sized half of the island.308

There are many other accounts of conversations in Nolan’s book between White Australian 

expatriates and herself in which McCarthy’s assessment of the race relations are 
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challenged and expressions such as cannibals, sooties, bois are liberally used in her 

presence. Racist attitudes, physical violence and economic exploitation are still omni-

present. Nolan herself concluded that; “[t]he internal situation demanded more than 

endurance”.309

 

In his examination of race relations in Port Moresby Nigel Oram quotes well respected 

observers widely experienced in this area as arguing that race relations in Port Moresby 

are “the worst in the Pacific”, and as “deteriorating” and “positively at their worst in Port 

Moresby.”310Oram, also a resident and anthropologist working around Port Moresby, 

himself assesses race relations at their most problematic between ‘Europeans’ and 

Indigenous peoples who are their domestic servants. As he notes, this was the closest and 

most common point of contact.311 Although the Administrator of PNG officially banned the 

language denoting this master/servant or mistress/servant relationship, masta, misis, boi, 

meri, in 1969, as Wolfers notes,312 and I recall, it was still in wide use in the early 70’s as 

was the practice.  

 

The sense communicated by these observers and researchers, and confirmed by my own 

experience, is that for the most part the Australians who went to PNG were not particularly 

well educated, travelled or particularly affluent, not ‘classy’ Whites. Reminiscing on his 

experiences and perceptions as a child on his family’s transfer to the military base on 

Manus Island in PNG in 1967, filmmaker and journalist Mark Worth said: “In Australia we’d 

been working class people. Suddenly we’d been transformed into privileged 

colonials”.313When filmmaker Denis O’Rourke went to Papua New Guinea in 1968 he 

remembers it as  “this other worldly place so close to Oz where I’d grown up” but where 

“[m]y fellow Australians were behaving in a very different way to the way they’d behave at 

home”.314 As Catherine Hall says: “Men were made white by Empire in a way that was 
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never articulated ‘at home’”.315Of course, so were women. 

 

Commissioned to write about women in PNG for a White audience ‘down south’, Elizabeth 

Durack visited in 1968. After interviewing both working professional women and wives and 

mothers, and White women as well as PNG women, and having been invited into many of 

the leading colonials’ homes in Port Moresby and elsewhere in the country, Durack makes 

the point, which both Worth’s and O’Rourke’s observations and my own experience in Port 

Moresby at this time supports, that for most Australians who were in PNG at this time it 

was their first experience of being in a foreign country. For many it was also their first 

experience of Indigenous people. They came “fresh from Australia’s socially aseptic 

environment”316where in the towns and cities segregation had largely been achieved. 

Generally, White Australians were obviously finding it hard to adapt to a new situation in 

which the land was not alienated, where the UN were active and effective advocates, and 

where their ongoing presence was being questioned. The resentment and defensiveness 

about this can be heard in Durack’s report of the standard White complaint that the PNG 

people “were not ready”317 for whatever the UN was pushing the Australian colonial 

administration towards. 

 

Certainly they were not ready to go to university according to many oldtimers or B4’s318 

who reacted negatively to the setting up of the first University, UPNG, in 1966. Many in the 

planter community in the Highlands, as elsewhere, referred to the University as ‘the bois 

University” inferring that standards were much lower than universities that White people 

attended.319In the January 1967 edition of New Guinea Highlands Bulletin, the voice of the 

White planters, the editorial warned that Communists and their fellow travellers had 

infiltrated UPNG. 

The fact that since the withdrawal of the Colonial Powers, Africans have now nearly 

all confirmed their racial reputation for savagery, irresponsibility, sorcery and 
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corruption does mean something. It means that Melanesians must be given a 

chance to succeed where Africans have failed. No form of academic freedom must 

be allowed to lead to the destruction of a viable Papua and New Guinea…Before 

the cancer of misleading teaching even makes its appearance we must make sure 

our new University is above reproach.320

Even in a 1970’s edition of the same publication quoted above the editor warns that some 

academics at UPNG are advocating “policies and changes which would be indigestible to a 

New Guinea young in the ways of democracy and civilisation.”321  

 

The early tensions between policies of protection and those of exploitation, originally 

expressed in a split between the British and the Australian administration in Papua before 

Australia took sole control, were ongoing motifs of the Australian administration in Papua 

New Guinea. They were also expressed in the tensions between Whites in the decolonising 

period when the possibilities of change were in the air. Those critical of the daily habits of 

racism and exploitation practiced by a large section of the White community were usually 

characterised as missionaries or ‘do-gooders’.322 But the charges of being a missionary or 

of having ‘gone native’ were commonly used to discredit any White people who dared 

oppose racist utterances and practices.  

 

Race Relations and Sexual Politics 

The racialisation of sexuality was of course a feature of life in this colonised country. 

Novelist Beatrice Grimshaw wrote in 1930: 

There are two…aspects of social life in the Western Pacific that must be touched 

on—the ‘Black Peril’ and the ‘Eternal Triangle’. It may be said that the Black Peril in 

Papua is not serious. Twenty years ago it hardly existed. Civilisation, however, 

generally brings some trouble of this kind in its train.323

The Australian administration of Sir Hubert Murray in Papua passed legislation in 1926 to 

protect White women from rape and attempted rape by the Black Peril. Amirah Inglis 

describes this legislation as “extremely harsh” and most unusual in that no similar 
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legislation existed in any Australian state at that time, or in any other colonial country that 

she was able to discover.324  

 

In the early years of the colony unions between White men and Papuan women, as 

opposed to White women and Papuan men, were quite common and unofficially tolerated. 

There were a comparatively significant number of marriages, (37 from 1892 to 1940325). 

The different ways in which unions between White men rather than White women and 

Papuans were viewed by the White administration and White community in the Australian 

colony of Papua is expressed in the difference between White men being just personally 

and privately ‘demeaned’ and White women being thought to be ‘defiled’,326 a pollution 

which affects the related community. 

 

The threat felt by relationships between White women and Black men is most visible at the 

raced frontiers. In the literal raced frontier in Australia, relationships between 

representatives of White womanhood and Black men were made very difficult by the 

“almost impenetrable barriers of prejudice preventing intimacy between Aboriginal men 

and European women”.327 This prejudice was so bad that Ethel Governor, the White wife 

of Jimmy Governor, was reported in the Sydney Morning Herald on November 23 1900 

saying that she “went down on her knees to ask God to take her away because of what 

people were saying”.328    

 

In the Australian colony of Papua they were ‘unspeakable’329or worse. 

Sexual relations between black men and white women were considered so outside 

the bounds of possibility that, whereas the Northern Territory Aboriginals 

Ordinance of 1918, a ‘half-caste’ was defined as any person who was the offspring 

of parents ‘one but not both of whom is an aboriginal’, the Papuan Ordinance of 

1922 defined as ‘the offspring of a European father and a mother not wholly 

European’. This did not mean that the child of a European woman and a man not 
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wholly of European descent was not defined as a half-caste; it meant that it was 

inconceivable.330

And, for the period from 1934 to 1958, such unions were indictable unless the White 

woman was married to the Papuan.331 Even then a voluntary relationship was considered 

“injurious to the colonial social order”.332 Inglis found no evidence stronger than rumour of 

such unions, and no evidence of marriage until “well after World War 11.333 When John 

Kaputin married a White woman in 1962 the South Pacific Post was deluged with angry 

letters from White expatriate Australians334

 

Although change was being flagged by the early 1960’s and even the UN which had been 

highly critical of Australia’s administration recognised a change for the better at that 

level335  a state of highly charged sexualised and sexist racism was still very much in 

evidence amongst White residents. White women coming as newcomers to the Territory of 

Papua New Guinea throughout the 1960’s were still being given guidance on how to dress 

and how to behave as a normal part of their ‘initiation’ into the sexual politics of 

colonialism. A pamphlet put out by the CWA and first published in 1957 advises White 

women: 

In the home, on the streets, and even in the field of sport and swimming, bear in 

mind the phrase ‘revealing clothing leads to provocation’. Do not appear before 

your staff in night attire or underclothes.336

As a new comer in 1964 I was certainly advised in the strongest terms to dress modestly 

at all times on the understanding that Black men’s sexuality was not under their control, 

that their behaviour depended on my comportment, and that any and all White women 

were in potential danger. 

  

The first marriage between a Papua New Guinean man and a White woman was 
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performed in 1961, but not without a significant degree of anger being expressed.337 Even 

in 1969 the explanation given for the rape of a White woman by a Black man was that she 

had ‘invited’ it by living as she did in a relationship with another Papua New Guinean.338 

Relationships between White women and Black men were still reasonably uncommon and 

a source of scandal. Nigel Oram gives a figure of 40 White women living with PNG men, in 

both open and clandestine relationships, in Port Moresby in 1968.339 The authority Oram 

gives for these figures is “police sources” which indicates something about the official view 

of these relationships. 

 

Black and White, a monthly magazine published in Port Moresby between 1966 and 1969, 

exposes the nexus between racism and sexism and sexual fantasy. As an examination of 

one issue of Black and White  published in early 1969 indicates, Port Moresby was a highly 

sexualised environment in the late 1960’s awash with fantasies of rape and other inter-

racial sexual encounters, as well as of ‘illicit’ sexual liaisons between Whites; Grimshaw’s 

twinned phenomena observed in the 1920’s of the ‘black peril’ and the ‘eternal triangle’. In 

one piece directed at the Indigenous members of the House of Assembly an imaginary list 

of new ministries is suggested. These include a Ministerial Member for Censorship whose 

duties would involve that ‘he’ “[s]pend full term of office slobbering over nudie pictures in 

glossie magazines” for which he would be given “[a] well lighted office and a straight 

jacket”.340 In the same issue there is a story about “a rash of wife swapping parties” taking 

place in Port Moresby in “high-class” areas.341In Port Moresby’s raced public and domestic 

space, and the hostile race relations exposed and encouraged in the pages of this 

magazine and endlessly gossiped about in the town, sex and sexual deviancy become a 

prime focus, and the linking of racism and sexism another way to express the complex of 

feelings aroused, including the desire for, and insecurity about, dominance. 

 

The feeling of violence that pervades this magazine and that accompanies the nexus of 

sexism and racism is expressed also in a letter to the editor from Lance Wilkinson writing 

from Samarai: 
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Things are really getting tough in this country. It is to be wondered why some 

official action is not instigated to prevent the rot. On page 17 of the South Pacific 

Post of December 30, a report stated that a man was gaoled for assault on his 

wife, who subsequently conked out. 

This seems to be a flagrant breach of etiquette. If a man can’t kick his own wife in 

the guts, well who can? If you bust her spleen up, well and good. Serves her right. 

However a fortnight’s holiday at the Bomana correctional Institution seems a little 

grim. It will certainly steady the European fraternity, who often feels like kicking 

their wives in the guts.342

Even though the letter writer is complaining about the inappropriateness of the sentence, 

his anger is not directed against the injustice to Papua New Guinean women but rather the 

‘soft’ treatment of their men under the law. The letter writer depends on the usual way to 

distinguish between the civilised and the savage; the treatment of their women. The 

‘European’ men have reason to temper their (seemingly justifiable) feelings. 

 

Another item proposes a social code for White men “courting” a “village belle”. It includes 

injunctions against making “house-boi type” jokes, and against referring to members of 

the House of Assembly as "illiterate natives" in front of relatives. It also warns White men 

against being seen out with a “European lassie”. Furthermore, it suggests making jokes 

about “the poor performance of European girls”.343 This exposes the function of White 

women in PNG as emblematic of the superiority of Whites and White womanhood in 

particular which is constructed in opposition to Papua New Guinean women, and their role 

as guardians of ‘civilised values’ like restraint and of lower class White men’s indiscriminate 

(and not policed as better educated professionals or public servants were) sexual desire. 

 

Cheerful Charlie writes on behalf of such men in a section titled ‘In the Kiddies Korner’. He 

asks the ‘boys and girls’ about their holidays and complains that as he doesn’t work for the 

‘Admin’, (which according to the magazine is wasting Australian taxpayers money on 

‘rockapes’ and ‘coons’344), he can’t afford to ‘go South’ for holidays.  He could only afford 

                                                           
342 ‘Fair Game?’, ibid, p 10 
343 ‘Courting Disaster’, ibid, p 22 
344 Ibid, p 16 



 97

“to go as far as Hanuabada—by bus from the Top Pub”.345This refers to the habit of a 

number of these White men of visiting the village of Hanuabada, which had become 

enveloped by the colonial town, after a drinking session to procure sex. A length of rubber 

piping filled with lead, termed a ‘kanaka basher’ was often carried in the car for protection 

from angry relatives.346

 

Although the violently expressed sexism and racism sounds extreme, such views had wide 

acceptability. This is made apparent by the circulation figures, 4,000, which the editor 

calculated represented 16,000 readers, or 4 readers for every individual issue. Port 

Moresby had a population of approximately 10,000 expatriates by the end of the 1960’s.347 

If the editor’s calculation is even fifty percent correct, the majority of those would live in 

the capital where it was published, and where most of its references and advertisements 

were applicable.  

 

Other evidence of this publication’s broad acceptability amongst Whites is the range and 

profile of the companies that advertised in the magazine, thus supporting its existence. In 

the issue for February 1969 a selection of the ads include one by John Buchan Motors, the 

Fiat dealer; Brian Bell & Co, a well known electrical store; The Hibiscus Room, a café and 

restaurant in the heart of the town which ‘classy’ Whites frequented; Kay’s Rent-A-Car, a 

well known car rental firm at that time; Tintara Wines; Paul’s, a sandwich and snack bar in 

Port Moresby; and Kriewaldt’s Motors, the Peugeot dealer. What links these advertisers is 

that they depended on the White community for their financial viability. The strength and 

vitriol of the attack on Papua New Guineans and their White friends and supporters 

suggests that the publisher, editor, contributors, readers as well as the supportive 

businesses of Black and White saw a significant threat to their privileges coming.  

 

The openly racist Black and White was published for the last time in August 1969. It had 

been in circulation for nearly three years from late 1966, the launch of this magazine 

closely following on the heels of the establishment of UPNG in Port Moresby. The editor of 

Black and White, Henry Lachajizak, blamed the new ordinance on racist language for its 
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demise. 

In June this year, the dignified House of Assembly of this flea-bag collection of 

semi-humanity describing itself as a rising nation approved legislation to prevent 

the publication of written matter which could be construed as “threatening, 

provocative or offensive to people of other races”. 

In the editorial of that last edition the editor described his magazine as “represent[ing] the 

ideas and opinions of the majority of expatriate people of this Territory”. He told his 

readers that he had decided not to make a martyr of himself by continuing to publish 

“simply for the sake of truth and justifiable expression”.348 Whilst the racism and sexism 

was obviously quite acceptable to the White readers, and whilst the prurience of the 

magazine was marked, what is interesting is the silence about the growing number of 

relationships between White women and Indigenous men. In the view of the magazine, 

White women were either ‘swapped’ by Whites or they were illicitly desired by Blacks. 

Their autonomous sexual desire and agency was still unimaginable. 

The Lady with the Towel: White Women’s Racism and Sexual Agency 

White women’s role in the colonies in the establishment and maintenance of race relations 

has been critiqued from apparently contradictory standpoints. On the one hand White 

women, coming later than the men into colonial settlements, have been traditionally 

blamed for the loss of innocence in the destruction of the supposedly previously 

harmonious relations between races, often instanced in the sexual relationships between 

White men and colonised women. They have been accused of instituting a regime of 

exclusiveness on their arrival in significant numbers in the colonies. 349This view of colonial 

White women as more racist than White men has been put down to their envy and 

jealousy of the other women,350 but also to their enthusiastic pursuance of their role (and 

the rewards it yielded) as the moral and biological guardians of Whiteness; of 

respectability, restraint, and distinctions of ‘civilisation’.  

 

On the other hand, younger White women, as newcomers to the colonies, were believed 
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to put themselves at risk of the ‘black peril’, the uncontrollable sexual desire of black men 

for White women, by over friendliness and lack of respect for the “the racial distance of 

local convention”.351 Whilst many Whites thought that “[t]he men were savages who could 

not have been expected to act differently”.352 Such White women were believed to have 

either incited them by knowingly disrupting the proper boundaries, by childishness and 

wilfulness, or by the ignorance of the appropriate rules in the case of newcomers.  

 

Although there had been no reported cases of sexual attack on White women in Port 

Moresby up to the mid 1920’s, there were however growing fears being expressed by the 

White community about the growing numbers of people coming into Moresby from 

surrounding areas to find work, see relatives and to see the sights. There was also almost 

complete separation between the White and Papua New Guinean communities and a stark 

economic divide which contributed to these fears. The few cases of alleged sexual attack 

in the second half of the 1920’s unleashed hysteria in Port Moresby and resulted the 

passing of the White Women’s Protection Ordinance in 1926.  

 

One popular expression of these sexual fears is the story, which Inglis calls both a ‘legend’ 
353 and a ‘myth’,354 told about the misis who, on stepping out of the shower naked, calls 

out to her hausboi to bring her a towel. This story was circulated through both black and 

White communities. Fear generated sexual fantasies, fear both of racial and sexual 

otherness, may account for the proliferation of the story amongst Whites, however this 

story also speaks to the fear of the unmasking of White power that was metonymically 

invested in the inviolable but unreliable White woman. 

  

This story of ‘the lady with the towel’ circulated in Port Moresby from the 1920’s right up 

to the 1970’s, when Inglis was living and writing in Port Moresby on the campus at UPNG. 

She recounts the version published in 1970 in the novel The Crocodile by Papua New 

Guinean leader and author Vincent Eri. In Eri’s story a naïve young man from the village 

comes to Port Moresby to visit his uncle and is “confused and disturbed” when his uncle’s 
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sinebada 355 asks him to bring her a towel in the shower and then stands there naked to 

receive it. The uncle warns his young and still innocent nephew: “if she provokes you, you 

must never respond.”356 Inglis clearly sees this story as a male fabrication used by White 

men to explain any sexual assaults on White women and girls by blaming either the 

natives who didn’t know any better, or some White women’s supposed irresponsible and 

indiscreet behaviour.357 As she later distilled it: “Blame the natives, said the bad guys; 

blame the women, said the good.”358 She explains the circulation of the story amongst 

Papuan men rather unsatisfactorily as based on a perception of White women that they 

shared with White men; 359the familiar White feminist understanding of sexed identities 

and oppression as singular, separable and primary. 

 

Inglis questions the blaming of White women as an explanation for the White women’s 

Protection Ordinance.360 She argues that blame was an expression of White men’s fear 

that White women would disorder the proper relationship of superiority and inferiority that 

they had established before the great influx of White women came to Port Moresby in the 

1920’s, and which in itself was a safeguard of “race purity and prestige”.361 Inglis chooses 

to resist the othering of women as childlike, irresponsible and irrational. However, she, like 

many feminists of this period, makes them too Good.  As simply Good women White 

women can only play the role of victim. The whole spectrum of their agency is denied 

them.  

 

In her analysis of Eri’s use of this story, Kalyan Chaterjee argues against another feminist 

reading of this story by Susanna Hoe.362 Hoe is concerned to refute the reputation of 

colonial White women as extreme racists, and describes this story as another example of 

“the myth of the sex-hungry White women”.363Chaterjee sees the story as signifying not 
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White woman’s sexual desire, but the status of Papua New Guineans as non-persons in the 

eyes of the colonising Whites, men and women.364Chaterjee does grant such women 

agency, making them co-creators of the colonial environment. 

 

Papua New Guinean author Josephine Abaijah tells another version of this story in her 

memoirs, showing that it wasn’t just a male concern. She tells of an “Australian wife of a 

government officer” in Misima in the 1950’s who “was inclined to parade naked in front of 

her Papuan man servants” as a “grand finale to the ritual shower”. Abaijah describes her 

actions similarly to Chaterjee as “one of the marks of race superiority” but also as “an 

activity that helped to fill her empty days”.365 Filling empty days was a problem, as Abaijah 

observed, because, apart from the presence of servants, children were usually sent ‘South’ 

to boarding school as soon as the family considered them old enough.366By acknowledging 

White women as active agents in the colonial project, not only are these women 

understood to be prone to racism and racist behaviours that reflect their structural 

position, they can also be understood as desiring subjects.  

 

Chilla Bulbeck’s account of Australian women in PNG is an attempt to write the specific 

experiences of White women into the colonial record of the Australian administration of 

Papua New Guinea. She situates her book within the feminist debates that dispute the 

view of White women in the colonies as extreme racists, arguing that, despite many claims 

that White women were more racist than White men in colonial settings such as PNG, her 

research “adds support to Callaway’s argument that women did indeed ruin empires, in 

their role as the softer face of colonialism.”367 Her conclusion is based on the content and 

analysis of interviews, letters and other accounts of nineteen Australian women who spent 

varying amounts of time in PNG, including Bulbeck’s own grandmother.  

 

The negative images of colonial White women as extreme racists, as well as their political 
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rehabilitation by some feminists368 who argue that, on the contrary, they undermined 

colonialism in their playing out of the softer face of colonialism,369 end up being too Black 

and White; the women are either Bad or Good depending on the point of view. White 

women have been either vilified as more racist than White men, or certain kinds of White 

woman have been virtually sanctified: the married, respectable older women of Bulbeck’s 

study, or the younger ‘softer faced’ or politically progressive White women who appear in 

fictional and autobiographical accounts. The problem with both the older view of White 

women as particularly racist, and the newer feminist view of White women as not 

responsible for the racist structures and behaviours, or ameliorative, is that neither 

accounts for or gives space to the actual agency of White women. In fact White women 

formed complex private and political relationships with Papua New Guineans. 

 

Writing her memories of living in Port Moresby twenty years after her study of White 

women in colonial PNG, Inglis takes a very different view of her contemporaries in PNG 

than she did of an earlier generation.  

It was a shock to live for the first time as an expatriate, disorienting to find oneself 

among a class of nasty bullies or temptresses, or simply fools who wore the wrong 

clothes.370

These women are just not the innocent victims of male sexism and of their structural 

position and conditioning which is how Inglis saw the earlier generation of White women 

blamed for the supposed sexual licence of Black men.371 Inglis describes these White 

women in terms similar to those used by the establishment men in the between wars 

period who thought some White women were Bad, inviting trouble. But here, at least, 

Inglis gives her contemporaries agency, seeing them as taking advantage of an unfamiliar 

and context specific position of power by “revelling in their brief authority”.372

 

The coming of the White women has been associated with the establishment of a more 

orderly colonial and national sphere imaged in the well kept home, the encouragement of 
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sexual restraint in their husbands, brothers and sons, and a new domain of Black/White 

relations, the kitchen. At the same time, through their role in the reproduction of 

Whiteness, these White women have been feared for their reputed propensity to disorder 

colonial race relations. Such disordering threatens properly hierarchical colonial relations 

between Black and White, men and women, as well as between the White home and the 

racially pure nation. This dangerous domain of Black/White relations is symbolised by the 

bedroom. However, as in the story of the Lady and the Towel, these domains bleed into 

each other. 

 

Portrayals of the Misis  

Views of White women from the other side can be found in some of the anti-colonial 

literature being written during the decolonising period, mostly by students at UPNG. These 

portrayals tend to re-iterate the views of colonial White women as extreme racists and 

domestic bullies, as well as to underline the symbolic power of White women. Represented 

in this work are what Kirsty Powell, who conducted her research whilst a graduate student 

at UPNG, described as “the stock figures of anti-colonial plays” the missus who treats the 

haus-boi like a child, the “paternalistic” masta, and the missionary who, at heart, is deeply 

racist. Whilst Powell describes these figures as “cardboard characters” she explains them 

as legitimate representations. They are, she says: 

White people as seen from the perspective of Papua New Guineans on their 

particular rung of the ladder of caste-structured colonial society; and they speak 

the authentic clichés of the general run of expatriates in the Papua New Guinea of 

the period.  373

What is interesting here is that despite the smaller scope and political significance of the 

power relations that most White women can engage with due to their structural position in 

relation to White men, they are listed first by Powell underlining the symbolic power of the 

misis. 

 

In Kumalau Tawali’s play, Manki374 Masta, the ‘stock figures’ are the plantation overseer 
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and his wife, Mr and Mrs Jones. When Poro seeks work as a servant with the Jones’ 

household so he and his wife can get some money to pay the tax levied on all Papua New 

Guineans by the Australian administration, it is the misis who is treated in the most 

stereotypical way. At the beginning, Mrs Jones whinges about the ineducability of “these 

people”, of their childlike natures, their general lack of intelligence. In the next breath she 

then barks a long list of orders of work she wants done that afternoon.375 Mr Jones is 

paternalistic but still shows some regard for the feelings of the aspiring employee. 

 

On a return visit to his village Poro is asked to explain exactly what he has to do for the 

White people. Apart from washing clothes, tidying up, sweeping, polishing floors, cooking, 

laying table and looking out for the children, Poro tells his relatives that he also has to 

wash the White woman’s clothes because: “she is a White woman and cannot do hard 

work with her hands.” His wife Kiteni replies: “They have no shame these White women.” 

Kiteni is referring not only to her perceived laziness, but also to the fact that she is asking 

a male to wash her personal items such as underwear. Race relations are sexualised firstly 

through the choice of the White woman as the symbol of the White order, and secondly by 

the linking of the White woman as the domestic boss with the White woman as a sexual 

threat. 

 

Mrs Jones becomes a domestic tyrant later in the play when she accuses Poro of breaking 

a mirror actually broken by her own children. She accuses him of lying about it and trying 

to blame her children. She slaps him, then fires him without any investigation of the 

incident. Mr Jones is depicted as much more reasonable and fairminded but unable to 

control the excesses of his wife. 

SISTER: Why did you not tell her that you did not break it? 

PORO (ironically): You go and tell her. Maybe you have the strength to stand her 

words. 

AUNT: And her husband? What did he say? 

PORO: He said nothing to me, because his wife did not give him time to talk. He is 

not like his wife, but she always beats him up, when they talk. 

UNCLE: So he did not say words when she finished you? 
                                                           
375 Kumalau Tawali 1971, ‘Manki Masta’, Ulli Beier (ed) Five New Guinea Plays, Pacific Writers Series, 
Jacaranda Press, Brisbane, pp 3-4  
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PORO: He is not strong to stop his wife’s mouth. Her mouth is sharp like a knife, 

this White woman. 

It is interesting that Tawali chose to set his play, which is at heart a cry against the ways 

in which White western materialism is damaging cultural life, in the domestic realm and 

specifically the power relationship between the misis and the hausboi.  Of course, the 

broader setting, the plantation, allows for the exploration of the alienation of land, issues 

of the indentured labour system, the break up of families, and the political possibilities of 

those multicultural sites. However, this playwright does not explore the role of Mr Jones as 

plantation overseer in his domain of much greater power in relation to the workers and 

their families whose lives he profoundly affects. He also comments on the expectations of 

a woman’s role and the desirable limits of her power, suggesting that Tawali was not one 

of the students who welcomed the presence of Women’s Liberation in PNG. 

 

Leo Hannett’s play in the same collection, ‘The Ungrateful Daughter’ is also, like Tawali’s 

play, partly set in a White household, and partly in a village setting. It is another 

exploration of the materialist values and racism of the colonising Whites and their 

destructive effects on Papua New Guineans, specifically Bougainvillians. The central figure 

of Hannett’s play is the beautiful Ebonita who has been adopted and socialised by a White 

couple Mr and Mrs Carney, but who finally rejects their values and their choice of a White 

husband in favour of her own people. Mr Carney is depicted as paternalistic, pompous, 

reactionary in his politics, and protective of his wife. However, in the house it is Mrs 

Carney who sets the tone and level of racial abuse in her reactions and responses to ‘Tom 

Tom’ the servant, and Ebonita. 

 

Off-setting the White home is the village where there is a conversation going on between 

the elders and the young firebrands. The issues that are being discussed are Ebonita's 

account of her parents attempt to Whiten her and to force her to marry a White man so 

she could “enjoy all the good things of the White man,”376and a visit to the area by three 

White men, surveyors from Konedobu the Australian administration’s centre in Port 

Moresby then. Of particular interest to me in these two anti-colonialist plays is the way 

they imbue the private, domestic realm of Whites, usually ‘managed’ by a woman with an 

                                                           
376 Leo Hannett 1971, ‘The Ungrateful Daughter’, Ulli Beier (ed) op cit, p 38 
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equivalence to the public, commercial and political institutional world of colonial 

government and exploitation associated here very definitely with men. There is no doubt 

about the agency of White women in these portrayals even if it is just an inversion of the 

binary of Good and Bad women.  

 

Writing her memoirs much later, Josephine Abaijah is also very critical of White women. 

The White women mentioned are again the familiar ‘stock characters’.  Recalling Miss 

Hordern, who was in charge of the women’s Hall of Residence at the Papuan Medical 

College where she was a student, Abaijah described her as being threatened by Abaijah’s 

education and self-possession whilst at the same time seeing her, an educated Papuan 

girl, as “[a] threat to a Christian tradition of hundreds of years of balmy colonialism.” 

Refusing Miss Hordern any good intentions, Abaijah says: 

Saving the natives of Papua was an exciting adventure that gave a sense of 

purpose to the participants that was not easily found elsewhere.377

Abaijah meets Miss Harris when she dares to attend the Church of England in Boroko, 

meant for Whites she is told, and identifies her as “some sort of social worker, a general 

‘do-gooder’…” after Harris inquires after her parents.378 She is portrayed as crudely 

maternalistic whilst seeing herself as kind hearted. Of ‘do-gooders’ and expatriates Abaijah 

says later: “Foreigners could not be trusted. They were either do-gooders who wanted to 

own you or others thinking only of their own interests.”379

 

Miss Daniels, Team Manager of the women’s basketball team competing in the South 

Pacific Games, “was not accustomed to being questioned by a native.”380 Peggy, who 

worked in the Library of the medical college, is said to be flighty, gossipy, superficial, 

someone whose “favourite topics were men and clothes.” She is depicted as immature, 

opinionated, materialistic and unthinkingly racist. 381 “Mrs District Commissioner… had 

never heard a native talk at all unless it was in answer to a question from herself.”382The 

only positive and non-stereotyped portrait of a White woman is that of Sandra Rowntree, a 
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Peace Corps worker but who is Canadian, not Australian; she was “a pleasant change from 

the colonial stuffed shirts whom I frequently encountered.”383

 

Domestic Relationships: The Kitchen 

Whilst the White home in Port Moresby was the site of the “least satisfactory” race 

relations,384 at the same time the ‘home’ for White Australians is the site of sexual 

intimacy, nourishment and hospitality but also, for many women, very unsatisfactory 

power relations based on sexed difference. A dictionary of Tok Pisin which was first 

published in 1941 and last revised in 1985385includes a section titled ‘Household Phrases’. 

This is largely comprised of a set of commands and complaints consistent with the 

expected relationship between the mistress and servant. These include: “make tea”, “take 

the soiled clothing and wash it”, “prepare my bath”, “rise at dawn and make some bread”, 

“tighten the mosquito net”, “your work is careless”. Whilst in Australia at this time this list 

would credibly suggest an interchange between husband and wife, in PNG the White wife 

is either the one issuing commands or the prime beneficiary in another set of unequal 

power relations. 

 

Newly arrived in Port Moresby from Malaya in the late 1950’s, Englishwoman Sally Clarke 

was invited to her Australian neighbour’s place for a morning tea party arranged for her to 

meet some other Australian women. She firstly describes the hostess as “elegant”, and her 

surroundings as “equally elegant” so it is made clear that this is a classy misis. She then 

gives an account of the occasion, noting first the “confident” instructions of the misis 

heard in the kitchen, and then the comportment of the family’s hausboi: 

He walked in. His broad, bare brown feet padded softly across the floor. His hair 

was cropped and fitted close to his skull like a woolly cap. He kept his eyes 

downcast, curling eyelashes shadowing his dark cheeks. His face was intent on the 

sugar bowl he carried and which he carefully placed on the lace cloth before softly 

padding back to the kitchen.386

Her story of this morning tea appears to give the lie to the relationship suggested by the 
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dictionary phrase list. This Misis doesn’t need to screech instructions.  Thanks to her 

training, he “pads softly”, he is clean, silent, efficient, and no matter what he is thinking 

his demeanour is respectful.  After the group of White women had assessed his 

performance, his body observed and described in voluptuous detail by the White woman 

writer: his feet, his hair, his head, his eyes and eyelashes, his cheeks: one of the other 

guests opened the conversation with the statement; “I had to get rid of my hausboi 

yesterday”. Clarke, who as a newcomer had been subjected to much uninvited advice 

about how to treat her servant, wryly observes that they wouldn’t be at a loss for 

conversation after that opening. These women appear to be taking full advantage of their 

change of circumstance, even growing in confidence in their authority. 

 

Whilst the hostess in this story obviously didn’t need to work and belonged to a generation 

and class of White women who for the most part did not work, at this time there was very 

little work available for White women who wanted to or needed to work. One Australian 

woman who accompanied her Patrol Officer husband to Papua New Guinea in 1960 

observed that the role of White women during her early years in PNG was very 

circumscribed. The colonial White wife was expected to be “seen but not heard…”387 

Domestic arrangements and the authority they derived from them were often the centre of 

their lives.  

 

Sexist and racist structures, together with distance from family and other support 

structures, combined to produce this effect. Linda Roach accompanied her researcher 

husband to the Sepik in 1972. She writes: 

Desperate feelings I could not describe at the time overcame me. They related, I 

think, looking back, not only to being so constantly the object of scrutiny, but to 

my being so totally marginal, so totally an outsider, having no place in this 

community. B was not in this position. He had his role as a researcher, a role 

village people seemed, at least in the 1970’s, to accept easily….388

However, whilst this was particularly true of White women living in the bush, the habits 

and mentality of protecting White women from attacks by Black men, as well as conditions 

that made it hard for independent women, lack of accommodation and career 
                                                           
387 Lyn Giddings 1993, ‘Cutting the Cord’, M. Bourke et al (eds), op cit, p 21 
388 Linda Roach 1993, ‘Cargo’, in M. Bourke et al (eds),op cit, pp 27-8 
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opportunities which were related to this mentality, made it difficult for many White women 

to have a sense of a larger or legitimate purpose.  

 

Certainly, by the late 60’s and early 70’s some White women influenced by the politics of 

the day, including feminism, felt ambivalent about their relationship with their servants, as 

their haus bois carried out under their direction the household tasks usually still the 

province of these women in their home nation: cooking, washing, cleaning, and sometimes 

child care as well. Such women were often caught between their own desires for self 

development and economic freedom which depended on, or often seemed to depend on, 

having a haus boi and other servants, and their political and ethical beliefs and values. 

They wanted to distinguish themselves from the misis, like the hostess and guests at the 

morning tea, the presence behind the list of commands in the dictionary, and the misis 

whose role when Lyn Giddings arrived on Bougainville in 1960 was to: 

ring the dinner bell at the dining table to summon the servant to remove one 

course and bring the next.389

Giddings clearly sees this role as she recalled it here as not only parochially restrictive but 

as one she has ethical reservations about. These reservations were shared by other 

progressive White women many of whom, if they lived in Port Moresby, were drawn to the 

UPNG campus.  

 

This ambivalence is not recorded in Bulbeck’s study of White women in PNG during the 

period from the 1920’s to the 1960’s. She does analyse the mistress/servant relationship 

as a site of tension, because of the “contradictory intersection of sex and race”.390 The 

tension is between the claims and demands of race superiority and those of sex 

superiority; between the power of Whiteness and the power of maleness contested in the 

physically intimate spaces of the White woman’s home. There are numerous stories 

reporting male employees ‘trying it on’ their White female bosses. However, Bulbeck finds 

few complaints from her interviewees about “sexual difficulties” in the relationship. She 

concludes:  

Usually male servants adopted appropriate behaviour…It was not the fear of sexual 

licence but the possibility of disobedience that characterised mistress/servant 
                                                           
389 Giddings 1993, op cit, p 21 
390 Ibid, p 215 
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relationships.391  

Here Bulbeck positions the White women as only victims or potential victims of ‘sexual 

licence’. She does not appear to have broached the subject of their own sexual licence.  

 

Bulbeck was more concerned with another expression of their ‘positional superiority’ which 

was less ephemeral than context dependent. She recounts how White women ‘handled’ 

their fractious male employees by a variety of techniques from bluff to physical violence. 

Her summation of their self-described behaviours in relation to their male servants is that 

they resolved the tensions they supposedly felt from the contradictions within the power 

relations by “treating their servants in a patronising manner, treating them as ‘boys’”.392 

However, treating men as childlike was one of the self justifying strategies common to 

both male and female Australian colonialists in PNG as the language of ‘bois’ makes clear.  

 

Bulbeck argues that these cross cutting power relations are “volcanic” rather than 

“sedimentary”393, citing such examples as the fact that the misis is more or less successful 

in using her racial superiority. However, in fact she demonstrates that race is the dominant 

political identity in this interaction as the women can and do call on back up from White 

husbands, the White administration, as well as their economic power when they need to. 

Looked at from the White woman’s position, the tension for her is to act out the power of 

her Whiteness counterbalancing her own lack of power as a woman, or to choose to 

suspend her race power. For these women, though, the issue of suspending their race 

power is not considered an option. 

 

A familiar explanation for the contradiction experienced by White women in the contexts 

Bulbeck points to is that she inhabits a borderland, one that strands her between being 

oppressed by her sex whilst also being a member of the racially oppressive group. Firstly, 

she has attributed to her certain characteristics. These are the characteristics that have 

been, on the one hand, associated with women in patriarchal societies, and on the other, 

with the raced other in White western imperialist societies. Secondly, they are linked 

instrumentally by the dominant group in that “the type of social order, which subordinates 
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women, is also likely to racialise ethnic minorities”. They become “mutually 

interconnected”.394 One of the effects of this conjuncture is to liken the oppression of 

White women to colonised peoples, although White feminists have ordered these 

oppressions making sexism foundational. This represents the White woman as a victim; a 

victimhood she then shares with oppressed others. Whilst this can form the basis of some 

form of oppositional relationship, it does not take account of the White women’s capacity 

to deploy Whiteness. 

 

By the mid 1960’s there was a history to the terms misis or sinabada that made some 

White women uncomfortable. The continuing conversation about the employment of 

servants, reiterated explanations and justifications for the employing, or not, of hausbois, 

spoke of a significant level of anxiety. Inglis describes the awkwardness, or worse, of the 

unearned deference she received simply as a White woman. 

Papuan men stepped aside and let me pass on the town’s few footpaths and 

dropped their eyes; Sinebada, as White women were called in Motu, the language 

of the people who inhabited the Papuan villages [near Port Moresby], meant Big 

Mother.395

But, it was in the home that the White woman asserted her status as White in the ordering 

around of Black servants, and that status was enhanced if the servants were men. 

 

By the late 1960’s work was easier to get for White women living in Port Moresby. Whilst 

this was mostly as lowly paid (relative to White men) clerks and secretaries, working 

brought them even more firmly into the colonial order. In a discussion about the problem 

of the contradictions and conflicts that could arise at this time between the principles of 

sex equality and those of class and race, Inglis relates the following: 

Servants could be had for a few dollars a week. Almost every expatriate woman, 

most of whom were White, hired domestics, most of whom were men, left children 

and house to the ‘houseboy’ and drove happily off to work. White women had the 

lowest of the White jobs, but they were higher paid than nearly all black jobs.396

Working made servants not only more affordable but also more essential, both to enable 
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the White woman to work free from complaints of unhappy husbands about uncooked 

meals and unironed shirts, and in order to take part in the daily swapping of stories of the 

latest exploits of their servants and their own shows of authority that made up most 

Whites’ social interaction. Inglis distances herself from these White women she writes 

about. It is obvious from her surrounding remarks that she includes herself when she says 

that “[n]o-one had much sympathy for women who found colonial life so liberating”. As 

she says, when White women shouted at older Papuan men it somehow seemed worse 

than when White men did that, “and much more”.397   

 

Despite the quickening pace of decolonisation and growing unease in some, most White 

people in Papua New Guinea still engaged Papua New Guineans as their domestic 

servants. The ubiquitousness of this colonial arrangement, even in the houses of the 

usually more racially cognisant expatriates is made clear in Helga Griffin’s unease. She is 

writing about the decolonising period, during her time living on campus as the spouse of a 

senior academic and a student herself.   

Firstly there was the ambiguity that most racially tolerant university staff made use 

of cheap domestic labour-especially of men who, in traditional society, had some 

public standing. Because our family did not employ domestic servants we were 

accused of meanness, while we suffered concern for the streams of Papua New 

Guineans asking for much needed work at our front door…398

People who did not employ servants were seen as a kind of ‘race traitor’, they were a point 

of vulnerability in the united front of colonial Whites. Their choice indicated that a White 

boss/Black servant relationship was not the natural order.  

 

But White women bossing Black men, and more particularly ‘demeaning’ them by asking 

them to do what women usually did was an affront to another seemingly natural order. As 

well as issues of race highlighted by this relationship, Griffin also worries about the 

‘positional superiority’ of White women over their Black male servants. 

It struck me as highly incongruous, insensitive and demeaning for a man, who was 

a warrior in his own community, to be expected to push the pram of an 

anthropologist’s infant. 
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There’s a tone of righteousness here even though in the previous paragraph Griffin 

comments on the way ‘foreigners’ like herself too easily become righteous “about the 

wrongs of colonialism without examining our own ambiguous roles in the place.”  One of 

the ambiguities here is how Griffin by her wordless comparison of herself with the Bad 

White woman anthropologist derives virtue in the situation; the ‘degraded good’ of the 

‘respectable woman’ 399 who makes herself Good at the expense of the other. The 

demeaned ‘warrior’ fulfils his function but other than providing the material for the 

comparison ceases to exist in any real or felt sense. 

 

Most progressive Whites worried about employing servants. The conflict that many women 

suffered about the employment of servants is made clear in a novel by Jean Bedford set in 

Port Moresby and environs a couple of years before independence. Bedford herself had 

come to Port Moresby in the early 70’s to join her husband, stayed for about a year and 

lived for some time on the UPNG campus, like Helen, the main character in her novel. 

Describing Helen’s arrival to join her husband Bedford writes: 

The house is very clean. ‘It’s impossible not to have a haus boi,’ he has written to 

her. ‘If you don’t, then people trail in all day offering themselves or their brothers. 

They resent it if you don’t give the job to someone. The local economy depends on 

it…’ Well, she’d see about that. She has to admit it is not only the politics of having 

servants that worries her, it is also a shrinking in herself, a feeling that she would 

be inadequate to deal with someone whose job it is to do her housework and 

cleaning. She resents the idea in theory; in practice it is distasteful to her.400

It is more than politics that makes Helen resist. Like many of Bulbeck’s informants there is 

the fear that she won’t be able to carry it off with mastery; that she won’t be convincing in 

the role of misis. The ‘distaste’ also suggests unease with the intermixing of a (new) 

dominant/subordinate relationship and the ‘intimacy’ of the natural order of the home. 

 

Unlike Griffin, and despite her reservations about White women seeking their own freedom 

at the expense of others, Inglis makes the choice to employ servants when she 

accompanies her husband to Port Moresby in 1967. She credits the servants with providing 

the conditions of possibility for the two books she wrote during her time in PNG. Inglis also 
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suggests the possibilities of mutuality in her description of her and her husband’s 

relationship with their hausboi: 

Even as we unpacked our suitcases a stocky man with muscly legs, splayed flat 

bare feet, curly black hair and a fierce expression was at the door. ‘Mi laik wok” he 

demanded. Lulu Wari was from Lindima, a village of striking beauty —as we 

discovered — in the Eastern Highlands near Goroka…Through Lulu others from the 

same village attached themselves to us…As we took them on, they took us a little 

way into their own world.401

Although Griffin expresses moral distaste for those who do employ servants, she also 

acknowledges the presence of reciprocity, employers taking on responsibility for “their 

servants’ general wellbeing, for their families’ education, health, and perhaps trouble with 

the police”.402There was no easy answer to the problem of employing servants for people 

whose political position made it distasteful. The few who didn’t were often defensively 

righteous, as Griffin’s account shows. Those who did tried to rationalise their unease by 

creating more reciprocal relationships, relationships that could be explained in acceptable 

cultural terms. 

 

Both those White people concerned with the welfare and interests of Papua New 

Guineans, and those concerned with the proper keeping of cultural distance to maintain 

race prestige and race purity, focused their race anxiety, as they had in the 1920’s, around 

the levels of intimacy in the White woman’s  relationship with haus bois.  I have already 

discussed the trope of the Lady and the Towel which was concerned with White women’s 

showering and bathing habits. From the 1920’s on, as Inglis tells us, supremacist Whites 

blamed Papua New Guinean men for the things they feared would or were happening, 

whilst those who saw themselves as advocates of  ‘native welfare’ blamed White women, 

and represented them as irresponsible and provocative.  

 

When this story was told by Whites it was fundamentally a warning to White women about 

Black men’s out of control sexuality, and only secondarily blamed (or not) women who 

hadn’t heeded this warning.  However, by the mid to late 60’s, when the Lady and the 

Towel had lost some of its narrative power, the issue that was the focus of much concern 
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about the relationship between White women and their haus boi was the washing of the 

White woman’s underwear. When this was raised as an issue putatively it was about 

appropriate cultural respect due to Papua New Guinean men. In this case, only the sexual 

comportment, and, covertly, the sexual desires, of White woman are brought into 

question.  

 

Griffin raises this problem, much talked about in progressive expatriate circles at that time 

as well as amongst anti-colonialists activists and writers (such as Kumulau Tawali):  

One of my particular concerns, however, was that male servants were expected to 

do the washing of women’s underwear when their own societies had strict tambus, 

and threats of severe punishments hung over Melanesian men for real and 

supposed sexual harassment of European women.403

It is not clear What Griffin thinks are the motives of the White women in question. Are 

they as Chaterjee suggests just blinded by their own racism, treating the servant as a non-

person? Or, is there an element of sexual provocation and the pleasure of overturning the 

sexual norms that apply in her own society, a simultaneous display of sex and race power? 

Certainly there seems to be an expectation that White women keep clear the 

“contradictory intersection” of race and sex, dominance and subordination. 

 

Sexual Relationships: The Bedroom 

Nuigini Black Power was formed on the campus of UPNG in July 1970 as a result of “one of 

the many anti-colonialist hate sessions that quite a number of us usually have here at 

night…” Of their White liberal supporters, most of whom, and certainly those with a public 

profile, were White males, Hannett says: “Too often the so called White liberals, who make 

out that they understand our cause, in their attempt to help us, invariably end up as being 

overtly paternalistic and becoming associates of the dispensers of false generosity”404. At 

the same time Hannett described Niugini Black Power as “a philosophy of liberation of the 

black men (sic) who are being oppressed…” which “stands in unity with other movements 

which seek to liberate the oppressed of any race, sex, colour or creed”.405
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Soon after a Women’s Liberation group was formed by a group of White women, most of 

whom were associated with UPNG, although Papua New Guinean women were invited to 

participate. An article published in the student newspaper Nilaidat by a member of the 

group outlined the development of ideas that formed the basis of Women’s Liberation. It 

describes the systematic subordination of women and then goes on to say: 

There are obvious similarities here with the systematic oppression and exploitation 

of blacks by whites, defined as racism: what W.L. is concerned with is the 

systematic and all pervasive oppression and domination and exploitation of women 

by men, defined as sexism.406    

Despite the context in which this was written, this description indicates no awareness of a 

structural relationship between sex and race and the implication of White women in the 

colonial order. Like the writer and those she is speaking for, interested Papua New 

Guinean women were asked to privilege sexism over racism and to consider them in 

isolation from each other. This effectively distances White women, or feminist White 

women, from those White liberals Niugini Black Power was critical of. It also distinguishes 

these White women from the new breed of misis Inglis describes who was liberating 

herself at the expense of the other. 

 

The establishment of Niugini Black Power and Women’s Liberation focuses the cultural 

moment captured here and as Hannett and the Nilaidat author make clear there was 

certain recognition of each other’s liberatory credentials. At the same time, as a number of 

commentators on community life on and around the University of Papua New Guinea 

campus in the late 1960’s and 70’s note, there was also a significant and highly visible 

incidence of White women/Black men short term sexual liaisons, as well as longer term 

relationships.  

 

Ideas of sexual liberation, in part transplanted from the libertarian movement in Sydney407 

were a presence on the campus and in the small associated community of liberal Whites 

amongst whom was Barbara Lepani. She writes: 

My own values and expectations had been strongly shaped by the libertarian sub-

                                                           
406 Virginia Wilton 1972, ‘Women’s Liberation in Papua New Guinea’ Nilaidat New Issue, v 1 n 1, 
p 15 
407 Barbara Lepani 1993, ‘Troubled but Robust Land’ in M. Bourke et al (eds), op cit, p 75 



 117

culture of Sydney where I found my ‘home’ when I fled the sexist, racist and 

politically right-wing culture of Queensland in the late 1960’s.  

Griffin described the “fairly open sexual freedom that occurred at UPNG” juxtaposing it 

with “people with problems who come from faraway places in order to resolve them” and 

the “lively debate” on campus “about sexual liberation as an adjunct of the gospel of 

women’s liberation and feminist goals”.408 Griffin disapproves of both those who preach 

“the gospel” and those who practice it as she sees it. Taking a markedly different stance 

from Griffin, Inglis observes that the single White women “accepted the challenge (of 

relationships with Black men) with delight” whilst “some notable extra-marital passions 

ripped through the Waigani campus”.409 Beyond the University confines there were also 

White women/Black men relationships for the most part being enacted in much more 

hostile environments.  

 

Maybe some of the attraction in relationships with Black men for some White women was 

the exhilaration of the possibility of a relationship closer to equality, without some of the 

problems that independent women experienced with White Australian men. As Helen 

Bayes writes: 

When we met, you know, coming from such different backgrounds, it seemed to 

me that we could be especially equal…because we’d have to abandon all those 

assumptions, all that cultural baggage…work it out from scratch.410

At the same time the disparities of resources and power that did exist in the colonial 

environment gave White women an unfamiliar but welcome boost to their own sense of 

agency as women. So power as well as play and pleasure were available to consciously 

anti-colonial and freedom seeking White women.  

 

Here, at this moment, White women’s colonial role that largely confined them to acting as 

a model of civilisation and as symbols of Goodness and purity is reworked in some ways to 

re-emerge in the figure of the White woman who proves her ‘worth’ in relationships 

considered transgressive in a colonial environment. For a start they could intentionally use 

their sexuality to protest the expectations of themselves as reproducers of White children, 
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and to refuse loyalty to the dominant regime. This is how I have described my own 

experiences: 

Like other white women in my situation, I lacked the power and tools to effectively 

challenge the status quo, the colonial mastas. To express my rejection of white 

power I chose what I thought then the most potent means available to me: sexual 

relationships with black men.411

I wrote this later, about a time when I rejected the role of the misis in maintaining the 

colonial regime but had not really questioned the role I took on in its place. I suggested 

that I offered myself in an effort to destroy my symbolic value to the colonisers whom I 

saw as White men. However I was still imbued with a sense of myself as a precious 

symbolic possession of the colonisers rather than an autonomous being or a coloniser 

myself. I gifted myself and my symbolic value only to see it trashed to my great 

discomfort.  

 

White womanhood, that sign of moral superiority to the coloniser founded paradoxically in 

her sex, was also subverted in the newly emerging sector of the sexual economy by the 

anti-colonial nationalist men who were reading works influential in the broader Black 

Power movement such as Franz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks: 

I marry white culture, white beauty, white whiteness. When my restless hands 

caress those white breasts, they grasp white civilisation and dignity and make them 

mine.412

Here, to Fanon, White women are also represented as the source of Whites’ Whiteness, 

symbol of their claim to superiority. But he shows the vulnerability of this symbol to being 

re-signed to mere commodity. 

 

To PNG poet and anti-colonialist activist John Kasaipwalova, sexual desire for White 

women was seen as both unavoidable in a colonial setting, an expression of the 

manufactured desire for all the superior White goods, and also life threatening: 

 The cold pale seed hatefully grows and spreads 

 It climbs to my brain I stop feeling and begin to believe 

 It moulds my face I laugh to the outsider’s pricking 
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 It fills my arm veins I drop the bush knife for the pen  

 It paralyzes my eye-balls to kill their sweeping sight 

 It captures my soul for the ransom of amen 

 It clamps my balls and I painfully shout out for white vagina 

 It crawls over my skin and in shame I moist shirt and trousers 

I hate myself and my black lover to forcedly love my hater 

 The cold seed thrives on my destruction.413

Both writers see White women as iconic of the White civilisation that, as a result of their 

own colonially conditioned desires and White women’s construction as a profoundly sexed 

being, takes their dignity and their power and their life. 

 

Although after 1958 sexual relations between Papua New Guinean men and White women 

were no longer illegal, this did not mean that they were approved of by most White 

Australians, or by many Papua New Guineans. The disapproval came from all quarters. In 

my own story in Our Time but not Our Place I recall an incident in 1964. In part I am 

worrying about not compromising my male friend, James who is Tolai and a relative 

stranger to Moresby, by insisting on driving. The car itself, lent by a mutual friend, is also 

a character in this story. The newish well kept TR4 would itself draw the envious attention 

of many White men; a Papua New Guinean driving the car was an added offence. 

We just drove around aimlessly for a while. James did the driving. I wanted to 

drive. I fancied myself as a driver, and had done since my first driving lesson. But 

then he would look like the hausboi and I the misis. Better, I decided, that I look 

like a dependant, helpless woman. The rude gestures and abuse of the white 

drivers made us feel temporarily elated with our own daring.414  

Here I cannot win. Racism makes me the misis rather than the girlfriend, but sexism 

removes my agency. However I am rewarded for my surrendering of power by the political 

agency, the shining armour, I felt then that I gained in the situation. And while I portray 

James as sharing the elation of disapproval, with the history of the treatment of Black men 

who dared or were believed to dare to think of a White woman in sexual terms, it is more 

likely that he felt a sense of threat. This was only 6 years after the repeal of the White 

Woman’s Protection Ordinance which had had the effect of making a White women’s 
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presence a threat to Black men and their families. 

  

This later made sense of the abuse we experienced from Papuan people in our further 

travels around Moresby. After parking to buy chocolate paddle pops, Mekeo men who were 

in their usual gathering place, spat betel nut juice on the car.  

Our delight in the game was evaporating. We decided to get out of town. James 

was keen to see one of the coastal villages built over the water and we chose one 

where I knew a few people. Men, women and children quickly encircled the car. 

We asked permission to look around. There was heated talk in Motu, then someone 

in the crown called out in English asking us to leave. As we drove away stones and 

other epithets found their mark.415

I was called a meri pamuk, a prostitute. How else could a White woman in the company of 

a Black man be understood even though they knew me as a missionary teacher? As the 

colonial system had made very clear proper White women were understandably desired, 

because of what they represented, but were out of bounds, tambu. Proper White women 

carried this message in their dress, their comportment, and their physical isolation.  

 

Writer Kathy Kituai was married to a Papua New Guinean and although living in Port 

Moresby in the early 1980’s not much had changed since my experience with James in the 

mid 60’s. In a story she wrote about the tensions and misunderstandings of that 

relationship, she talks about the stress of the hostility to a relationship such as hers. 

Many eyes have watched since her arrival in Port Moresby. She chauffeurs her boss 

to interviews at NBC [the National Broadcasting Commission] and her in-laws see 

her as a prostitute. Her colleagues at the secretarial college see a hausboi in the 

passenger seat whenever she drives her husband to the university. And on 

weekends when he takes the wheel, leaving her to gaze in amazement at firewood 

burdening the backs of barefooted women, children and men stare back with equal 

incomprehension at her; a White woman seated beside a national.416

It is unclear what Kituai means to convey by the word ‘incomprehension’. It could lead to 

the familiar colonial assumptions of the White woman being universally desired, a “White 

queen”; an ironic reference to the colonial Australian woman in PNG that Abaijah records.  
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416 Kathy Kituai 1993 ‘Bride Price’, M. Bourke et al (eds), ibid, p 46  



 121

 

The ‘White queen’ makes an appearance in my own story: 

It seemed significant at the time [about 1967-68] that I was the first White woman 

these people, still far away from guns and bibles, had seen. Was my long fair hair 

an added extra, a gratuity? 

They certainly noticed my hair…I went with the women and children to bathe in the 

freezing mountain stream. We’d carried in soap and it was a great chance for me 

to practise some missionary activity. I soaped up some of the kids and then myself, 

and handed out bars of the hard yellow soap. My hair all lathered up was a source 

of great excitement. Admiration, I thought then.417

I knew better later when I was employed by the Pangu Pati, (the first nationalist political 

party to be formed in PNG), to produce Pangu Pati Nius. This was at a time when I was in 

a relationship with John Kasaipwalova, a well known anti-colonial radical. The cartoonist at 

the Post Courier showed me a cartoon he’d drawn in which I was a puppeteer dangling 

well known politicians and activists from my manipulating hands. 

 

The White queen is clearly a resilient if ironised image for White women like myself. 

Referring to a period I spent as a student on the UPNG campus I wrote: 

To some black lovers my hair was the sign of the true white woman [long and 

blonded by sun]; the real goods. It nearly compensated for my disappointingly 

small breasts, for a white woman. I lay myself like a princess on their frog beds but 

they hadn’t been told the same fairy stories.418

Although the tone is sardonic, in this piece I recognise my role as a commodity, as I say in 

the story “white man’s cargo: their goods”. I also recognise that my value, my Whiteness, 

lies in my profoundly sexed being. But when the White queen (or princess) bestows 

herself, voluntarily climbing down off her pedestal, the response is not admiration or 

gratitude. “White queen” also refers to a White woman’s symbolic and reproductive value 

to some Papua New Guineans who saw marriage to a White woman as a means to access 

White prestige and riches.419  
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In the post-independence period White wives became more politically compromising. Kituai 

describes some of the tensions her husband is under because of the disapproval, on 

mostly political and nationalist grounds, from his friends and colleagues at the University 

who spoke with “tongues, drunk on nationalism”. Whilst being accused of disloyalty: “They 

had reinforced their traditions; married women from their place. He had married a 

European,” he is also suspected of just being an opportunist, getting his White Australian 

wife to help write his master’s thesis.420

 

Women like myself righteously marked ourselves off from the ‘passionless’, racist and 

over-protected White women we saw as the real White queens and we did not invite their 

approval. Barbara Lepani met her future partner Charles Lepani at university in Sydney. 

Married and pregnant they returned to Port Moresby in 1971. Lepani’s husband took up a 

newly localised job in the public service. After the birth Lepani lectured at the Admin 

College of Papua New Guinea (ADCOL) next to the University and she, along with her 

colleagues and her husband, was closely associated with the university community.  

I was different. I was married to one of them. I had crossed the divide, determined 

to declare myself against the colonial order. At first I was quite suspicious of all the 

Australians and other Europeans I met until they proved themselves non-racist.421

Lepani has given herself a greater role to play, and certainly a more interesting one, than 

that of most White women in PNG. She is remaking her role as the Good White woman 

whilst still doing the job of moral policing, guarding the borders of Goodness. At some 

levels, and with a different audience to the performance, the Good White woman is 

recuperated even while an individual White woman is betraying her colonially and 

nationally given reproductive and symbolic duty. 

 

White women were contested ground in a colonial Papua New Guinea, from the sexual 

hysteria that resulted in the passing of the White Women’s Protection Ordinance to the 

strong disapproval of the close relationships between White women and Black men, both 

sexual and domestic. For many White women this disapproval kept them in line. For others 

it was pleasurable. A fictional glimpse of this is given us by Jean Bedford in her novel set 

on the UPNG campus in the early 70’s: 
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Carl wonders, with some pain, if Eva has a lover waiting for her in the village. She 

will be away for some months. [Eva is a linguist]. He becomes violent in his 

lovemaking at the thought of her with a black man. Perhaps she guesses; her eyes 

widen and a long smile stretches her mouth: she likes it like this.422

This disapproval did not just come from supremacist Whites (or jealous spouses). It also 

came from progressive Whites.  

 

As Inglis recalls, in the academic community there was strong disapproval of transgressive 

White women. 

The rest of us day-dreamed while our favourite students took up with young 

[White] women WE often wouldn’t have picked for them. Disapproval was never far 

away in discussions of the latest liaisons: A is far too old for B; B too cold and 

sophisticated for R; X too plain for the gorgeous I; what could M see in Y? These 

were sometimes envious women talking, while men’s disapproval sounded more 

high minded—‘boys from the village who already faced so many barriers to 

university studies that the complexities of sexual relations with white women only 

added to their difficulties’; but something in our disapproval of liaisons between 

students and white women—particularly our disapproval of provocative dressing—

suggested the tone of the voices I was hearing from the past. The tone was not 

heard, as I recall, about the Papua New Guinean women who took up with white 

men.423

Such disapproval from the older more respectable members of the community was in itself 

a pleasure and provided opportunities for moral and physical muscle flexing. 

 

Complicating this picture is another and personal story of disapproval of White women like 

myself.  I was visiting my partner’s parents in the Siwai region of Bougainville. We hoped 

to develop family relationships and, hopefully, acceptance for our relationship. By then, I 

was both self-consciously feminist and White. My otherness was not a burden quietly 

borne either by me or my partner’s parents. Whilst I had tried hard for many years to 

efface my White status and surrender privilege, and to offer or display equality, now, as a 

feminist I was intent on the display of difference. Making a (White) feminist point, and 
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probably scared to give up my location as Self, particularly the knowing White self, I 

showed no enthusiasm for accompanying the women to work in the garden after the first 

tour with a couple of my partner’s sisters. I was a perfect example of White womanhood, 

the ‘White queen’, albeit a feminist one.  

 

To my present discomfort this image is similar to the one trotted out in the past by White 

supremacists to prove the superiority of the White race. The difference was not that I was 

too delicate to work in the hot sun, and protected by a provident (White) male, but that I 

was too liberated. I seemed to have accepted a colonial version of sexed relations that 

made all Papua New Guinean women and women’s work structurally inferior and I would 

refuse to be complicit in such asystem. By avoiding immersing myself in the women’s 

society and their daily lives I was proving, yet again, the superiority of White thinking. I 

experienced myself as a closed system, finished. The self’s other is lacking, the self is 

complete. These ways of thinking and acting are completely opposed to what Stephen 

Muecke calls “community formation”. To be and act in such a way that leaves the self 

open to expansion and immersion means Whites and White women having to “invest 

something of their subjectivity…to negotiate, change, and learn to belong”.424  

 

To my partner’s mother I was just hopelessly wrong: Papua New Guinean women who are 

brought home as actual or potential wives may also show shyness, disinterest, lack of 

grace or of industry; they would be equally disapproved of. However I was shocked to find 

out that I was the wrong skin colour. It was not just that I was White, but that I was not 

black and Bougainvillean and if we had children I would “spoil the blood”. For the first time 

as a White I was being judged on an idea of difference as biological that was understood 

as fixed and unchangeable, and irremediably inferior. 

 

The model of the Good woman has been a very oppressive model for women, particularly 

for non-White and non-middle class women who are ontologically excluded from this 

construction. It has also been harshly constricting for many White middle class women. At 

the same time the model offers locations of resistance, for example with the ethics of 

hospitality incumbent on Good women and with a reinterpretation of the notion of ‘good 
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works’. However both these possibilities are inextricably linked to Whiteness and White 

privilege in a White dominant society. What I am suggesting here is that the contradictions 

are inherent in the social location, so that motive and intention are bracketed by other 

political realities and that Goodness itself has been colonised. This leads me to an 

understanding of some ‘race cognisant’ White women in Papua New Guinea as both 

exercising White privilege at the same time as attempting to subvert it or share it. Both in 

White women’s domestic environment and in their sexual/emotional relationships with 

Black partners, particularly those which ran counter to the colonial grain, there were the 

possibilities of experiences which made certain knowledges available to White women that 

could destabilise their colonial and race assumptions. 
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3. Bodies that matter, most  
 

Introduction: Identity to Difference and the Identity of Difference425

In the early 1970’s, feminism was renewed and grew to have a powerful presence in the 

public space in Australia over the next two decades. The appointment in 1973 by Gough 

Whitlam’s government of the first women’s adviser, Elizabeth Reid,426 exemplified this 

presence as a political as well as a social force. Reid recalls this appointment:  

Most of us [up to that time] in the movement had been associated with single issue 

reform groups: abortion, homosexuality, equal pay. We had chained ourselves to 

the bars of pubs. When the position was advertised, I and many others felt it was a 

challenge needing a response. For the first time in our history we were being 

offered the opportunity to attempt to implement what for years we had been 

writing, yelling, marching and working towards.427

This was followed later by a growing number of identified feminists working in state and 

federal bureaucracies to bring before governments the needs of women.  

 

Outside of government, the setting up of Women’s, (and later Gender) Studies courses 

and departments in universities and the incursion into other disciplines, particularly history, 

of a feminist orientation, the development and publication of feminist theory, the opening 

of the first of many women’s refuges in 1975 accompanied or followed by women’s health 

centres, women’s legal centres, rape crisis and incest centres often with little or no 

government funding initially, all underline this renewal. So do the women’s art movement 

and a flowering of women’s newsletters and journals that started up in the 1970’s and still 

flourished throughout the next decade.  

 

These feminists, like earlier feminists, placed the claims of women as legitimate national 

subjects before the state. They did this on the grounds of equality rooted in their similarity 

with men, or, on grounds that eventually over a period of time and as a result of both 

theory and activism became distilled as difference. These different approaches were, 
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particularly in the early years, expressed within the movement as a tension between 

reform and revolution and between the personal (expressed in consciousness-raising) and 

the political. White equality feminists, with their pragmatic program for equality of rights 

and representation, were represented organisationally by WEL, founded in 1972. More 

ideologically driven White radical feminists (who, in the early years were more likely to be 

found in Women’s Liberation groups and some women’s services), were concerned with 

achieving a feminist agenda through the claims of sexual difference that was given moral 

as well as biological and social grounds.428   

 

Difference feminism, the feminism I am largely concerned with here, became the most 

influential, ‘sexiest’ stream of feminist praxis during this period. It was in theoretical 

contest with equality feminism which had its roots in Simone de Beauvoir’s influential 

work, The Second Sex.429 De Beauvoir argued that the only way women could achieve 

subjectivity and equality with men was through the (White) masculine associated model of 

transcendence. Furthermore, she argued the only route to this was through the erasure of 

the condition of the feminine, including those things or states associated with immanent 

femininity such as maternity. Shulamith Firestone extended de Beauvoir’s rejection of 

feminine difference in The Dialectic of Sex published in 1970. In what has been 

characterised as “radical equality”430, Firestone argued for the replacement of biological 

maternity with artificial reproduction as a means to equality for women. However, 

Firestone was also influential in the argument she posed that the feminist struggle for 

equality of the sexes is the foundational struggle. She made this case specifically in 

relation and reaction to the then prevailing Marxist analysis of the class struggle. Whilst 

Firestone’s and de Beauvoir’s metaphoric or medical/surgical removal of sexual 

difference(s) in their pursuit of equality were rejected by sexual difference feminists, their 

‘horror’ of the feminine, and the privileging of the feminist story of male power and female 

powerlessness as the foundational story, and all other struggles for justice and equality as 
                                                           
428 This tension was much discussed in women’s liberation newsletters. See for example Rae Kilkenny 
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WEL, but also at parts of  WL and some women’s services such as women’s refuges. 
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secondary or derivative, was not.  

 

The centring of sexual difference and sexist oppression represses the reality of the 

raced/classed body and its experiences of oppression. Sexed identity that is theorised in 

isolation is an identity won at the expense of, and constituted by, race and class 

identity.431 White women’s sexed identity has not had to be modified by or contradicted by 

their race or class identity as that has been represented as neutral. This neutrality is 

maintained by a focus on the raced or classed identity of the other which is the product of 

the over-emphasis on the middle class White woman as primarily woman: whether as 

feminine and/or as feminist.   

 

Difference feminism hyper-sexed middle class White women who identified with the 

movement. This made our structural position of race and class dominance invisible. By 

theorising sexual difference as the foundational and prior difference, and sexed oppression 

the template of all oppression, we were represented as the victims par excellence. 

Feminism demanded that men step out as particularly embodied beings from behind the 

blind of the universal or normative type. But, the privileging of hyper-sexed bodies has in 

effect made the, my, overly sexed body the ideal body, if not of personhood at least of 

national womanhood. 

 

In many ways, and with paradoxical effects, one of the successes of contemporary 

feminisms has been to makeover the ideal Australian woman. This makeover effected a 

change from an older ideal that depended on the sexual division of labour and respectable 

reproduction, which Gwendolyn Foster argues together form one of the founding codes of 

Whiteness432 (and is clearly still a powerful image for John Howard as seen in his White 

picket fence tax and baby bonus policies433), to an ideal that promoted and celebrated the 

productive individualised professional working woman. In terms of her relation to the 

nation this version of womanhood, although even physically fitter (through the body 

enhancement practices, fitness as well as appearance, that grew in importance during this 
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period) for White reproduction, is less reproductively successful than some earlier 

generations of White women. However, she is still emphatically White.  

 

Another doubtful success, most powerfully for difference feminism, is the re-assertion of 

the Goodness of (White) women through the codes of innocence or originary virtue, victim 

hood and righteousness. The category of Good Women is a racial and class construction 

heavily invested with colonial imagery. To briefly re-iterate: in a race structured colonial 

context as well as in the class structured home country, structures which resonate with 

and reflect each other, Good Women are a category of women who can be used as 

exemplars of proper or civilised behaviours, whose virtue can be imitated, and who can act 

as models and mentors to the uncivilised and the ignorant. They were elevated by White 

men as proof of the superiority of the White race and the middle classes. By their 

proximate position in relation to White men and by their symbolic capital, White women 

became privileged over other women. Such privileges gave White women an investment in 

maintaining and promoting their virtuous personhood.  

 

The trajectory of changing conceptions of the body and its relationship to mind can be 

traced in the textual body of feminist work. From the notion of the body as an obstacle to 

women’s self actualisation, and the attempt to neutralise the sexed body through the 

ideological re-alignment of sexed traits, the trajectory can be traced to contemporary 

theorists’ commitment to deconstructing the binary of sex and self and their focus on the 

lived, sexed body as the site of social signification. This sexed body is treated by these 

feminist philosophers, such as the Australian sexual difference theorist Grosz, as having 

been inscribed, or even fabricated, by a network of crosscutting and disciplinary 

discourses. However, because their focus has been on the inscribing and disciplining of 

‘women’s’ bodies, to the disadvantage of ‘women’, they have not adequately considered, 

as feminists, the sexed implicated equally fabricated raced/classed body and the ways in 

which White women are written into positions of power through racial inscriptions.  

 

Grosz states that “[o]nly very recently has the body been understood as more than an 

impediment to our humanity; and it is even more recently that feminists have come to 

regard women’s bodies as objects of intense wonder and productivity, pleasure and desire, 
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rather than  of regulation and control.”434 Here, White western women’s experiences are 

made to stand for the embodied experiences of women everywhere. A White reader 

discovers the Whiteness of this humanity and these bodies only by reading against the 

grain. First, it discloses itself in the universalising language, ‘our humanity’ and ‘women’s 

bodies’. Second, the bodies are always sexed but never raced. This sense of the self as 

primarily sexed rather than raced, “I cannot think of the self outside the immediacy of 

being gendered”435is part of and produced by White women’s race privilege.  

 

The question that Grosz raises in her work is whether the sexed body precedes or is 

produced by social inscriptions.436 Whilst Grosz refuses the binary choice of prioritising 

either sexed body or sexed subjectivity, but sees them as interactive, she nevertheless 

theorises sexual difference “as an - if not the - ontological bedrock.” By this theoretical 

move Grosz sidelines the challenges to the normativity of White women’s bodies and White 

embodied subjectivity, naturalising racial difference and White race privilege. Whilst Grosz 

argues that sexual difference in the form we recognise it today is produced and 

reproduced by binary inscription,437 she is silent about the ordering of colonial self/other(s) 

that is also implicated in the production of White western forms of sexual difference and 

sexed subjectivities. Grosz’s theorising of sexual difference is not marked as referring to 

White bodies and this claim to the universal position works to silence (again) the racially 

marked bodies. 

 

In her work on the body politic, Carole Pateman has shown how women have been 

excluded from the social contract by virtue of their embodiment; how the civic body is an 

isomorph of the male body, fashioned on the male individual who is “constituted through 

the separation of civil society from women.”438 Pateman’s position is a clear refutation of 

constructions that create an ideal or universal (unmarked) positive term, masculine, at the 

expense of the other(s). However whilst Pateman recognises that the body of the body 

politic, and the citizen, are implicitly male, she is silent about the fact that the body is 
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equally implicitly White.  

 

This racial ‘neutrality’ is also a problem in Moira Gatens’ work. Whilst Gatens is clear about 

the problems associated with conceptions of sexed bodies, “it is clear that how we 

conceptualise the body forms and limits the meaning of the body in culture in various 

ways”439, she does not extend this insight to the raced body. Whilst Gatens points out that 

a privileged part of one kind of body, a male body, is used as a metonymical 

representation for the body politic,440 she does not extend this to the privileging of a 

particularly coloured skin, another metonymical representation making one kind of body 

stand for all. Although the representational functioning of the male body for the body 

politic has historically disadvantaged White women, they have been advantaged by the 

fact that that body is White. White women were formally included in civil society in 

Australia long before Aboriginal people. The blinkered focus on sexed bodies to the 

exclusion of raced bodies allows Gatens to state that the use of the (White) male body as 

an image for the body politic “continues to implicitly accord privilege to particular bodies 

and their concerns”441and exclude herself as a beneficiary of that privilege.  

 

White Australian bodies, like White identities, have been formed in contrast to Black 

Aboriginal bodies and Black identities, (amongst others including Asian others, in the first 

instance Chinese, and ‘bog’ Irish), by the processes of devaluing and disavowing them. If 

White women see themselves as primarily sexed, and this sexed body and its experiences 

as a sexed body have been the basis of White feminism, this devalues and disavows the 

raced/classed body, making it the characteristic of the other. In the words of Vicky Kirby, 

referring to the “economy of value” in such constructions: 

…value is hierarchically organised and produced through an implicated series of 

binary exchanges that oppose presence to absence, positive to negative, and so 

on.442

A White women’s embodied subjectivity gains integrity and coherence by the boundary 
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forming functioning of othered women. Challenges not only threaten this integrity, but also 

White women’s historical and cultural positioning as superior. To ignore Whiteness by 

leaving the White body marked by sex but not by race or class is to “redouble its 

hegemony by naturalising it.”443

 

Radical feminists, who contended that the oppression of ‘women’ “is the major and 

primary one in all societies”444, colonised the speaking location and more of other women. 

Their claims on the nation, as Aileen Moreton-Robinson argues, have been at the expense 

of Indigenous and other poor women.445 Further, universalist feminism extended the role 

of oppressor to all men, logically including Indigenous and migrant men along with Anglo 

men, thus adding weight and valency to its claims of oppression, and effectively giving its 

claims precedence over those of Indigenous and migrant groups.  

 

The prioritising of a sexed difference produces a state of conflict between the claim for the 

recognition of equality or difference from the nation and national community on the 

grounds of sex and sexuality in the name of the generic woman by mostly White women, 

and the grounds of race, class and ethnicity. Whilst White feminists claimed to speak for all 

women on the grounds of their prior and founding oppression as women, or pushed 

agendas that peculiarly suited their own social/political experiences and position, women 

identified in White society primarily by race, ethnicity and class felt that their claims for 

recognition were being as much dishonoured by what appeared to be a competing, and 

often hostile, claimant group. Whilst, theoretically at least, demands for equality have a 

certain logic that allows for the links being drawn between other groups who also suffer 

from inequality in their treatment by the nation state and the national community, these 

links were not generally drawn.  

 

As a corollary of these universalising strategies, of the discourses that constructed all 

women as oppressed and only men as oppressors, and all women as innocent or virtuous, 

a subject position that only women regarded as women first and always could occupy, 
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White feminism in general raised the profile of privileged White women, contributing to a 

process of individualisation. This means that although feminist theory and practice used 

the strategy of universalising its claims and concerns, extending them theoretically to all 

women, it promoted a process of constructing women as individual, an ideal that best 

reflects White middle class values. 

 

This ideal replaced or was in tension with ideas of women-as-community and in conflict 

with the ideals or values of many non-White non-western non-middle class women. An 

echo of this individualising ethos can be heard in Marilyn Lake’s observation that: “A 

movement for the liberation of all women seemed to be securing the individual 

advancement of a few”.446 It can also be tracked in Moreton-Robinson’s description of 

White feminists as those who have been able to use governmental institutions to “remake 

themselves as middle class white women”, whilst at the same time reproducing the 

relations of power extant in the broader national community within feminism itself.447

 

Many women of colour in the US and Indigenous women in Australia rejected the universal 

stance of feminist claims and identified the feminist movement as it was theorised and 

represented as a White movement. Aboriginal women theorists and activists grew 

increasingly disappointed with White feminist discourses and practice from the late 1970’s 

for its lack of serious engagement with race in concert with sexed issues.448 For example, 

Moreton-Robinson identifies White feminists in Australia as beneficiaries of colonialism.449 

Here, in this work, I am utilising and synthesising their insights and critiques, as well as 

those of other White women, adding my own drawn from research as well as from my 

experiences as a White feminist, and focusing this critical but hopefully generative 

attention on some particular representations of feminist thinking and practice in Australia.  
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This chapter is an examination of the Whitening effect of the hyper-sexing of ‘women’ by 

White feminism and more particularly by difference or radical feminism particularly in the 

1970’s and 1980’s and lapping the next decade. Such hyper-sexing had the effect of 

making such ‘women’ ideal women and was dramatised through texts of Bad men and 

Good or innocent women, as well as differentiating between women. Specifically, I focus 

on the feminist theorising of sexual difference, and the practices and discourses that arose 

from that, to show how ‘women’, that is White women, were accorded specified and 

lauded qualities of moral personhood: qualities that arose from the inversion of the binary 

relationship, and were magnified by their claims of sexual difference as the foundational 

difference and therefore the exemplars of oppression. These qualities were largely 

consonant with those bestowed on women of the dominant White group constructed by 

the nexus of capitalism, Christianity and colonialism. Sexual difference theory and the 

practices that arose from that, where it was understood as the foundational difference, 

were used to make pressing claims on the state on behalf of White women who identified 

predominantly on the basis of their sexed identity which, in effect, gave them priority over 

other oppressed groups. 

 

I start by outlining some significant critiques of difference feminism. Then, I examine how 

feminist theory and practice has been caught up in the construction of Good women. 

Finally I look at some other feminist productions and practices examining the effects of 

both sexual difference theories which hyper-sex middle class White women, and the 

related construction of such women as Good. I also make critical links between earlier and 

contemporary feminist ideas and practices. I do this through the lens of a contemporary 

White Australian feminist historian, who was also an activist450, so that I can view not only 

the links, but more importantly some of the ways that earlier feminisms are viewed now. I 

argue that some of the theoretical moves and political output went beyond the stated 

intentions of its producers and creators to reflect the experiences and perpetuate the 

Whiteness, the status and the privileges accrued at the cost of Whiteness’s others, of the 

White feminist activists, theorists and writers. Sexual difference informed feminist theory 

and practice in Australia in this period was inextricably linked to the privilege of being a 
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member of the dominantly raced group in Australia. 

 

Critiquing Sexual Difference Theory  

My work is grounded in the analysis of many other concerned women who provided me 

with the essential starting points. Early expressions of sexual difference feminism, strongly 

influenced by French writers such as Luce Irigaray, were widely criticised for their 

homogenising, essentialising and assimilationist presumptions, and the universalising of 

their theoretical positions that emanated from specific White western cultural locations.451 

Chilla Bulbeck refutes the underlying assumption in the work of Irigaray and others that 

the meanings given to sexual difference, including the idea that sex is the fundamental 

social division, are universal. She argues on the basis that some other societies are not 

restricted in their organisation to the binary couple, but have third sexes “made up of 

elements of male and female roles and biologies.”452 Additionally, in some traditional 

societies men and women had assigned roles and these roles themselves “defined one’s 

sex” and that these roles or functions are given as much significance as the sexed body 

itself.453

 

Henrietta Moore not only shows the instability and the variations of the formation of sexual 

differences in cross-cultural research, “[I]f gender constructs are culturally variable, then 

so are the categories of sexual difference”, but that experiences of race (as well as class 

and sexuality) are integral to and “transform” the experience of sexed bodies, and 

therefore of sexual differentiation.454 Moore directly challenges the promotion of sexual 

difference as the foundational difference that can be theoretically isolated from other 

differences.  

 

In her study of the relationships between oppressed identities within colonial contexts from 

Victorian England to South Africa up to the 1990’s, Ann McClintock argues for the 

articulation of race, gender and class, showing how they “come into existence in and 
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through relation to each other”.455 She shows the ways in which the invention of race 

under the aegis of industrial modernity became necessary to the self-definition of the 

metropolitan White middle classes, and was utilised in the policing of the lower classes. 

Then, McClintock argues that the cult of domesticity and the domestic sphere, and 

therefore the virtues associated with White women, were central to the colonial project.456 

Rather than ‘innocent bystanders’ as Bulbeck characterises the White women she 

interviewed who lived in The Australian Administered Territory of PNG457, McClintock 

asserts that whilst White women were in an ambiguous position because of their often 

contradictory relation to power through their sex and their race, they were still 

“ambiguously complicit both as colonizers and as colonized, privileged and restricted, acted 

upon and acting”.458 As a result, McClintock is critical of the feminist privileging of sex in 

theoretical isolation because it does not recognize this ambiguous positioning of White 

women as agents of oppression as well as victims. 

 

Such thinking challenges the moral supremacist attitudes of some sexual difference 

feminists. So does Jackie Huggins, who fears the growing empowerment of White women 

through the gains of White feminism. Huggins argues that these White women whose 

theoretical focus is sexism and their own culturally specific forms of oppression, who do 

not understand how “racism shapes sexism’, will be in positions of even greater power 

over the lives of Aboriginal women and children as they expand their influence in 

bureaucracies and government. This means that their own agency as oppressors of 

Aboriginal women and children grows accordingly.459

 

In the face of criticism, particularly the charge of essentialising women, a ‘second 

generation’ of sexual difference feminists, amongst whom Australian theorist Elizabeth 

Grosz is prominent, have, as Rita Felski argues, re-asserted sexual difference as the 

privileged site of difference whilst at the same time trying to avoid essentialising women 

by inverting the binary and establishing their theoretical ‘woman’ as normative.460 Whilst 
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Felski argues that these theorists fell short of this goal in their appeals to feminine 

otherness, Mary Poovey argues it is an unstable model: 

Only because the differences of class, race and national identity produced real, if 

occluded, effects, in other words, could sexual difference seem decisive and the 

anchor of all social relations”.461

It depends on, whilst also supplanting, the effects of other sites of difference.  

 

Alternatively, this ‘second generation’ have made sexual difference the privileged site of 

difference by theorising women as pure alterity, necessarily outside the structures and 

operations of power. Rosa Braidotti and Drucilla Cornell make theoretical moves to re-think 

the otherness of women as autonomous, not dualistic; “the other not as other-than, but as 

a positively other entity”462 and, the feminine as “that which resists definition” whilst it 

“embodies multiplicity and otherness”.463 Whilst attempting to construct a space of the 

female imaginary that can include all women, this theorised free floating feminine identity 

clearly transcends the historically and specifically located, and binarily constructed, more 

mundane identities of race and class and is still theoretically produced as a fundamental 

site of difference.  

 

A focus on women’s sexed bodies to the exclusion of their other body markings is an 

expression of a normative positioning, and acts to silence those other identities. As  

Spelman shows, White privilege is lodged in the assumption that sexed identities are 

separable from raced (or classed) identities.464 Working from the legacy of Aristotle’s 

thinking in contemporary society, Spelman lays out how the sexed identities of women and 

men become more significant the closer they approach the norm. “To have a gender 

identity is itself a ‘race’ privilege.”465 Biological sexed identity and its social inscriptions are 

conversely transcended by non-normative raced (and classed) identity.466  As slaves in 

Aristotle’s time, and later in the American South, were first and foremost slaves, not men 

and women, relations between Whites and Aboriginal people are organised around the 
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latter’s devalued raced body difference, not sexed body similarity– that is at least until 

feminists want to include them in their constituency or to elide their own raced 

investments.  

 

This challenges the notion of ‘women’ or of treating ‘women’s bodies’ as an intelligible 

category across differently classed or raced groups. It also makes sexed identity an 

identity won at the expense of, and constituted by, race identity. White women’s sexed 

identity has been made theoretically dependent on the elision of their raced identity. Its 

absence has supported the construction of sex (and sexuality) identity as the most 

important identity for White women. 

 

Spelman was one of the first feminist theorists to show clearly how the isolation of the 

oppression of women as women, and giving primacy to the binary of sexual difference, 

was a position that was only available to western White, middle class women. For women 

who are neither White or not seen as white, nor normatively classed, the oppression of 

themselves as women is inextricably linked to their oppression as negatively classed and 

raced in the existing binary system. In Australia, feminist philosopher Val Plumwood 

convincingly argued that dualisms exist in a systematised interrelationship of dualisms, 

each of which “can be fully understood only as part of the interrelated set.”467 White 

women’s subordinated sex identity was constructed in relationship to, not isolation from, 

race and class identities.  

 

Plumwood provides an analysis of the logic of dualism that structures the self and the 

other(s) into a dualised relationship which either denies dependency and continuity 

between self and other(s), or denies the independence of the other(s) and treats them as 

a lacking and inferior version of the same.  Dualistic relationships are logically structured 

so as to allow no overlap; characteristics are ordered to belong exclusively to either the 

master identity or subordinated identities.  

For the master, formation of identity by this means leads to a need to maintain 

hierarchies to define identities. There must always be a class below, whose 
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inferiorisation confers selfhood.468  

Because of the particular constitution of White women’s sex identity, women themselves 

carry “polarised understandings of identity based on subordination/domination.”469  

 

Plumwood shows how this has surfaced in feminist responses to women’s subordination. 

Liberal feminism, or forms of feminism which stressed similarity with men, sought to make 

women fit into a masculine model as a way of overcoming the hyper-separation of dualistic 

pairs. This is identification with the powerful position in a model of 

domination/subordination.470 This means White women seeking to emulate the master 

identity may take up the role of the coloniser. It also encourages the liberal model of 

individualism that is won at the expense of others, and of the acknowledgement of the 

interdependency of the whole community.  

 

Alternatively, difference feminism is critiqued by Plumwood as a strategy of reversal which 

simply reverses the value given to the still polarised pair by affirming the colonially 

constructed identity. This still falls within the dualistic problematic in being too limiting and 

uncritical of polarisation and exclusion; in accepting homogenisation through the failure to 

envisage women’s identities as plural, and through serving to obscure major differences in 

women’s situation and politics.471 Not only is there the by now familiar problem of 

universalising White women’s experiences, but also of remaining locked into the dualistic 

model which naturalises inferiorisation as well as homogenisation. 

 

Therefore, the move beyond dualistic relationships requires two moves, the first the 

recognition of continuity of relationship between self and other, and at the same time the 

recognition of the independence and difference of the other. “The resolution of dualism 

requires, not just recognition of difference, but recognition of a complex, interacting 

pattern of both continuity and difference.”472 This is a rejection of the “positive other 

entity” understanding of ‘women’ by Braidotti and Cornell referred to above. Plumwood is 

also critical of the feminist poststructuralist dissolution of the identity ‘woman’ by the 
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strategies of destabilisation and parody because this move creates anti-identities which 

themselves are not independent originating as they do via the parodied identity, from the 

“problematic of colonization.”473

 

Rita Felski shows how Braidotti’s notion of a radical autonomous otherness goes against 

the understanding of meaning as relational, “unstable, and impure”, whilst positing the 

feminine as pure identity. Felski describes Braidotti and Cornell’s positions as utopian, 

noting that utopian thinking is founded on the “modernist ideal of self invention”.474  

Such a model upholds the convenient fiction that power is an exclusively male 

phenomenon and fails to consider the agency and complicity of women as women 

in the exercise of class and race hierarchies.475

Such a notion also resists the thinking, represented here by Moore, McClintock, Spelman 

and Plumwood that sex, race and class identities are interrelated and mutually 

constructed. To be in a position to theoretically isolate one set of dualisms, sex, is an 

effect of dominance in the other positions. Isolation of the binary of sex as foundational is 

also a denial of the interrelationship and mutual construction of dualisms.  

 

The way out of this seeming impasse suggested by Plumwood for White women 

themselves, which has implications for White women’s relationship to other presently 

subordinated groups, is firstly to deploy critical affirmation of their sex identity, and then 

subversion through critical reconstruction of the feminine. Women’s traditional sex identity 

is thus seen as” a potential source of strength as well as a problem, and a ground of both 

continuity and difference with traditional ideals.”476 Plumwood goes on to argue that these 

complex patterns of interaction of continuity and difference also need critical 

reconstruction in the context of the differences and continuity between sex oppression, 

and oppression by race, culture, class, and species.  This involves White western women 

reconstructing or “throwing off” that part of their identity that is the master identity.477

 

Whilst sexual difference and sexuality may be seen as an acceptable priority of White 
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western feminism, treating sexed bodies as if they were produced and meaningful in 

isolation from the discourses of race, and regarding these racially unmarked sexed bodies 

as the theoretical ground of feminism, makes feminism complicit in oppressive structures. 

This prioritising of sexual difference acts as an active denial of the way sexed subjectivities 

reflect and reinforce existing constructions of race that privilege Whiteness at the expense 

of Whiteness’ others. On the other hand, the theorising of ‘women’ as autonomous reflects 

the individualising impulse of colonial modernity and the related positioning of ‘women’ as 

occupying the space of pure difference resonates with prior elevations of White women to 

being beyond touch and accountability. 

 

Felski’s analysis of those who privilege sexual difference concludes that all appeals to 

difference as immutable and fixed by White western feminists may reflect what she terms 

the “collision of vocabularies, experiences, and forms of life”, experienced by western 

women as they move into formerly male structures of work and institutions of power.478 In 

other words, if Felski is correct, it is a theory that is specifically experientially based but 

does not recognise itself as such. Privileging sexual difference as the foundational sign of 

difference has the effect of privileging the experiences and theoretical positions of White 

middle class women. Both these moves in their own ways strand White middle class 

feminist women, in the main both the producers and consumers of these theoretical 

positions, on the high moral ground, producing such ‘women’ as oppressed but not 

oppressors.  

 

Feminist standpoint theory as explicated by Nancy Hartsock479 not only valorised women’s 

difference from men; it also underwrote the truth claims of feminism by arguing that as an 

oppressed group women are in a privileged position of knowledge derived from their social 

reality. Challenges from within to feminism’s own orthodoxies and blindness may be seen 

as integral to feminist understanding of knowledge as always situated and partial, 

mediated by the knowers’ positioning or standpoint in relation to race, class, gender, 

ethnicity. However, early standpoint theory treated sexed identity as separable and 

isolatable from race and class. It did this by regarding ‘women’s’ social position and 

oppression as giving ‘women’ an undistorted viewpoint and thus a more ‘truthful’ 
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perception of the world.480 This suited feminism’s view of its constituency then as generic 

(in fact generally White and middle class) women always already and everywhere 

oppressed by men. Jackie Huggins’ observation from the standpoint of Aboriginal women 

is that some White feminist women think that because they are feminist they have 

superior knowledge to Aboriginal women: “And so we see that colonialism is alive and well 

in the women’s movement.”481 Standpoint theory in its early formulations could only hold if 

the oppression of White women was foundational. 

  

Standpoint theory has been problematised by postmodernist feminists who disaggregate 

situatedness down to the particular context and history of specific individuals that 

undermines any universalising claims. Referring to her sexed and specific self Elspeth 

Probyn argues that “[g]rounded in the experiential, it cannot be limited to a register of 

authenticity: there is no necessary correspondence between the image of myself as a 

woman and a unified image of women.”482 On another front a Foucauldian understanding 

of knowledge as the production of power, an invention rather than a discovery, has 

undermined feminist claims for ‘women’s’ access to a ‘truer’ truth.483 Standpoint theory has 

also been challenged by critiques of identity that reject a notion of fixed and unitary 

identities whether these are founded on sex, race, class, ethnicity or sexuality. In regard to 

raced identity, for example, Stuart Hall writes that issues of race: “always appear 

historically in articulation, in a formation, with other categories and divisions” and that 

they are “constantly crossed and recrossed by the categories of class, of gender and 

ethnicity.”484  

 

In response to the criticisms from without and within feminism the politics of difference 

became re-theorised to a politics of differences; the differences amongst women as well as 

between women and men but with the first still subsumed under the second. However, as 

Joan Scott points out: “Feminism [still]…had to make its claims on behalf of ‘women’ (who 
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were discursively produced through ‘sexual difference’)”.485 So feminists who aimed to get 

rid of sexual difference in favour of an appreciation of differences of ‘women’, in fact, 

paradoxically, continued to re/produce sexual difference. Although this complicated the 

claims of representation, and made identity contingent, it did not effectively result in the 

racing of White feminists and the de-universalising of their claims, or take proper account 

of the relations of power that were already in force. However, it could be argued that this 

move made the individualising and ‘improving’ process of Whitening available to some few 

others. 

 

Moral Claims and Continuities 

Particular sites of sexual difference feminism, those feminists who both valorised certain 

feminine qualities and those who saw women as the most oppressed group with no 

agency or relationship to the existing structures and braidings of power, reasserted an 

identity of unearned Goodness for White women. Just because they were (White) women, 

they were always already better than men. Not only were men positioned as Bad, and 

therefore women Good in an inversion of the binary mode of western thinking, women 

were models of the newly re-articulated moral values of nurturance, trust, kindness, and 

cooperation in opposition to the given male values of competition and materialism. These 

‘virtues’ were the distinguishing features of ‘women’,486 and were accompanied by what 

Anne Summers  described as “censoriousness”487 which coloured their political theories 

and activism.  

 

Whilst Summers did not exclude feminists from this description in 1999, it was directed 

specifically at “middle class women”. In her autobiography Summers recalls a “for women 

only” party she held in March 1975 to celebrate the completion of her book, Damned 

Whores and God’s Police, for which she sent out invitations addressing her friends as 

Damned Whores.488 Then, in 1975, Summers was not prepared or able to identify herself 
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and her feminist friends as also “God’s Police”. Summers, talking about what she saw as “a 

peculiarly Australian set of characteristics” which she went on to sum up in the term God’s 

Police in her title, writes: 

It was perfect to describe the way Australian women took it upon themselves to be 

the moral custodians of both the family and the society at large. This, it seemed to 

me, encouraged in women a censoriousness that was both prudish and 

judgemental.489

Although more radical feminists of the 70’s repeatedly rejected any identification as the 

“respectable guardians of society’s morals”, instead, often delighting in being “reprobates” 

as Summers expresses what she sees as the traditional polarised identities offered to 

Australian women490, I do not think they gave up the role of moral custodianship. 

Certainly, Jackie Huggins suggests that Aboriginal women still experience White feminists 

as censorious, moralising and imperious with a “missionary-style zeal”.491  

 

This designation as Good Women is, as I have suggested, a colonial inheritance and it 

iterates aspects of the construction of idealised images of White womanhood deployed in 

the construction and maintenance of the British and later Australian middle class. In 

Australia these virtues were constellated around or summed up in the notion of 

‘respectability’. This could be an aspiration of free settler working class women but its 

attainment was made difficult by economic circumstances.492 Also, as Lynette Finch makes 

clear, the idea of respectability has been used to strengthen the boundaries between 

classes and to distinguish the upper classes.493  

 

Beyond boundary keeping, there was a moral dimension in the display of respectability by 

“genteel femininity” in colonial society. This “complex set of ideals and practices” mobilised 

by women: 

established the moral superiority of the gentry and thus provided its legitimation 

                                                           
489 Ibid, p 373 
490 Ibid 
491 Discussed at greater length below. From Jackie Huggins 1998, Sister Girl, UQP, St Lucia, p 31 
492 Renate Howe & Shurlee Swain 1992, ‘Fertile Grounds for Divorce: Sexuality and Reproductive 
Imperatives’, K. Saunders & R. Evans (eds) Gender Relations in Australia, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
Sydney ,pp 159-60 
493 Lynette Finch 1993, The Classing Gaze, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, p 33 



 145

for social leadership.494

Its function was similar to the operation of the Domestic Ideal and the ideology of the 

separate spheres at the centre of the British Empire which de-politicised class relations by 

“by translating class difference into psychological or moral difference…”495 As Judith 

Walkowitz shows Victorian period feminists defending prostitutes showed their class biases 

and blindness and also “stressed women’s purity, moral supremacy, and domestic 

virtue.”496  

 

The associated virtues of the Domestic Ideal and ‘genteel femininity’ not only marked off 

middle class women or ‘genteel’ women from women of the lower classes, but White 

women from colonised subjects. Like all normative ideals, the construction of ‘genteel 

femininity’ in the Australian colonies was dependant on a contrast with the debased forms 

of femininity supposedly displayed by the underclass, and by Aboriginal women: “The 

image of restraint and control, dignity, taste and morality… was defined against the 

subordinated, sexualised and disorderly feminine.”497

 

Whilst this description of Good Women seems to support Summers positioning of feminists 

firmly on the side of the disorderly women, Russell later makes the point that when the 

feminist movement came to Australia from England in the 1880’s, instead of contesting the 

ideal, they 

focused on the contradictions of an ideology which posited women as morally 

superior while denying them the power to make decisions on moral grounds.498

In Australia at the end of the nineteenth century some feminists adopted ‘domestic 

feminism’. 

By colluding in the idealisation of this role, she gave herself status, which she 

would otherwise have been totally denied.499

They saw themselves as the moral leaders of the community and demanded of men that 
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they become more like them, “chaste, pure, loving, selfless, temperate, restrained, 

companionate.”500   

 

Certain expressions of contemporary feminism are in a line of inheritance with earlier 

feminist movements in terms of their self-perception of moral superiority or privileged 

moral personhood. From the 1880’s up to the 1950’s successive waves of feminists had 

promoted the special morality of women like themselves, “the bourgeois and middle 

classes”,501 and had promoted an agenda of “an equal moral standard” whereby men were 

to be reformed by encouraging them to take on the higher moral standards of women.502 

Whilst the focus on equality has weakened and been overtaken by difference, the special 

morality of women as women is still promoted.  

 

Influential philosopher of sexual difference feminism, Luce Irigaray, has re-asserted this 

idea of women not just as different, but as sexed subjects whose difference lies primarily 

in the natural and distinctive virtues of their sex for contemporary feminists. One 

expression of this occurs in her list of characteristics of pre-patriarchal female law, 

including “[a] higher morality based upon peace and love”, which she argues “seem to me 

to correspond to female subjectivity”.503 It is sometimes acknowledged as a quality of their 

oppressed status and experiences.504  

 

The feminist initiated women’s services were an outreach activity to women feminists saw 

as needing particular protection from men and male dominated systems of power. These 

were women thought to be made vulnerable primarily by their sex, as well as by 

heterosexuality. Significant debates have taken place since the mid 80’s over an analysis of 

feminist practice and discourse of this time which politicised women’s sexuality and sexual 

freedom and warned of ever present sexual dangers for women, producing “a narrative of 

female victimization”.505 bel hooks wrote in 1984: “Sexist ideology teaches women that to 
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be female is to be a victim. Rather than repudiate this equation … women’s liberationists 

embraced it, making shared victimization the basis for women bonding”.506 Such a focus 

privileges middle class White women, again, by legitimising their political voice and their 

moral claims whilst at the same time relieving them of the uncomfortable truths of their 

own oppressive behaviours.  

 

Although contemporary feminist constructions may differ significantly, or even in some 

cases contradict mainstream constructions, for example preferring to take up the position 

of Bad Women, or the reprobates, in both cases the ways of being that are constellated in 

these images are still dependant on notions of moral superiority, and a kind of virtuous 

personhood. The purposes of these historically prior images of Good Women are 

sometimes explicitly at odds with feminism; purposes such as reinforcing passivity, 

conformity and ladylike niceness. However, the re-appearance of the Good Woman in 

feminist guise is evident in some feminists’ understanding of themselves as “moral texts”.  

 

One article in the first issue of Mabel goes further, approvingly referring to the “moral 

terror” applied to male militia, members of the Popular Front for the Liberation of the 

Occupied Arab Gulf, who are deemed to be chauvinist. The writer continues:  

I immediately got on very well with the Dhofanis because they believed something 

that I never dared express. THAT WOMAN ARE MORE REVOLUTIONARY THAN 

MEN [emphasis in the original].507

Here, this writer clearly sees feminist (or anti-chauvinist) women as having a moral 

superiority that puts them beyond ordinary accountability. 

 

The expression ‘moral texts’ is borrowed from Denise Riley’s discussion of Rousseau’s 

depiction of Good women in what he saw as their mirroring role. “Make [your daughter] a 

good woman, and be sure it will be better for both her and us.” A Good woman, for 

Rousseau, helps to fix difference, and therefore male identity, through her complete 

immersion in her own ‘difference’.508 For some of the feminists I am discussing here, this 
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difference of ‘women’ is not neutral either. Rather, it displaces maleness as the dominant 

term in the binary pair, and becomes positioned as the desirable, admirable norm.  

 

Good women constructed themselves this way by demonising men and sometimes by 

favourably contrasting themselves with other women. One participant at the Sydney 

Women’s Commission in October 1975, Lyn Waddell, was very critical of the afternoon 

session of the first day which, according to her report, was a “free for all...dominated by 

our vocal lesbian sisters.” Waddell wrote: 

I became alienated by the male-hating ideology and the emotionally charged 

personal testimonies of these women, the implication being that if you still had to 

relate to men (the enemy) for sexual satisfaction (and dread the thought, enjoyed 

it) then you were undermining the cause.509

It is clear from Waddell’s article that one significant reason for her critique of the lesbian 

separatist position was her own investments in socialist feminism. But it is also true that 

some feminists at the time made themselves virtuous at the expense of lesbian women. 

 

Whilst the tensions between socialist feminists and radical or cultural feminists had been a 

strong feature of the earlier years of the women’s movement, “the biggest single 

theoretical battle” of the movement in Juliet Mitchell’s words510, the split between lesbian, 

and then more particularly lesbian separatist feminists and other feminists which was first 

theorised in a paper delivered to the Mt Beauty Conference in January 1973511 gradually 

widened through the next decade. As Summers remarks in her report of this conference, 

after a paper was delivered by the Hobart group (HWAG) on sexism within the movement 

directed at lesbian feminists, those attending:  

were now being confronted with the fact that that while we might be victims in 

some situations we were oppressors in others.512

Summers likened this to the White radicals being confronted at the Black Power 

conference held in Brisbane the previous year with their own racism.513Whilst Summers 

ponders complicity here, other feminists were intent on identifying the external enemy and 
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clung to their view of themselves as the most oppressed group. 

 

By inverting the binary pair, and idealising ‘women’ while demonising ‘men’, some 

feminists positioned themselves on the side of the Good. Whilst, in the first instance this 

was in comparison with men, an inversion on the basis of sex, the binary was also inverted 

on the basis of sexuality. The category of Good women was refined to refer to those 

‘women’ with the correct political position: from those who valorised all women over all 

men, to those better than other unenlightened women, such as non-feminists and anti-

feminists, heterosexual feminists or lesbian feminists.  

 

To those feminists promoting an extreme apocalyptic division of Good and Bad, a version 

of reality lived out by some lesbian separatist feminists, these others also included 

heterosexual feminists who slept with ‘the enemy’514, and traitorous or fake lesbians who 

refused to denounce all men or, worse, ‘reverted’ to male lovers or partners. Ti Grace 

Atkinson called bi-sexual feminist women “collaborators”.515 The right sexual identity and 

sexual preference, together with a political theory that idealised these identities over 

others, were necessary in this political context in order to be true ‘Daughters of the Light’. 
516

 

On the surface this version of Good Women seems at odds with feminist views of 

themselves, and of the ways they were often seen in this period. However, the apocalyptic 

style of some feminists in Australia, grounded in the valorising of women qua women, re-

aligns these feminists with the particular set of virtues associated with middle class White 

women in England since the late eighteenth century to set them apart from the lower class 

White women, and colonially subjected women, with a felt moral supremacy; an ideal of 

purity often expressed in puritanical practices, and domestic virtue, albeit all differently 

understood.  
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In her writing on the suffrage movement, Denise Riley makes a similar point: that early 

feminists used the qualities given to them to justify their exclusion from the public/political 

realm, as the basis of their claims to representation in this realm.517So too, contemporary 

sexual difference feminists have utilised this existing notion of a certain class of White 

women as morally superior to underwrite their claims of pure difference in both its 

meanings, of women as morally enhanced and as non-relational. Middle class White 

women, who were overwhelmingly the constituents of sexual difference feminism, re-

worked and revitalised the model of the Good Women that had been historically available 

to middle class White women. These women used their bodies, their dress, their lifestyles 

in varying degrees as moral texts, aimed at men to establish their moral superiority, and at 

other women, as models of self improvement for unsophisticated and obdurate women.   

 

Feminist Practice and Productions 

The valorising of sexual difference, hyper-sexing, or in Riley’s words over-feminising518, the 

promotion of sexual difference as the foundational difference in oppressive binary ideation 

and ideologies which makes White women truly women and Good, is a theoretical position 

only available, and largely appealing, to middle class White women, and aspirants to that 

identity position. White Australian feminists who made such positions the basis of their 

thinking and practice in the name of all women, and through their lack of recognition of 

their locational and experiential limits, became complicit with dominant Whiteness. They 

aligned themselves with privileged Whiteness through their universalising, but also by their 

perception and promotion of sex as an overarching and isolatable site both of identity and 

of oppression which led in turn to their positioning of themselves as Good in relation to 

men and othered women, and to seeing themselves in a role of moral leadership or of 

having moral supremacy over others.  

 

This is clear in the first issue of the feminist newspaper Mabel, published in Sydney in 

December 1975. In this issue a speech by an unnamed feminist delivered to a rally of the 

Peoples Action Coalition is given prominence. On the one hand she offers the cooperation 

of feminists around housing, consumer issues, racism and the oppression of homosexuals. 
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On the other she states: 

That while we do share common enemies, you are in part our enemies and 

oppressors and until you change will have to be treated in that way519

The speaker saw feminists as victims of a range of ‘enemies’. The same speaker then went 

on to draw lines of solidarity between feminists and the women she saw them 

representing. She outlined the demands of feminists for “Control Over Our Own Bodies”520, 

which she said would protect working class women, black women and women prisoners 

from forced sterilisation, abortion and contraception.  

 

This expression of the feminist position had been reformulated from the earlier Abortion on 

Demand.521 Aboriginal women had demonstrated outside the opening of the Women and 

Politics conference in Canberra in September, three months earlier. In a report in the same 

issue of Mabel about the reporting of this event in the Canberra Times, the writer notes 

“black women were protesting against forced sterilisation while White women campaigned 

for abortion on demand.”522 This difference is noted and it apparently influenced the 

choice of slogans and the concerns expressed in the speech of the unnamed feminist. She 

stretches the language of the feminist demand to cover not just those wanting free and 

safe and legal abortions, but those wanting to stop forced sterilisation. The speaker has 

universalised the feminist position, broadened feminism’s constituency rather than pay 

attention to other sites of difference in which she is no longer the oppressed. She has also 

safeguarded White women’s role of moral leadership. 

 

This speaker further rearticulated the feminist demand as “[w]e demand free, safe, 

medical care for all women.”523 In the case of the ‘black women’, this speaker has made 

an arbitrary division of Aboriginal men and women for the purposes of a feminist agenda. 

She has occluded issues of race and racism by making sex prior and privileging the site of 

sexual oppression. By taking up the position of the oppressed on behalf of all women, this 
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middle class White woman has hidden from view, probably her own as well, her 

responsibilities for and complicity with other forms and sites of oppression.  

 

Aboriginal activist and historian Jackie Huggins writes on this issue: 

… the overwhelming evidence and the experience of Aboriginal women points to 

the fact that Aboriginal women remain discriminated against due to their race 

rather than their gender. For example, a cosmetically apparent Aboriginal woman is 

regularly stereotyped on the basis of being a boong, coon, nigger, gin or abo far in 

excess of being a ‘woman’.524  

Huggins describes White feminism and feminists like the one reported above, as acting 

unthinkingly “in their enthusiasm to be anti-racist”,525 whereas my analysis also points to a 

desire to be seen to be Good and to play out their White womanhood in their colonially 

constructed role as moral guardians, exemplars with its feminist twist of moral leadership 

in the public space.  

 

However, on the matter of dividing Aboriginal men and women, as the speaker above has 

done, and which is consistent with the prioritising of sex oppression over and unrelated to 

race oppression, Huggins makes a stronger claim. 

In asking Aboriginal women to stand apart from Aboriginal men, the white women’s 

movement was, perhaps unconsciously, repeating the attempts made over decades 

by welfare administrations to separate Aboriginal women and use them against 

their communities.526

Whilst Huggins here is referring to the women’s movement of the 1970s, she still identifies 

a problem at the time she is writing: 

The lack of recognition and real understanding of this political difference is a major 

difference still to be resolved by the white women’s movement.527

Over twenty years since the Mabel report Huggins sees a problem with White feminists in 

the continuing attempts to “impose their politics onto Aboriginal women”, and describes 

their refusal to properly recognise the specific needs of Aboriginal women, as firstly 
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Aboriginal rather than women and primarily subordinated in an oppressive system of 

racially constructed relationships by dominant Whites, including White feminists, as “an 

attempt at intellectual colonisation”.528

 

According to Huggins, many Aboriginal women prefer White men to White feminists in 

positions of influence or power. 

Many say they prefer to deal with white men because they then escape the 

missionary-style zeal that some feminists employ in their belief that because they 

are feminists they are experts on all and that Aboriginal women need “raising up” 

to their level of feminist consciousness.529

This remark reminds me of myself in the story I told about my ideological position about 

women’s work in PNG. I am not arguing here, or in the other chapters, that White middle 

class women like myself were or are all women of bad will, or that there was no 

consciousness of the importance of issues of racism to women in the women’s movement. 

It is just that these issues were not brought home, and that probably the dominance given 

to issues of sexual difference, and the theorisng of oppression based on sex differences 

experienced by White western women, which gave those women a voice and a focus for 

their anger, produced a self righteousness that allowed no space for reflection on our own 

oppressive practices.  

 

An examination of the numerous newspapers and newsletters produced in Australia by 

feminists in the 70’s and early 80’s when these were a significant means of communicating 

a feminist message and developing a feminist agenda shows very little awareness of 

themselves as White and as accountable for their privileges. This is despite the fact of the 

growing political activism by Aboriginal people including the establishment of the Tent 

Embassy in Canberra in 1972 and the growing Land Rights campaign that grew out of the 

Aboriginal movement mobilised around the 1967 referendum. The issue of racism, which 

was formally on the feminist agenda at least by 1975 as the speech reported in Mabel 

shows, and informally earlier, is taken up in most cases in overseas sites.530  
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In the early 70’s the Mejane collective shows its awareness of the black movement in the 

United States by including goaled black activist and feminist Angela Davis as one of a 

number of portraits on its front cover of the fifth issue. In that same issue Sue Bellamy 

critiques the racist myths and stereotypes of the Tarzan novels of E. R. Burroughs. Bellamy 

recognises the function of White women in these 

as a symbol of civilization out of place and needing protection. The white woman    

carries the values of peace and motherhood (ie stability) for the new civilization.531

However, Bellamy makes no comment on the continuities between those women in the 

novel, and the function played by White women in a society such as Australia, her 

audience, in which dispossession and dominance has historically been justified on the basis 

of race. In a film review of the Australian film Wake in Fright another collective member, 

Gale Kelly, showing an extreme blindness shared by most White Australians then, makes 

no comment on the absence of the Aboriginal people in the landscape or their treatment 

by violent Whites like those in the film. However, in an eerie displacement, Kelly focuses 

all her concern on “those trusting doe-eyed things” violently killed by the schoolteacher 

and the other men on a ‘roo shoot.532   

 

This examination of the newspapers and newsletters also indicates that it was the 

narrowness of the focus on the plight of ‘women’, that is feminists themselves and the 

other women they imagine are their constituency, that is partly responsible for the 

occluding of the circumstances of Aboriginal people. “Who Are the Poor in Australia” is the 

lead sentence in an article titled ‘The Real Working Class’. The answer given is 

“women”.533 Without diminishing the very real poverty experienced by many White women 

then, particularly single mothers as the article shows, it seems the need to make this case 

of the difference between (White) men and (White) women makes the much greater 

disadvantage and unjust treatment of Aboriginal people invisible.  

 

There is one notable exception to this observation. Womanspeak, which like Mejane and 

Mabel was produced in Sydney, carried relatively numerous articles on Aboriginal issues, 
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as well as some articles by Aboriginal women, between the first issues in 1975 and volume 

4 number 5 in 1978.534 These ranged from the account by Joy Thomas of her separation 

from her mother when she was a baby, and of her childhood spent in a children’s 

institution;535a testimony by a White art and craft teacher at a “tribal Aboriginal College” in 

the Northern Territory; 536a critical account of National Aborigines Day because there was 

“nothing to celebrate”;537lengthy reviews of a film about the then Kath Walker538 and of 

Kevin Gilbert’s book Living Black539 as well as a cameo of Faith Bandler;540and a piece 

titled ‘The Aboriginal Mother’ which is an accounting of those to blame for the massacres 

of Aboriginals.541

 

This last article was in many ways ahead of its time in its exploration of the theme of the 

massacre of Aboriginal people at Myall Creek, which, as the author says “was only one of 

many merciless attempts to exterminate the original inhabitants of Australia”. However, 

then the author uses this history of race relations in Australia as evidence of sexual 

difference. The people she nominates as active participants or in other ways responsible 

for these massacres are all men, ‘“pillars of a respectable civilised society’ such as Major 

J.W. Nunn, the Governor-General of Western Australia James Stirling, and Sir James 

Mitchell. The author then quotes Mitchell, “my men pursued them, shooting as many as 

they could”, further impressing on the reader that the guilty were all (White) men.  

 

After this introduction the rest of the article is about those who protested against the 

“organised shooting, burning, poisoning and raping by the white occupiers…” Only two are 

mentioned by name, both women, Rosa Campbell Praed and Eliza Dunlop.542 The article 

outlines Dunlop’s protests, which took the form of letters to the newspapers of the time 

and of a poem she wrote and had published in the Australian in 1838 addressed to an 
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Aboriginal mother who survived a massacre.543 The moral superiority of (middle class) 

White women over White men becomes the main point of the article reinforcing the 

foundational difference of sex in distinction to the raced differences between women. 

 

Feminist services such as Women’s Refuges and Rape Crisis Centres were established on 

the binaries of Bad men/Good women, and concomitantly, men as powerful and women as 

powerless. Women’s services by their nature and name affirm sexual difference as 

foundational and ontologically prior to differences of race, class and the many other social 

and cultural determinants. An evaluation study of Women’s Refuges in NSW carried out in 

1985 expressed this in a section addressing the unmet needs of Aboriginal women in 

women’s refuges. The introductory remarks in this section state that:  

The needs of aboriginal (sic) women are very great. They are oppressed as all 

women are oppressed. They are oppressed as all aboriginals are oppressed.544

The priorities reflected in this statement are not shared by the group of Koori women, who 

were both refuge workers and ex residents, whose own evaluation statement was included 

in the report. These women suggest their oppression continues as much within the 

women’s refuges as outside them. 

A white women’s refuge is based on a white model, therefore it fails to deliver a 

real service to Aboriginal women, we feel the racism that comes with being part of 

this model…This is not our movement and Aboriginal women need to be honest 

with themselves and face that fact but we are fooling ourselves in believing that 

changes will be made within a few years. We have been waiting for over 200 years 

for equal rights in our country and still our fight goes on; this is a powerful white 

women’s movement and the first loyalty is always to White Culture and the White 

Way…Aboriginal women need to retain their identity and to do so we need to form 

services that are to benefit us, our children and our community.545

The statement concludes: 

We cannot let ourselves be political guinea pigs in a movement that offers us no 
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sense of belonging, our struggle is a people’s struggle, therefore we cannot hold 

the banner up front with white women, this is their movement and we have 

internal problems and these women are our oppressors, when they come to terms 

with their own racist attitudes and they learn to respect our culture and our 

community, we can then walk together as one holding the banner, that will one 

day free us all.546

These women clearly associate feminism and feminist services with Whiteness on the basis 

of the White women’s resistance to confronting racism both in practices and theoretical 

framings, but also because of the assimilationist attitude that was part of the privileging of 

sexual difference and its concomitant privileging of sexual oppression over other forms of 

oppression; forms of oppression in which White women were not the victims but the 

perpetrators. 

 

Despite the mood of uncertainty in contemporary feminism, sexual difference is still the 

central defining ground of much White middle class feminist practice. Marilyn Lake’s 

historical account of Australian feminism does not list differences in her index. Difference 

has two sub- headings, ‘cultural’ and ‘sexual’. Under the heading of cultural difference 

Lake discusses the challenges to (White Anglo) feminism in Australia, from non-Anglo 

migrant women and from Aboriginal women. This has the effect of foregrounding sexual 

difference. Lake acknowledges the problems articulated by these Aboriginal and non-Anglo 

women but analyses the problems for non-Anglo women in terms of the “politics of 

representation”547, of exclusion and inclusion in the category of ‘women’, the feminist 

constituency.  

 

In her discussion of Aboriginal perceptions that feminism is irrelevant548 Lake recognises 

the criticisms made by politically active and engaged Aboriginal women who identify 

feminism as “divisive and destructive for the Aboriginal community.”549However, she then 

goes on to outline the political actions of Aboriginal women whilst primarily identifying 

them as women, and their actions as springing from another and parallel strand of 
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feminism. This is at the same time as she cites Pat O’Shane who clearly endorses the view 

that “racism is the greatest problem facing [Aboriginal women] in society today.”550

 

This is not to argue that Australian feminists have not been concerned with issues of 

exclusion. In the early 70’s the most significant critique was coming from socialist feminists 

and was related to the middle class orientation of feminist concerns. Biff Macdougal 

expressed this in a report in a newsletter produced by a Canberra Women’s Liberation 

group of a Women’s Liberation conference held in Sydney. The questions raised there 

were whether Women’s Liberation was escapist or self indulgent.551 A discussion item 

reported in the same newsletter a year later (for a proposed conference to be held at 

Guthega in the Snowy Mountains) agonises over whether Women’s Liberation was a 

middle class organisation.552

 

Being in Canberra, this group also recognised the Aboriginal Tent Embassy as within the 

ambit of their concerns. Members of Women’s Liberation were asked in April 1972 to visit 

and contribute money, food and warm clothing.553This plea is repeated the following 

month, with more urgent demands for items that will help keep the protestors warm in the 

Canberra winter, blankets, warm clothing, hot water bottles, kero heaters, but there is no 

further discussion or analysis of the relevance of the issues raised by the Tent Embassy to 

Women’s Liberation women. In the 52 surviving issues of the Canberra Women’s 

Liberation Newsletter published from 1970-1975, there were only five items relating to 

Aboriginal people. There was only one of substance. It was an article on the rape of 

Indigenous women by the Joint Women’s Action Group. There was no identification of who 

comprised it.554The rest included the two asking for donations to the Embassy, and two 

items about Indigenous woman Pat Eatock who had put herself forward as a candidate for 

the House of Representatives.  

 

The consciousness that Women’s Liberation was a White concern and organisation was 
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made clear, although perhaps not intentionally, in the support in a later issue of this 

newsletter for Pat Eatock’s candidacy. 

Pat is black and a woman, and has faced discrimination on both these fronts. She 

knows that in order to be free, she must fight for the liberation of blacks and 

women. Here is an opportunity for blacks and white women to join forces [my 

italics].555

The oppression by sex is represented here by the body of the White woman, whilst ‘blacks’ 

are positioned here as raced bodies that are the victims of racist oppression. Pat Eatock is 

a medial figure used here to bridge sexism and racism, and to allay concerns about the 

Whiteness and middle class-ness of Women’s Liberation.556 The oppression of ‘women’ and 

‘blacks’ are given equivalence here, although Pat is standing as a Black Liberation 

candidate. This equivalence is not recognized by Eatock in her candidacy, nor by the Koori 

refuge workers from Women’s Refuges in NSW, nor by Pat O’Shane in the article quoted 

from above. The oppression of Blacks seems to have nothing to do with the White women 

who want to join forces with them. 

 

Lake quotes Ien Ang’s557 analysis of feminism as only ever providing a home for some 

women, but argues for a wider vision of feminism as “an open house…[where] hopefully 

most women will feel free to take up residence and rearrange the house and contents as 

they see fit”.558 Such a vision does not heed the lessons of open house feminism of the 

70’s and 80’s. Feminist magazines of that period printed many letters of complaint from 

women who never felt at home at these Women’s House(s), who never felt welcomed on 

their own terms.559

 

There were increasing signs of disenchantment and alienation through this period that 

surfaced in the Canberra newsletter. An anonymous report of a discussion about feelings 

of exclusion and dissatisfaction that occurred as early as 1972 during a meeting of a 

Canberra Women’s Liberation group canvasses a number of criticisms about the writer’s 
                                                           
555 This newsletter slightly changed its name  midway through 1972 and was now called Canberra Women’s 
Liberation Newsletter, Sept 1972, p 24 
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558 Lake 1999, op cit, pp 275-76 
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experience of Women’s Liberation. These include insularity, elitism, and the stance of 

moralising political correctness. The report of the discussion included the charge that elite 

groups had formed which worked “to stifle speaking openly and encouraged censure.” The 

operating censures experienced then by this author were: 

 Thou shall be articulate 

 Thou shall not get pregnant 

 Thou shall love thy sister before thy brother 

 Thou shall be ideologically sound even in bed 

 Thou shall not be a fulltime housewife 

 Thou shall be angry but not aggressive 

 Thou shall be an emancipated woman 

Thou shall not be attracted to a MCP, or a woman 

Thou shall cope 

Thou shall not be a glamorous lady 

Thou shall not be immature 

Thou shall not be too obtuse 

Thou shall not be maternalistic 

Thou shall not be ashamed of being selfish 

Thou shall not be a reformist 

Thou shall love spontaneously 

Thou shall not be over emotional 

Thy children shall be well adjusted 

This list is described as a growing and “invisible manifesto.”560 Thou shall be White, or 

aspiring to be so, which is unlisted here but is implied by the list itself, is a perhaps 

unnecessary injunction given this author’s perceptions of the concerns of the group at that 

time. 

 

Kay Daniels, writing in the Hobart Women’s Action Group newsletter in 1973, complained 

about the growing orthodoxy in Women’s Liberation and the narrow range of subjects and 

concerns considered “appropriate” within the movement. 

[T]he dead hand of orthodox appropriateness reflects a movement which is not 
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only increasingly puritan and dogmatic, and unliberating, but which seems to be 

unsure of its own feminist consciousness so that it is in danger of prematurely 

truncating that consciousness and cocooning the movement in an alternate world 

of its own making—a world that reflects the deficiencies of the sub-culture from 

which it derives, the deficiencies of the feminine ideals which it espouses, and the 

deficiencies of half thought out ideology.561

Daniels is flagging here the struggle over Goodness or righteousness between contesting 

factions within the feminist movement in Australia. 

 

One of the significant distinctions between WEL and Women’s Liberation (WL) was the 

development in WL of the politicisation of sexuality. Marian Sawer and Marian Simms 

argue that radical feminism, partly distinguished from liberal (and socialist) feminism by 

this focus on sexuality and the problematising of heterosexuality, and partly by the critique 

of traditional organisational structures, and therefore implicitly critical of WEL, dominated 

contemporary feminism in Australia. The degree of this domination differed between 

Sydney and Melbourne.562  WEL and Women’s Liberation (WL) were generally 

contemporaneous and shared many of the same concerns such as equal pay, childcare, 

abortion law reform, the availability of contraception, and the critique of sex role 

stereotyping563. However, many women in WL, later known as the Women’s Movement 

(WM), were concerned with “expressive values” in addition to this shared “instrumental 

activism”. “Ideologically sound means were more important than the so-called rational 

achievement of particular ends.”564 Many saw the development of difference feminism 

within the WM as an evolutionary move.565  

 

Some radical feminists became separatists. This can be seen as an emphatic expression of 

difference. As a strategy and an ideal separatism grew out of: 

the radical feminist model of society as divided into conflicting classes of men and 
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women and as a tactic had the practical virtue of encouraging women to unite and 

achieve self-confidence. Notions of sisterhood provided the ideology.566

Some radical feminists expressed this separatism and rejection of male structures and 

misuse of power through their choice of celibacy. However feminist lesbian separatism  

had the added advantage that it could be presented as a crucial ingredient of an 

alternative female culture.567

The reason however that this expression of feminism is the main focus of this section is 

that it often was presented and promoted as not just an alternative, but a better 

alternative.  

 

Writing about lesbian feminism in the 70’s, but noting its persistence into the 90’s, then 

sex activist and writer for the feminist and gay and lesbian press, Kimberly O’Sullivan 

describes it as a conservative era which many however remember “as a sort of feminist 

golden age…when political purity reached its pinnacle.”568 O’Sullivan is describing what 

was then known as political lesbianism, lesbianism as a political choice not to relate 

sexually with ‘the enemy”, rather than lesbian practice as an expression of homoerotic 

sexual desire. Such feminist lesbians often identified themselves (ourselves) as ‘womyn-

loving-womyn’569, and their lesbianism became subsumed under their feminism, often seen 

as part of their feminist practice. 

For self-described political lesbians, the choice to be lesbian is based on a political 

commitment to other women. This is seen by them as a far superior reason than to 

be a lesbian because one had an overwhelming desire to get another woman’s 

clothes off. Political lesbians downplay the importance of sex in lesbian 

relationships, with the erotic secondary to the challenge to men’s power over 

women that their lesbianism symbolises…They contrast their lives positively against 

those lesbians whom they judge to be oversexed, apolitical and ignorant. In 

extreme cases these other lesbians even get lumped in with heterosexual 

conservatives.570
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This particular expression of “moral authoritarianism”571 was another site within 

contemporary feminism where links were made between (some) White women and 

Goodness and implicates those women in the workings, both privileges and blindness, of 

Whiteness. 

 

The theoretical move from identity to difference that took place in Australia echoed 

changes in White feminist theory in the United States. These changes have been described 

as a movement “from the erasure to the emphasis on difference”.572 This move was seen 

as progressive, the result of  

women’s realization in the 1970s that women’s difference from men was a source 

of enrichment…In the 1980s many feminists concurred… They defined the 

emphasis on the valorization of the feminine as a positive and necessary step for 

the feminist movement.573

In many ways radical and ‘revolutionary’ feminists, and later difference or “gynocentric”574 

feminists, who made their home in the Women’s Movement, saw themselves as superior to 

the ‘reformist’ liberal feminists who made up WEL’s membership. 

 

The effect of this judgement on WEL is made clear as early as 1973 in the leading article 

in the first annual WEL journal, The WEL/ Papers 1973/4, which complains about “the 

pattern of knocking WEL [that] has developed from within the Women’s Liberation 

movement”. The author Caroline Graham, a founding member of Sydney WEL, wants a 

relationship of mutual respect but is concerned about the “moral authoritarianism” she 

associates with the Women’s Liberation group in Sydney. Graham is also concerned that 

the idea of sisterhood heavily promulgated by WL is being diminished to only allow the 

fervent few into the sacred circle, “only the revolutionary elite and—from a distance—

working class and black women”.575  

 

Graham is also critical of women from Women’s Liberation who attend WEL functions only 
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as critical observers, noting articles written by Ann Summers and Helen Garner which 

Graham describes as having  

more overtones of 19th century anthropologists watching the untutored natives at 

play than of sisterhood. (My God! They wear make-up! They have structured 

meetings! They argue! etc.) 

Graham continues, saying that despite Summers’ call for closer co-operation between the 

two bodies 

both writers suggest darkly that WEL’s reformism is on the wrong track and 

perhaps even a danger to all Australian women.576

Graham puts the differences down to lifestyle and experience. She suggests that more 

WEL members “are bound by suburban-home-and-family commitments” and generally 

“have less political experience”, as opposed to Women’s Liberation women “who are living 

single or childless lives as a matter of principle”.577

 

This article is followed by one written by Shirley Castley and Kay Daniels who, as I have 

mentioned, were collective members of the Hobart Women’s Action Group along with 

Marilyn Lake and others and produced the newsletter Liberaction in the 1970’s. The 

authors take WEL to task for “limiting their criticism” to sex role stereotyping to those 

areas that affect them as middle class heterosexual women, particularly “job getting and 

education”. According to Castley and Daniels, WEL “has to accept wider responsibilities”. 

The first “the most obvious” is to oppose discrimination against lesbians and homosexuals 

and work towards homosexual law reform on the grounds that WEL should reject all 

attempts to impose “gender appropriate behaviours” and to punish those who don’t 

comply.578 In the language of 1970’s feminism borrowed from or shared with the New 

Left, WEL is seen to be “ideologically unsound” by these authors because it  fails to 

“attempt to modernise the masculinity/femininity stereotypes…” and is in effect 

“substituting new sex-role stereotyping for old ones”.579 This article captures a moment 

before radical feminism had embraced difference feminism but the tone suggests a self-

conscious radicalism that promotes its own agendas as righteous and ‘right on’ and 
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positions itself as politically and morally superior. 

 

For difference feminists the sexed body was understood as the primary site of difference, 

and as the original model of incommensurate difference that underpinned the Manichean 

allegory of enlightenment western epistemologies. This theoretical model of 

incommensurate difference was expressed in some of the practices of women’s services, 

women’s refuges, rape crisis and incest centres, and women’s health centres which 

proliferated from the mid 70’s in capital cities and the eastern seaboard of Australia. It was 

also expressed in the many magazines, art practices, music and literary productions in this 

period by these feminists. 

 

Although written more recently, Darkness More Visible by Australian novelist Finola 

Moorehead, describes this sense of the chosen few, the moral claims to Goodness that 

permeated some feminist circles in the 1970’s and 80’s in Australia in the voice of her lead 

character, Margot Gorman, a private investigator who only takes on women clients: 

Broomhilda and I shared a yearning for the intrinsic relationship of nature and 

woman. I adored her body and the way she talked. Her revolt against mainstream 

society was eccentric. Not to say idiosyncratic: a kind of environmentalism and 

anti-racism mixed with an artless assumption that she herself was of a superior 

race. She would deny it on an ethnic basis but claim it as a woman-loving woman. 

Her contempt for blokes made me laugh, mostly. She placed gurls at the extreme 

left of the political spectrum.580

This last observation echoes the anonymous writer in the first issue of Mabel (agreeing 

with the Dhofanis militia member) that women were more revolutionary than men.581

 

In an article on the lesbian separatist communities in northern NSW, the area where this 

novel is set, Judith Ion defends political lesbianism and what she terms “a separatist 

utopia.”582Ion compares this strand of feminism favourably with what she calls 

“respectable white middle-class feminism”, saying non-separatist feminists scapegoat 
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separatists as man-hating as well as for being “racist, classist, ageist, lesbianist, able-

bodiest….”583Ion herself makes a sharp and uncompromising division between Good 

women and evil men in her description of her own visit to the women’s land as recently as 

the early 90’s. Referring to this as her “strongest memory” of that visit, Ion says: 

It was my first inkling of an existence not hedged with fear. I discovered what it 

was to step beyond the knowledge that the stranger in the bushes, the loud 

footsteps behind me on the street, the heavy breather on the telephone and the 

bogeyman of my childhood are all variations on a single theme: man. 

Ion then tries to recover her position asserting that the women’s land “wasn’t solely about 

man-hating.”584

 

In some troubling ways the greater the claimed oppression and the higher the moral 

ground from which this oppression was denounced, the more isolated sex as a ground of 

oppression became from issues of race, and class, the Whiter that form of feminism grew. 

Apocalyptic expressions of feminism, couched in terms of extreme hatred of men, and 

classifying of ‘men’ as evil, exemplified in the banners Dead Men Don’t Rape, and All Men 

Are Mutants, that had high visibility in the early to mid 80’s585, became locked into a 

parallel view of ‘women’ as therefore Good. These feminists positioned themselves in 

feminist discourses as both the positive and the neutral terms.586  

 

This is not to suggest that these feminists necessarily would have described themselves as 

Good. Because many 70’s and 80’s feminists were also intent on distancing themselves 

from their mother’s generation of White women, stereotyped in the 1950’s as compliant 

housewives and those deemed ladies by middle class White society in the 1950’s and 60’s, 

this Goodness was negatively inscribed through the nominating of others as Bad. In the 

version of lesbian separatism recorded by Ion, the distancing is from “respectable white 

middle class feminism”, who, “contemptuously” reject separatists as “man-hating, hairy-
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legged, overall-clad lesbians.”587The point here is that all these behaviours and inscriptions 

were chosen as proud political signs of lesbian separatism, of the rejection of patriarchy. 

They were signs of distinction used by these women to act as boundary markers between 

themselves and others who were not separatists, as well as the more conventionally 

disavowed and degenerate. “Respectable white middle class” feminists, code also for 

heterosexuals, were responding to the implicit criticism of their own inadequate politics 

signalled by these identifiers, as well as to them. Forms of feminism that associated men 

with badness, evil doing and damnation, either implicitly or explicitly positioned women, as 

Good. However, whilst the category of the saved theoretically encompassed all women 

through their simple sexual identity, in fact only women who had passed through the eye 

of the White radical feminist needle were already saved.  

 

Lines of Continuity, and Difference 

In Marilyn Lake’s history of feminism in Australia, she argues that the main concern of 

feminists in the colonial period was a civilising project, seeing themselves as important 

agents of civilisation, which included being the border guards of racial purity.588 In Henry 

Reynolds examination of the extent and range of White people’s refusal of colonial 

injustices, he also concludes that early feminists kept a low profile in the debates about 

the morality of colonial practices in colonial Australia.  By the 1920’s, though, feminists and 

feminist organisations became active and influential in humanitarian causes and Reynolds 

argues that by the 1930’s and 1940’s, feminism had the capacity to develop relationships, 

or at least “lines of sentiment and solidarity across vertical biological divisions envisaged 

by racial theory.” However, much of the feminist position at this time had the now familiar 

focus of universalising feminism: “the things women shared were often seen as more 

important than those which divided them.” To be fair, as Reynolds points out, the feminist 

concern for Aboriginal women did challenge the prevailing concept of race, although 

“many women of the period continued to use language that cloaked the contradiction”.589  

 

Mary Montgomery Bennett, unusual among her contemporaries, demanded “adequate 
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territories” for tribal and dispossessed Aboriginal people and recognised the horror that 

was being perpetrated on Aboriginal people with the taking of children under the aegis of 

agencies of ‘protection’. Constance Cooke also recognised the importance of the 

dispossession of Aboriginals of their land.590 But, together with most other feminists of the 

between wars period, Bennett and Cooke were also very concerned with the sexual 

violability of Indigenous women: Bennett focusing on protection from both White and 

Indigenous men and the “sanctity of her person”; 591Cooke on protecting Indigenous 

women from the “interference of the white man.”592  

 

Inviolability was interpreted by post-suffrage feminists partly in terms of purity and partly 

in terms of sexual, as well as economic, independence: feminists struggled to free women 

from “male control and bodily violation”, to “desexualise relations between men and 

women.”593  But sex was much less or differently important to the ways that bodies 

mattered in the Aboriginal struggle for human and political rights. Making sexual difference 

the defining difference has implications for the way that sexual violence is experienced and 

understood by western women as “a total abnegation of their selfhood”.594 This cultural 

understanding of sexual assaults may well have partly underpinned the early Australian 

feminists’ narrow concern for the colonial and traditional sexual experiences of Aboriginal 

women, rather than their experiences of dispossession. Aboriginal academic Lilla Watson 

attests that to Aboriginal people “humans are more spirit than matter”, and therefore 

Aboriginal women experience rape differently.595If White women, then, are so 

determinedly defined and imprisoned by their sexual identity, expressed in their bodies, it 

makes the focus in White feminism on sexual difference as the source of their experiences 

of identity understandable. But it also makes it culturally specific. 

 

This concern with sexual violability, then, is a specific cultural reading of attitudes to the 

body and sexual relations between Aboriginal women and White men,596 and still carries 
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the resonance of the eugenics panic that was of such import in the young nation based as 

it was on White racial purity. The White feminist concern was for their ‘degradation’ due to 

the sexual use of them by White and Aboriginal men. And, particularly, as Lake says: “The 

geographical proximity of ‘white’ men’s abuse of ‘native’ women led feminists to emphasise 

anew ‘the right of women to the sanctity of the person.’”597  

 

In Marilyn Lake’s discussion of early forms of feminist models of citizenship in Australia, in 

which she outlines the efforts to realise the promise of citizenship, of inviolability and 

individuality for women, Lake argues that it was in the main the feminist concern for 

women’s bodily possession, “self-possession and self-government” which led them to 

extend their sights to Aboriginal women. Lake quotes Edith Jones, another feminist active 

in the 1930’s and a contemporary of Bennett to support her thesis that it was this concern 

for ‘self-possession’ that was at the heart of feminist concern: “If a ‘woman whether white 

or black has not control of her body she is a slave.’” 598 Jones drew lines of (potential) 

similarity between black and white women on the grounds of loss of self-possession 

specifically sexual self-possession.  

 

This makes White women, and particularly the kind of woman represented by Edith Jones, 

innocent bystanders in the colonial project. What they shared was sex. This was spoken of 

as a common ground of oppression. What divided them was the experience of themselves 

as raced, but Jones and Lake are silent about their own part in the differences between 

them and their complicity in the construction and maintenance of those differences. This 

focus by Lake on the supposedly shared experiences based on shared sex not only 

assumes the same cultural meanings, that is the meanings made by the members of the 

dominant culture, it also blinds her to the much greater differences in experience between 

those Aboriginal women and the concerned White feminists she is writing about because 

of the meanings the members of the dominant culture constructed about ‘race’.  

 

Although Lake puts ‘White’ in brackets when generalising about women’s citizenship in 
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such a time frame that it is specific to White women, she does not seriously consider the 

implications of raced bodies. Speaking about the activities and concerns of post-suffrage 

feminists, Lake says. “Their distinctive interpretations of the promise of citizenship suggest 

the importance of recognizing sexed embodiment as the ground of our experience, of our 

knowledge of the world and of our political mobilisations.”599 She goes on to say: “They 

point to the ways in which people come to experience power, or the lack of it, through 

their bodies.”600 However, Lake ignores the fact that raced embodiment, is another (many 

Aboriginal women writers on this subject say more) significant construction which grounds 

and shapes people’s experiences, including the relationships between White feminists and 

Aboriginal women. 

 

Lake argues, after Butler, that “bodies matter”, and that if a “revitalized citizenship [is] to 

be meaningful to women” then, whether in thinking about the past or the present “we 

need to give renewed attention to the body in the body politic”. However, she goes on to 

limit that concern to White women by adding that feminist attention needs to be given to 

“the ways in which citizens act as sexed embodied subjects.”601 The ‘lines of sentiment’ 

were mostly focused on the sexual violability of Aboriginal women’s sexed bodies rather 

than the much greater violations of their raced bodies. Aboriginal women suffered 

violations and loss of control or self government in much broader and more significant 

ways, in their loss of land, languages, culture and law, and the loss of their children. They 

suffered these violations as members of cultural and relational communities rather than as 

sexed bodies in isolation. 

 

What I am concerned with here is not just tracing lines of inheritance between the 

contemporary feminist movement and earlier feminists; it is also to tease out what Lake, 

an eminent historian of feminism in Australia, both an activist and an academic during the 

period I am writing about, makes of these early feminist concerns. In the focus of the 

early feminists Lake reports on, and in her analysis of them, sex and sexism was the 

primary focus. Lake sums up her focus like this: “[o]ur conceptions of reality, knowledge, 

truth, politics, ethics and aesthetics are all effects of sexually specific, usually male, 
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bodies.”602 But they are also the effect of and the productions of race and class identified 

bodies. If bodies matter to feminists, and I agree that they should matter very much, and 

if, as Lake asserts, after Grosz, that bodies are produced by representations and cultural 

inscriptions, then the theoretical and activist priority given by many White feminists to 

sexual difference, as the ground of difference, produces the feminist body as White. 

 

The equality feminists of the 1960’s and 70’s have been criticised by Marilyn Lake as 

continuing an “assimilationist project”, meaning assimilating women to men, which had 

been ongoing for at least thirty years.603 In this context Lake recounts the story of the 

political claims of Brisbane post-graduate student in philosophy, Merle Thornton, and 

another woman, Ro Bognor, for the equal treatment of women. In 1965 they took direct 

action to claim equal drinking rights for women in public bars of hotels by chaining 

themselves to the foot rail of the public bar of the Regatta Hotel in Toowong.604

 

In her quest to be given the same rights as men, Thornton saw the protection of women 

and their special ‘virtues’ as demeaning: 

[It is] a principle of prime importance that all normal adult citizens, irrespective of 

race or sex should be treated in exactly the same way under the same law.605

However, not only does Thornton challenge the ‘great divide’ that Walton and Plumwood 

critique in sexual difference theory, she also demonstrates the way that equality or liberal 

feminism can incorporate the idea of continuity between identities.606

 

Lake makes the point that much of the reaction to the press coverage of the incident 

focused on the fact that both women were mothers.  

Both in the threatened response of those who asked about the women’s maternal 

responsibility and in the women’s seeming indifference to them, it became evident 

that it was the ‘role’ of mother that kept women in their place.607

Lake points up the irony of this situation by showing that while these White women were 
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claiming equality, what they were up against were perceptions and institutional practices 

that marked and treated them as fundamentally different from (White) men. And that this 

difference was sited in their role, and actuality, as mothers. But by making this point Lake 

draws attention to the links between colonialist and capitalist sexual difference ideology 

and feminist sexual difference theory, even if difference feminism has reversed the binary 

good/bad positions. 

 

However, the point that Lake does not pick up is that in Thornton’s statement to the press 

she moves quickly from talking about women to talking about all people being treated “as 

mental children” under such laws. Thornton argues that the construction of difference, and 

what flows from it, is the problem, not just the construction of sexual difference. Her 

statement to the press reads as an argument against the idea that the philosophical, 

epistemological and political arrangements and meanings given to sexual difference are 

the foundational model of binary thinking and the primary site of oppression. Thornton, 

although seeing the different and unequal treatment of women as depending on particular 

qualities that are ascribed to women, sees these qualities as shared by those constructed 

as different, and points to commonalities of outcomes for those treated as other in 

Australian society. It is much more than an example of an assimilationist moment in 

feminism.   

 

Thornton’s position cited above suggests that it would have been difficult at that time in 

the context of the prevailing discourses of equality for White women to have politically 

distinguished themselves from others, including men, suffering similar inequalities. Difficult 

to take political action over claims to equal treatment such as (White) women’s right to 

drink where and how (White) men drink without noticing that for all Indigenous people at 

that time in Queensland the consumption of alcohol under all circumstances was illegal. In 

other words a claim for equality before the law, although lacking in other respects, made it 

difficult not to notice that all Aboriginal people, men and women, were barred from 

consuming alcohol. So while Lake describes equality feminism as an assimilationist project, 

this can only describe the project if it is judged from a position of an isolated and un-

interrelated analysis from sex alone. Also, it does not account for the ways in which 

equality was understood and acted on by Thornton. 
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Giving further contextual flavour to this story, whilst Thornton and Bognor were contesting 

institutional discrimination in Brisbane, in Parliament House that same year Robert 

Menzies, the Australian Prime Minister, was engaged in an ‘assimilationist project’ in 

Canberra. Underlining his position as a powerful White man, he was engaged in the 

distribution of largesse on his own terms to the worthy few, offering an Aboriginal 

delegation alcoholic drink. Oodgeroo Noonuccal pointed this out to him. “Well Prime 

Minister, if you lived in Queensland and offered me a drink, you’d be put in jail”.608 

However, according to Faith Bandler, also present at that meeting, Mr Menzies just “threw 

his head in the air and said, ‘well I’m the boss here’”. This was the limit of his largesse as 

journalist Paul Kelly notes: 

But the Aboriginal delegation did not convince Menzies. On the removal of 

Aboriginal discrimination, like the abolition of white Australia, Menzies was 

unmoved.609

It seems that for Thornton at least, consciousness about inequalities in the drinking laws in 

Queensland and the differential treatment of (White) women under those laws was not 

accompanied by a desire to isolate and use that specific inequality as the basis of a claim 

to an overarching sexual moral supremacy. Her experiences had helped make her aware 

and outspoken about the unjust treatment of non-White people in Australian society. 

Perhaps the reason that this was possible in the 1960’s was because feminism had not 

become institutionalised, that Thornton was not being constantly interpellated as a 

‘woman’ within a feminist context, and her sex isolated as the site of the foundational 

oppression.  

 

The omission of raced bodies, of White women’s bodies as positively raced, from an 

analysis of violable and inviolable bodies in the context of citizenship is, I think, the result 

of the unreflected upon Whiteness. In the Australian environment the effects of power 

mean that only normatively raced and classed women can experience their bodies as 

primarily sexed bodies most of the time. Any framing of sexual difference or sexuality by 

White feminists that does not acknowledge its race and class specificity, or the way in 

which White, middle class, Anglo women’s engendered bodies are explicitly produced by 
                                                           
608 Paul Kelly 2001, ‘Unfinished Business: Paul Kelly’s 100 Years’, Australian, March 14, p 11 
609 Ibid, p 11 
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White privilege, are themselves imbricated in the processes of the reproduction of White 

privilege.  

 

 Marilyn Lake is very critical of the differences of younger (White) women610 who reject the 

institutional forms of feminism that would continually zoom in on their sex to the exclusion 

of their fuller experiences of their ‘beingness’. This anti-institutional experience of 

feminism, a form sometimes disparagingly called ‘post feminism’ or DIY feminism is nicely 

described by Kathy Bail as “disorganised feminism”.611 The grounds of Lake’s criticism 

seem to be that these younger women are hedonistic and have “given away politics 

completely”. Yet her discussion suggests that it is the politics of sexual difference that they 

have given away. Lake quotes Bail as saying that DIY feminists:  

Advocate equality in pay and educational and employment opportunities, and the 

right to abortion and affordable child care; they are concerned about the high 

incidence of rape and domestic violence. But that doesn’t mean they will readily call 

themselves feminist. 

To which Lake adds: “Or organise to achieve social transformation”.612  

 

In fact there is nothing to suggest (in the parts she chooses to quote to support these 

assertions) that these women have given away politics completely, or that they won’t work 

to achieve ‘social transformation.’ It is fairer to conclude that they do not want to be 

identified narrowly through their sexed identity, to have their sexual difference made the 

single lens through which they are seen and have their politics evaluated. As Bail says, the 

women represented in her collection “want to be identified through their interests and 

passions, such as music, publications or business—before their gender”.  

 

The Difference between Difference and Differences 

Despite, or because of, the many challenges to the privileging of sexual difference within 

feminism, some of which I have outlined earlier, Grosz was still arguing in 1995 that the 

question of sexual difference 

                                                           
610 Lake’s criticisms, though not identical, are reminiscent of criticisms of young women made by Ann 
Summers in the ‘Weekend Magazine’ of the Australian when she was editing that and those of Helen 
Garner in The First Stone. 
611 Kathy Bail (ed) 1996, DIY Feminism, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, p 6 
612 Lake 1999, op cit, p 281 
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is probably one of the most central issues facing feminist theory today; at its center 

lie a whole series of issues that seem to occupy the major concerns of feminism in 

the 1990s.613

This account of feminism’s central concerns highlights the question; to which feminists is 

sexual difference most central, or is Grosz acknowledging that Feminism is White? Despite 

Grosz’s rejection of any position of neutrality in discussions of sexed bodies, she produces 

just such neutrally raced bodies.  

 

The intensity of the continuing focus by feminists on the sexed body as the site of 

difference is also evidenced by the continuing interest in Luce Irigaray’s work.614 Irigaray 

argues in a work published in translation in 1996: 

Sexual difference probably represents the most universal question we can address. 

Our era is faced with the task of dealing with this issue, because, across the whole 

world, there are, there are only, men and women.615

The claim to universality of the prime importance of this site of alterity can only be 

sustained in a world in which other forms of binarily organised alterity, and their 

consequences, are not either significant or experienced. The theoretical dominance of 

sexual difference and sexuality has worked to elide race, class and ethnic issues and 

identities. Trinh T Minh-ha has suggested that White feminism’s belief in its own identity 

requires a generic woman and locks women into an identity closure. This generic or 

universal woman effaces difference, particularly of culturally different women who have to 

be specially marked out and creates “linguistic exclusion.”616   

 

Irigaray argues that the body matter of women has been exploited in the production of the 

symbolic process, making philosophy possible.617 At the same time it can be argued that 

the body matter of raced bodies has made White feminist philosophies of the sexed body 

possible. Whilst those bodies are asked to carry all the ‘drag’ or marking of race, White 

women’s bodies become normative in that regard and theorists can focus on sex. A new 
                                                           
613 Elizabeth Grosz 1995b op cit, p 116-117  
614 A whole issue of Diacritics was devoted to a discussion of Irigaray’s thinking on Sexual difference  (v 
28 n 1, spring 1998) 
615 Cited in Pheng Cheah & Elizabeth Grosz 1998, ‘Of Being Two: Introduction’, Diacritics, v 28 n 1, p 4 
616 Trinh T. Minh-ha 1989, Woman, Native, Other, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, pp 96-7 
617 Cited in  Sue Best 1995, ‘Sexualizing Space’ in Elizabeth Grosz & Elspeth Probyn (eds) Sexy  
Bodies, Routledge, London , p 187 
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binary is constructed. Black (and ethnically non-normative) women and men are made to 

act like “living mirrors”, as Irigaray describes White women’s role for White men.618 As 

mirrors, raced and ethnically othered women and men are positioned to make White 

women seem real, and themselves merely a resemblance of the real.  

 

‘Women’, as Spelman makes clear, and ‘women’s’ bodies, are partly an effect of the 

exercise of White race privilege as well as other dominant inscriptions of power: if ‘women’ 

and ‘women’s bodies’ or simply ‘bodies’ are not explicitly raced then they are inevitably 

White. Spelman points out that there is no ‘gap’ perceived between White and woman by 

Whites who are accustomed to occupying the normative position, unlike the gap flagged 

between Chinese and women, or Black and women.619 The signifier Chinese acts to modify 

the sexed identity. She cannot stand for all women. Only (White) women can try to do 

that, as long as they remain invisible (to themselves).  

 

White feminism has been challenged and contested throughout the period of concern here. 

In Australia specific challenges have come from indigenous activists and writers such as 

Pat O’Shane,620 Marcia Langton621 and Jackie Huggins,622and Aileen Moreton-Robinson623 

and non-Anglo Australian writers such as Sneja Gunew624and Ien Ang.625 In response to 

challenges here and elsewhere, by the early to mid 90’s feminism had begun to focus on 

differences, that is differences amongst women determined by social and cultural 

locations, as well as commonalities presumed by the ideology of sexual difference that is 

still present, underpinning western feminism.  

  

Australian academic of Chinese descent Ien Ang who hesitates to call herself a feminist 

describes her experiences of this new moment in feminism. As a non-Anglo feminist 

woman within a White feminist mainstream Ang observes that her ‘differences’ suddenly 

became valued, even appropriated, by White feminists in their desire to be ‘multicultural’: 
                                                           
618 Ibid, p 187 
619 Spelman 1988, op cit, p 13 
620 Pat O’Shane 1976, op cit, pp 31-34 
621 Speaking to the Australian Women’s Trade Union Conference in 1976. See Lake 1999, p 271 
622 Jackie Huggins 1994, op cit; Huggins 1998, op cit 
623 Moreton-Robinson 2000, op cit 
624 Sneja Gunew & A. Yeatman  (eds)1993, Feminism and the Politics of Difference, Allen & Unwin, 
Sydney 
625 Ien Ang 1995, op cit, 57-73 
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acting, Ang points out, much like the Australian nation when policies of assimilation were 

no longer politically viable.626 The problem as Ang sees it is that the dominant White Anglo 

mainstream feminism, (again much like critics of multiculturalism have pointed out at the 

national level),627 is a pre-existing community offering inclusion into that established 

community based on a “notion of commonality”:  

difference is ‘dealt with’ by absorbing it into an already existing feminist community 

without challenging the naturalised legitimacy and status of that community as a 

community.628

Ang has resisted what she calls an assimilationist move to be ‘included’ in the feminist 

constituency as a Chinese Australian woman, arguing that she would be a sign of 

otherness, legitimating White feminism’s desire to be inclusive. Inclusion “is always based 

on a notion of commonality and community”.629 This “idealised unity” remains the 

motivating idea behind the desire to ‘include’ differences.630

 

This feminist move to differences occurred in Australia largely in the early 90’s but it is still 

founded upon similarity based on sexual difference, while differences are primarily thought 

of as differences of race and ethnicity from the normative identity. Ang argues that 

‘inclusion’ on these grounds is appropriation. 

This form of appropriation only reinforces the security of the white point of view as 

the point of reference from which the other is made same, a symbolic annihilation 

of otherness which is all the more pernicious precisely because it occurs in the 

context of a claimed solidarity with the other.631

Ien Ang argues that White feminists of the “feminist establishment” who now espouse 

difference and differences are acting to contain the challenges of feminism’s 

others.632However, this move in feminism remains largely at the theoretical level because 

it poses such problems to both recognise differences between women, and to have a 

feminist praxis that works on behalf of ‘all women’: a praxis that resists both universalising 

and essentialising women, appropriating others to the feminist self or, in a move to 
                                                           
626 Ibid, p 57 
627 See Hage 1998, op cit 
628 Ang, 1995, op cit, p 60 
629 Ibid, p 57 
630 Ibid, pp 58-61 
631 Ibid, p 61 
632 Ibid, p 59, 60 
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counter those criticisms of sexual difference feminism, de-materialising women by 

“emptying feminist theory and femininity of any substantive content”.633  

 

Conclusion 

Elizabeth Grosz sees the feminist commitment to an identity politics based on the universal 

oppression of women as just stages in its historical development, “…no system, method or 

discourse can be as all-encompassing, singular, and monolithic as it represents itself.”634 

Grosz argues, after Derrida, that there can never be ‘pure’ theory: that theory is always 

implicated in what it resists.635This means that there is no safe moral high ground. There 

is also no position or body that can be ‘emptied’ of particularity636 so any feminist 

philosophy of the body that empties White bodies of their racial/cultural particularities, 

dealing in isolation in generic or abstract sexed bodies, is complicit in reinscribing White 

bodies as neutral and therefore able to be positioned as the ‘transcendental ideal’. This 

makes White feminism heir to White men’s power to define the normative. 

 

Foucault critiqued the western preoccupation with sex (and therefore the sexed body), as 

the sign of selfhood and identity. He argued that male and female were just discursive 

effects, each a “ficticious unity” of “anatomical elements, biological functions, conducts, 

sensations and pleasures…”.637Bulbeck also argues on the basis of social anthropologist 

Henrietta Moore’s work (1994) that whilst in the White west the body is the sign of sexual 

difference, and that in popular understandings it “carries the authentic and ‘interior self’” 

which is therefore inevitably primarily a sexual identity, in other cultures the differences 

within the boundaries of the body are more significant than those between bodies and 

“may be shared by both male and female bodies”.638The boundaries of the distinction 

between sexes are blurred and overlaid by the actuality and necessity of different kinds of 

matter present in any body regardless of sex.639

 

                                                           
633 Rita Felski 1997, op cit, p 7 
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When Elspeth Probyn speaks of not being able to think of herself without thinking of 

herself as primarily ‘her’, most significantly as a sexed self640, she is speaking as a White 

western woman. Perhaps it can be argued that she is speaking as a middle class White 

woman. That this speaking self is normative is shown by Probyn’s claim to speak this self 

from experiences. The world in which sex is separable, over-riding the identities of race 

and class, is a White world. However, Probyn strongly rejects the notion of her self being 

representative.641 As part of her project of elaborating this self, as opposed to ‘women’, 

and to represent sex as “processes that proceed through experience”, Probyn is conscious 

of the danger of her experiences subsuming ‘her’ experiences.642  

 

This strategy of Probyn’s, of speaking the self, rather than speaking as ‘woman’, is a 

positive response to the complaints of (White) feminism’s false universalism. 

Unfortunately, Probyn rejects the strategy of marking the body racially as well as sexually 

on the grounds that that only “takes us so far”.643 While it does only take ‘us’ so far, it is a 

start in acknowledging privilege and refusing the normative position of pretended 

neutrality: taking or accepting a position of being racially unmarked, like being sexually 

unmarked as was the case of White men, simply means being privileged. The experiences 

of White women are legitimate as long as they give themselves some ‘drag’.  

 

Moreton-Robinson rejects the conviction that the female body is “the site of empathy or 

unity for all women”. Indeed, rather than the White feminist theorising of the binary of 

sexual difference wherein the White male occupies the position of the transcendent 

subject, mind and spirit as opposed to the overly embodied woman, in Aboriginal women’s 

experiences it is the White woman who presents herself as disembodied. At the same 

time, Moreton-Robinson argues, White women maintained their position as the 

embodiment of “true womanhood which positions Indigenous women as less feminine, less 

human, and less spiritual than themselves”.644

 

In arguing against both the representativeness of her self, and the ‘foreclosure’ of the self 
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through “radically de-familiariz[ing] experience”645, Probyn can be understood as arguing 

against a feminist theory based centrally on sexual similarity/sexual difference as common 

experiential ground. Positively, Probyn argues for an articulation of the self at its limits by 

the use of imagination and empathy. This struggle for White women assumes their 

recognition of the autonomy and real differences of those who have historically been 

institutionalised as others, as well as (as Plumwood argues) the continuities. It requires 

giving up the defining role (of the feminist agenda for example), and refusing the self that 

has been constructed by the denial of its dependence on the other. 

 

Feminism has been changed by the debates on difference(s) and challenges to the 

hegemonic constructions of ‘women’ of White western feminism. Uncertainty has replaced 

certainty in many feminist sites. As Chilla Bulbeck noted “we can no longer write ‘women’ 

or ‘she’ without asking ourselves whether we speak of all women, or merely women like 

ourselves.”646 Unspecified references to women or sexed bodies, as if meanings are 

constant, as if White women can only be understood as the site of the operations of 

power, not the agent of power or oppressor, can no longer be regarded as innocent. White 

women’s unacknowledged privilege and racism, and their historical role as oppressors, 

needs to be as strong a focus of White western feminism as phallocentrism and 

heterosexism. This is taking up the responsibilities that necessarily accompany rights 

claims. 

 

However, the notion that women primarily experience the world, negatively and positively, 

through their differently sexed bodies, remains a problem for White feminism. This is 

particularly true in its institutional forms such as within universities, and within its surviving 

modes of praxis and protest, in women’s services and women as women gatherings like 

Take Back the Night and IWD actions. Not only does this kind of thinking not recognise the 

power relations operating horizontally as well as productively, it offers, to rework Jana 

Sawicki, a seductive moralism, a high moral ground “derived from a universal theory of 

oppression.”647
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This fixation on sexed difference and sexed innocence blinded White women to their own 

oppressive practices; the word ‘woman’ became a code word for White in some Australian 

feminist practices and the theories that informed those practices. In other words, 

feminism, despite its good intentions and whilst being experienced as liberatory by many 

White women, became a practice and theory dependent on White privilege, and was 

experienced as oppressive by non-white, non-Anglo women. Some sites and expressions of 

White Australian feminism became an expression of Whiteness through the isolating of 

female bodies as a discrete and isolable site of oppression. This had the effect of making 

White middle class women the only women who could isolate their oppression by sex 

alone, innocent victims, passively Good. This sense of themselves as Good then fed into 

certain expressions of feminism marked by, or fuelled by righteous indignation. 

 

The binary system that had supported the oppression of women alongside raced, classed 

and sexually identified others, not as discreet groups but as mutually referring and 

reinforcing groupings in that philosophical system was not just inverted. Women, White 

women, usurped the place of (White) men. They became the givens, the already known in 

Althusser’s sense: “Knowledge is therefore already really present in the real object it has to 

know…”648 However because the theory and practice of feminism of that time totalised and 

centralised women by their sex, it cut other others adrift. Binaries were reinforced. 

Christina Crosby asks the question whether “dealing with the fact of differences [has] 

broken the vicious cycle of ideological reflection”649, the self-evidence of woman? 

However, unless and until sexual difference as foundational and un-relational difference, 

and the ways that theoretical and practical expressions of sexual difference became linked 

to notions of women as Good is dethroned, the ‘White queen’ is still in place.    

 

As I noted in the introduction, Yeatman asserted that the ideal of a coherent feminism is 

“a fiction”.650 More problematic than that, such an ideal is reductionist in the sense that 

ideology overwhelms complexity and contradiction and feminism becomes resistant to 

change. The moment before sexed identity became concretised into the ‘great divide’, 
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represented here by the statements of Merle Thornton, and the breaking down of the 

ideological barriers of fixed and discrete identity in Kathy Bail’s ‘disorganised’ feminism 

where nothing less than the whole person is the subject, act as navigational points for 

White feminism, and as reminders that the necessary messiness of the relational are 

sacrificed in the purity and the over-reach of ideology. 
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4. The White divide 

 

Introduction 

As the ‘innocence’ of oppressed White women produced by some forms of feminism has 

come under challenge, the anti-racist struggle and the reconciliation project became a new 

arena for the recuperation of the moral status and moral leadership role of White women 

(remembering that this is not only a race but also a class constructed identity). Whilst the 

White women I am considering here may also identify themselves as feminist, their anti-

racist stance has become a significant source of their feelings of virtue. The positive 

distinction between themselves and others that makes them Good relies on their 

comparisons with other Whites, racist Whites, or not-so-enlightened Whites, rather than 

with raced others. This hypothesis is tested here by examining statements and orientations 

of a number of ‘progressive’ individual White women each of whom have made moral 

claims on the public domain. In each of the cases denigrated ‘rhetorical identities’651, from 

“Pauline Hanson”, an Australian version of “White trash” or “trailer trash”, to “do-gooders”, 

are employed to enhance the moral claims of the Good women.  

 

The difference in the iconic status of cultural and moral capital rich middle class White 

women, and less cosmopolitan, less classy White women, was brought into sharp relief by 

the emergence of Pauline Hanson and the race debates her presence in the public domain 

generated. The raced and classed construction of White womanhood, which has produced 

the image and status of the White, Anglo, middle class (and Christian or secular Christian) 

woman that has been used as an “index of relative civilisation” in colonial contexts, still 

“contrasts favourably”652 in national/cultural contexts with other women and can be 

mobilised against those who are not only less cosmopolitan but also less ‘liberated’ and 

less ideologically sound.  

 

The issue of the nexus between White womanhood and race was raised (for me at least) 

because a woman fronted this newest wave of overt racism. While she was represented by 
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sections of the media as just a silly uneducated woman manipulated by men, she showed 

herself to have many of the characteristics of a self-assertive and self-managing woman 

(and could easily have been held up as a feminist icon in other political circumstances). 

This phenomenon brought into relief the special role that White women have been 

deemed to play and the ethical values they have been cast as representing in national as 

well as community and family arenas that I have discussed in earlier chapters. “You don’t 

speak for me” became a political slogan during the Hanson years that carried a particular 

charge for progressive White women. This charge derived its power in part from an 

unacknowledged use of class distinctions in debates on race, distinctions based not only on 

material cultural and symbolic capital, but also moral capital and the capital one derives 

from a special insider relation to ‘knowingness’. 

 

This drive to moral distinction has occurred in the context outlined earlier of challenges to 

the Whiteness of the nation, the accompanying increase in race talk and the subsequent 

successes of Pauline Hanson, which put the continuing racist beliefs and behaviours of 

many White Australians (although not their privileges) into public discourse and public 

view. The focus on the overt racism and not the privileges of Whites has meant that the 

division over race has also been in many respects a class divide. In the context of 

contemporary race politics progressive White women can no longer directly use the 

systemised racial differences constructed by Whiteness to positively advantage them if 

they want to maintain race and class privileges, including their status as moral texts. Class 

takes the place of race. 

 

Accumulation, or lack, of knowledge and moral capital have always been class markers but 

I am suggesting that they can carry a class marking even when material, cultural and 

symbolic capital differences between individuals or groups are not significant, as in the 

contest between political elites. In some, and the earliest, of my case studies the racist 

other is a conventionally classed other, the class being marked by overt forms of racist 

speech and by the lack of many forms of material and cultural capital. In later cases, class 

(or the lack of it) is demonstrated by the subjects having less ‘knowing’ or insider capital 

as well as less cosmopolitan, less metropolitan cultural and moral capital. At the same 

time, the anti-racist Good woman is in all cases class privileged. Because in this instance 
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the revival in racist discourse was led by a lower class woman and the majority of her 

supporters were working class White people (although not all her apologists) — and the 

privileging of Whiteness depends on a particular articulation of sex, race and class— 

racism and anti-racism were refracted almost unquestioningly and unchallenged through 

the lens of class. The denigrated class made responsible for all racism is non-urbane, non-

cosmopolitan, morally deficient and non-knowing showing similarities with the 

characteristics given to the raced other.  

 

So, this third site is an examination of White women’s association with anti-racist activities 

and the classing of racism that re-calls the class based distinctions between Bad women 

and Good women instrumental in the forming of the middle class653 but also points to a 

broader terrain of class marking.  In the case of Hansonism, as opponents of what was 

seen as the discrete racism of the poorly educated working and lower middle classes, self-

styled progressive ant-racists make a claim to ethical national leadership. However, there 

are rival claimants for moral and cultural leadership, and therefore rivals to the claim for 

the moral high ground. Here, I examine the ways in which progressive White women have 

taken up the anti-racist cause in Australia in the context of the creation of Hansonism and 

its aftermath from the mid 90’s. I argue that, for those that eschew racism as a means of 

distinction, Whiteness can operate covertly using distinctions between Whites based on 

class stereotypes or cultural and moral capital differences.  

 

The ‘race debates’, and the ferreting out of closet and not so closet racists focused this 

White class divide in the first instance between the cognoscente, who identified 

themselves as anti-racist, tolerant, and progressive—Good—part of an urban cultural elite, 

and those Whites they regarded as ignorant, (those like Hanson’s supporters who lived 

mostly in outer suburbs or regional and remote areas of Australia), or those they deemed 

to be fellow travellers. As Hage noted, those who identified themselves as anti-racist 

“[thrive] on portraying [themselves] as the anathema of what [they] picture as a living 

example of ‘evil racist nationalism’” and “have posited their multiculturalism as clearly 

urbane, anti-racist, cosmopolitan and non-Anglocentric”.654 Hanson and her supporters had 
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a similar demographic in mind to Hage’s cosmopolites, calling them the ‘new class 

elites’,655 but where Hage drew similarities between that group and those Hanson 

represented, on the grounds of wanting to maintain the present balance or restore a prior 

position, of Anglo dominated Australia656, Hanson supporters see themselves as the real, 

and threatened, nationalists. Katherine Betts also identifies a similar demographic and a 

similar divide: “professionally educated internationalists and cosmopolitans” as opposed to 

the “lower class parochials”657whom she also sees as the real nationalists. 

 

On tour with Hanson when she was contesting the 1998 federal election Margo Kingston, a 

senior political journalist on the Sydney Morning Herald, describes the reaction of the 

group of city media covering the Hanson campaign. 

Our fascination was such that she could have been from another planet, but it was 

also an uncomfortable reminder of the class divide. When was the last time a semi-

inarticulate, ‘ordinary’ person had blundered onto the stage where power is played 

out, and stayed there? On that stage, Hanson’s unsavvy working-class persona 

made her an exotic, a curiosity, which was one reason why her media coverage 

had always been so enormous. She was the unthinkable setting her sights on the 

impossible.658  

But it was no longer the old familiar class divide. In their reactions to Hanson and in their 

anti-racist stances, the savvy and the superior multiplied the distinctions of class and 

perceived differences of morality became even more potent. 

 

The ‘unthinkable’ became the scapegoat of the elites who, whilst they may have valued 

cultural diversity in the inner suburbs of Sydney and Melbourne, had nothing to gain by 

valuing class diversity. The cosmopolites, or the “new class”, are, according to Betts, 

global in outlook with weaker links to Australia as the result of their greater ability to travel 

and work overseas, suggesting that they had less to lose.659 Alternatively, the second 

group “value the character of their national home”.660Betts expands on this difference: 

                                                           
655 Hanson 1996, op cit, p 130 
656 Hage, 1998 op cit, p 189 
657 Katherine Betts 1999, The Great Divide, Duffy and Snellgrove, Sydney, p 2 
658 Margo Kingston  1999, Off the Rails, Allen & Unwin, St Leonards, p 55 
659 Interview with Sandy McCutcheon on Australia Talks Back, ABC Radio National, Nov 26, 2001 
660 Betts 1999, op cit 
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Their [the new class] enthusiasm for anti-racism and international humanitarianism 

is often sincere but there are also social pressures supporting their sincere 

commitment and making apostasy difficult. They hope that these ideals will 

promote a better world, but holding these ideals also demonstrates that they are 

better people… [Such ideals] also offer a ready means of distinguishing enlightened 

internationalists and cosmopolitans from their less-cultivated parochial compatriots, 

people who range from suburbanites to rednecks and Ockers. Parochial Australians 

represent the antithesis of the internationalist ideal…At the extreme some members 

of the new class think of their less-privileged compatriots as selfish racists.661

Whilst I agree with Betts that the cosmopolitans anti-racism is partly motivated by a desire 

to be seen to be Good (Whites), and to have a group to distinguish oneself from is very 

useful for this purpose, I do not think that she makes a convincing case about the 

weakness of their national interests. On the contrary, the heated debates and discussions 

about being ‘Australian’ or ‘Un-Australian’ that I have taken up in the second chapter 

suggest a strong identification with the nation but with conflicts between  politically 

different elites, and elites and ‘parochials’ about what this nation represents or should 

represent.  

 

According to Hage the ‘cosmopolite’ figure is a: 

‘mega urban’ figure: one detached from strong affiliations with roots and 

consequently open to all kinds of otherness…Just as important as his or her urban 

nature, the cosmopolite is a class figure and a White person, capable of 

appreciating and consuming commodities and cultures, including ‘ethnic’ culture. 

That is it is a class figure in a cultural sense.662  

Hage is focused on the marginalising of those Australians marked as ethnic by both the 

cosmopolitan and non-cosmopolitan Whites, although in differing ways and with differing 

effects. I focus, like Betts but with a different purpose, on the ways that this cosmopolitan 

effect is also exercised, as a means of distinction, on those non-cosmopolitan Whites who 

live outside the inner cities, the capital cities, or the metropolis, as well as outside a 

particularly knowing progressive elite culture. However, we all see the anti-racist or 

tolerant cosmopolitan as a class figure.  
                                                           
661 Ibid, p 5 
662 Hage 1998, op cit, p 201 
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If the potency of the construction of racial difference is disavowed, as in the case of the 

White Australian cosmopolites who deny their own discomfort with the politically sensitive 

issues of race, except to declare their own anti-racism which as many have pointed out re-

affirms the notion of racial difference,663 then as Radhika Mohanram argues, “racial 

difference can be inscribed only through the discourse of class”.664 But I am extending her 

argument by suggesting that those others deemed racist come to stand in for raced 

others. Mohanram describes such displacement, from race to class, as a “metaphoric 

process” which involves “the transferring of intensity of meaning from one element to 

another”.665Here, Mohanram has in mind the use of stereotyped class signifiers by Whites 

to replace raced ones in denigratory discourse when race becomes unspeakable.  

 

Turning her argument on its side, I argue here that a similar phenomenon occurs when it 

is still felt necessary to have an other, or others, to mark the distinction and superiority of 

(in this case) the normative White woman subject, but political correctness will no longer 

authorise the use of a (negatively) raced subject. The common thread that runs from her 

argument about the uses of this transference and its context to mine is the denial by 

progressive Whites of their learned assumptions of racial superiority, and their privileged 

moral dominance based on those assumptions. In the first instance, any discomfort they 

feel about this racially structured society can be eased by nominating ‘rednecks’, ‘White 

trash’ “racist scum”666  or, secondarily, those outside their own morally superior group, as 

those Whites responsible for racism and a racist society. Non-dominant (or less dominant) 

Whites, and particularly the material, cultural and symbolic capital poor, have traditionally 

been used in the construction and distinctions of the Good Woman. However, the 

distinctions of difference are also made on the upper reaches of the moral high ground 

with those whose moral dominance is contested. 

 

Therefore, in these case studies I show how distinctions are made and the Goodness of 

‘progressive’ White women stabilised or enhanced by the use of a classed rather than 

                                                           
663 See discussion in Kalpana Seshadi-Crooks 2000, Desiring Whiteness, Routledge, London, p 9 
664 Radhika Mohanram 1999, Black Body: Woman, Colonialism & Space, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, p 137 
665 Ibid, p 138 
666 A common epithet of anti-Hanson demonstrators directed at supporters attending meetings of Pauline 
Hanson’s One Nation Party. 
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raced other. In the first set of instances I analyse the use of ‘White trash’ identities, 

Maxine McKew’s use of Pauline Hanson and Drusilla Modjeska’s use of a woman called 

Maggie, largely on the cruder grounds of class. Next I examine how ‘do-gooder’ identities 

are used: Lesley functions as the scapegoat for the more sophisticated White women 

reconciliationists; and progressive (but not progressive enough) theorists of Whiteness are 

used by Fiona Nicoll to enhance her own moral status. Finally, I look at the comparison 

drawn by expatriate cosmopolite Germaine Greer and those of us parochial Australians she 

calls “my own white people”. Apart from McKew’s and Modjeska’s cases, the remainder of 

the comparisons rest largely on the grounds of more elaborated forms of cultural capital 

including sophistication, knowledge and moral capital. Whilst there are strong social 

pressures that limit the voicing of denigratory attitudes to race amongst elite and 

progressive sectors of the White Australian community, in a raced context classed others 

can be represented as degenerate types under the sign of ‘racists’, and positioned as 

metaphoric stand-ins for raced others, as I argue the denigrated categories are here. This 

denigration, which takes the form in part of race and racism being deferred onto available 

classed others, makes them wholly responsible for White racism. When done by White 

women who identify themselves as cosmopolitan, tolerant, and in a privileged position of 

knowing, it effectively ‘cleanses’ and distances them from both race and class markings. 

The effect of this is to enhance the Whiteness, and the attendant privileges including the 

moral capital that is a mark of White womanhood. 

 

In the first case studies, the demonising responses to Pauline Hanson and her supporters 

in sections of the media and the cosmopolitan urban elites of the anti racist movement, 

express high levels of denial and shifting of blame and responsibility from upper class 

White women onto lower class White women and men. The overt and sometimes strident 

claim to racial superiority that is used to justify the past colonial behaviours and present 

relationships of the Anglo Australians to their constructed others is largely the preserve of 

the few now, the ‘provincial’, the economically vulnerable, the educationally deprived and 

culturally marginalised. These racist Whites are only too recognisable, too visible, and 

easily sidelined. In the wake of Hansonism, to distinguish oneself from overt racists is 

hardly onerous and the rewards for distinction are less. This means that more recently, as 

the subsequent case studies demonstrate, the contest has moved to higher ground; the 
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means of distinction that are used are still between Whites, but now over who can secure 

their position most convincingly as an anti-racist.  

 

In my selection of texts for this chapter I follow this move of distinction from the easier 

targets of overtly racist Whites, to a distinction aimed at other progressive but less savvy 

White people. Whilst an anti-racist identity depends so profoundly on valuing diversity, as 

Hage argues, they cannot afford to examine their own supremacist assumptions or to 

expose any ethnocentrism. This means that any discomforts and dissonances they 

experience with the challenges to the core culture and the contradictions of their own 

position are projected outside their own group. In Mohanram’s terms they transfer the 

intensity of their own cultural/ethnic discomforts with difference that will not be usefully 

incorporated or passively valued onto classed and culturally subordinate and less savvy 

others.  

 

This cultural moment involves an examination of the way class intersects with and renders 

Whiteness visible or invisible. It also investigates the ways that the more overt expressions 

of Whiteness are displaced onto others so that upper class White women can continue to 

see themselves as transparently Good. This moral capital that is available to middle class 

White women, (including feminist moral capital), necessarily includes unacknowledged 

racism because it is built on the emblematic status that White women have in western 

societies as the signifier of ‘civilisation’,  and allows these women to take up helping or 

leadership roles in relation to other oppressed groups. My concern in this chapter is not 

that moral distinction is the only motivator of anti-racism amongst these progressive 

women, or others like them including myself. Rather, it is that until the emblematic status 

of middle class White women, our historical complicity and our White privileges are 

recognised, our own desires to be seen to be Good which coincides with our given role as 

moral texts and our assumed role as moral leaders will continue to obscure from us some 

of the motivators and effects of our actions. 

 

White Women and Anti-Racist Identities 

In the late 1960’s and 70’s many progressive and feminist White women became involved 

in the fight for the liberation of (White) women from oppression. Some, like Ann Curthoys, 
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were already involved in the struggles for Indigenous rights, in her case the Freedom Ride 

in rural NSW organised by Charlie Perkins. Others became involved in the 1967 

Referendum, and in the early 70’s in the actions organised by the Tent embassy in 

Canberra. However, most progressive White women became focused on their own 

oppression as women, and the alleviation of their oppression through the establishment of 

services, through direct involvement in government, in policy making and implementing, 

and through the development of feminist theoretical frameworks and academic disciplines. 

Difficult and discomforting issues of race (and ethnicity) within the White movement, first 

raised by alienated Aboriginal women at the Women and Labour Conference held in 

Canberra in 1975, were delayed for discussion until the 1984 conference because of the 

potentially divisive effect. However the 1984 conference did not eventuate and these 

issues did not get heard until the conference in 1995.667  Moreton-Robinson says of the 

1970’s and 1980’s period of feminism: “…because feminists were not challenging white 

race privilege; they were exercising it.”668

 

The ant-racist struggle in this period was largely left to Indigenous people and some left 

wing White men. Bobby Sykes recalls this period in this extract from a poem titled ‘Black 

woman’: 

 

The present is so un-real 

 Its new l-liberal views  

mouthing anti--racist slogans 

in demonstrations of the day- 

attempting to solicit your sexual favour 

for a dollar and a drink 

in the cold reality of night 

you wonder if you were better off 

before the trendy 70’s 

when you could stir your meatless stew 

think of wheezing johhny 

the un-paid bills 
                                                           
667 Murdolo 1996 cited in Aileen Moreton-Robinson 2000, op cit, p 107 
668 Moreton-Robinson, ibid, p 108 



 192

without interruptions from the new world 

that promises much but delivers little.669

 

Lilla Watson recalls that in Brisbane in 1971 when the Springbok tour started in Australia, 

she was there “shoulder to shoulder with whites”. 

This created a bigger struggle for me, because here were whites protesting about 

the oppression of black people in another country, yet not out in the streets 

protesting about the oppression of black people in their own country.670

Whilst some White feminist women were involved in the Springbok anti-racist protests, as 

Watson suggests, their righteous anger was directed outwards, at the problems in South 

Africa; other Whites. Generally, however, Watson’s experience of the White women’s 

movement in the early years was that it was almost solely concerned with their own 

oppression.671  

 

A poem/chant published in the Brisbane women’s liberation publication, Shrew, equates 

racial oppression with White men, and aligns White women, as victims of sexism, 

alongside the victims of racism thus relieving these White women of responsibility and 

complicity in the regime of ‘White supremacy’. 

 

 Vorster, Springboks’ 

White and Black, 

Magic Hex 

Black, black, black 

Hex, Hex, Hex 

 

White Race/Master Race 

Black Race/Slave Race 

Man Sex/Master Sex 

Woman Sex/Slave Sex 

                                                           
669 Bobby Sykes 1978, ‘Black woman’, Koori Bina, v 1 n’s 9 &10, p 16 
670 Lilla Watson 1987, ‘Minorities Within a Minority’, J. Scutt (ed) Different Lives, Penguin, Melbourne, p 
50 
671 Ibid, p 51 
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White state full of hate 

Male race dominates mate 

Hex, Hex, Hex 

Death to white supremacy 

The curse of woman is on you 

 

Death to Vorster, 

Death to Racism, 

Death to Sexism.672

 

As the poem from Shrew demonstrates White feminists with anti racist politics who 

compare sexism to racism were focused on their own status as oppressed thus underlining 

their Goodness (as innocence), as another or the originary oppressed group, and in so 

doing denied their own complicit role in racist structures of feeling and thinking. This 

equation that feminists made at this time between sexism and racism, and, later, the 

theoretical dominance and priority given to sexual difference by many and particularly 

radical feminists, discussed in an earlier chapter, neither of which provided tools for 

analysing their own position as White women in a White privileged society, possibly made 

them less likely than other progressive White women (and other kinds of feminists) to 

involve themselves in anti-racist struggles at home. 

 

By the early 1990’s in Australia there was an upsurge in anti racist identification amongst 

progressive White women with a feminist consciousness or feminist identity but Melissa 

Lucashenko rejects this identification as a sign of real change, arguing that there is a 

strong desire amongst such women to (still) produce themselves as Good at the expense 

of others. She says to such women: “You want the warm inner glow of feeling that you, at 

least, are not ‘the racist ones’”. She continues: 

We are expected to listen to your passive guilt about Australian racism and nod 

sympathetically as if to say ‘Yes, it must be terribly difficult to be a white woman 

dealing with this racist culture’. 

                                                           
672 Anonymous 1971, ‘Hex, Hex, Hex’, Shrew, v 1 n 4, Aug, p 4 
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Lucashenko addresses some specific problems in the relationship that stem from 

unacknowledged racism and White privilege; the homogenising of all Aboriginal people; 

the offence taken at the idea that Aboriginal people might fear or have reason to be 

suspicious of Whites who see themselves as Good Whites and want to be distinguished 

from the ‘others’; the continuing ignorance of Aboriginal cultures and of the history of 

Black/ White relations; the presumption of seeing themselves as helpers and vanguardists’ 

in the “resurrection” of Aboriginal societies. Lucashenko says that indigenous women like 

her are alienated from progressive White women “because you insist on burying your own 

racism under an avalanche of pseudo-solidarity”.673 An examination of some of the texts of 

these activist groups and individuals also shows that there was a continuing theme, 

present in earlier feminist outreach to Indigenous women, of making the basis of their 

concern and activism shared experiences of their similarly sexed bodies rather than the 

different, and more morally difficult for White women, experiences of their raced bodies. 

 

Criticisms and challenges coming from Indigenous leaders such as Lucashenko are very 

pertinent to any discussion of the practices of Whiteness by middle class, progressive, 

White women, particularly as they became increasingly active during the 1990’s in 

reconciliation and anti-racist identified groups and actions. Progressive White women 

became active in Women for Wik in Sydney, and throughout the country they attended 

Women’s Reconciliation Dinners and Women and Reconciliation workshops. They were 

forming and joining local reconciliation groups and becoming involved with Australians for 

Native Title and Reconciliation (ANTAR).  In addition to the women’s only groups and 

activities, women have been overrepresented in community reconciliation groups.674

 

A call to greater commitment by women was made at the Women’s Reconciliation Dinner 

in Brisbane in November 1997: 

We call on all women not to stand on the sidelines, but to demonstrate a 

commitment to Reconciliation by becoming personally involved in Reconciliation 

                                                           
673 Melissa Lucashenko 1994, ‘No Other Truth?: Aboriginal Women and Australian Feminism’, Social 
Alternatives, v 12 n 4, pp 21-24 
674 For example, in a news update put out by Reconciliation Queensland in March 2004 and circulated by 
ANTaR News there are the contact details of 23 reconciliation groups in Queensland with 17 having a 
woman as the main contact. 
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activities in their neighbourhood, their communities, and their workplaces.675

Already established women’s groups became active and new reconciliation focused groups 

were formed. Organised women’s groups were encouraged to get involved through the 

Women and Reconciliation project convened by the Australian Institute for Women’s 

Research and Policy (AIWRAP) at Griffith University in Brisbane. The researcher for 

AIWRAP consulted with women’s groups all over Australia in 1997; from the New South 

Wales Women’s Reconciliation Network, a group of women for reconciliation on the South 

Coast of NSW, the Women’s Electoral Lobby in Canberra, to Women of the West and 

Reconciliation. A Women and Reconciliation workshop held in Brisbane in May 1998 was 

convened by Charmaine Foley of the Australians for Reconciliation, together with the 

Young Women’s Christian Association and the Women’s Electoral Lobby.  

 

Lady Helen Deane speaking at the Australian Reconciliation Convention in 1997 made 

explicit this link between progressive White women and the anti-racist and reconciliation 

movement. 

Over the last couple of months, in particular, women’s organisations and individuals 

across the country have mobilised their considerable networks in a national 

discussion on women and reconciliation. Stimulated through a project of the 

Australian Institute of Women’s Research and Policy at Griffith University and the 

Council For Aboriginal Reconciliation, more than 20 national, regional and 

professional women’s groups have been involved in activities leading up to the 

convention.676

This speech was reported as offering a special role to women, calling for them “to take the 

lead in bringing the reconciliation process back on track.”677  

 

At the numerous meetings convened by AIWRAP it was made clear by those present that 

women felt a strong commitment. 

Time and time again, women expressed sentiments revealing a general belief that 

                                                           
675 Reproduced in the program for the Women and Reconciliation Workshop program held in Brisbane on 
May 29, 1998 
676 Address by Lady Deane titled ‘Women and Reconciliation on the occasion of the Australian 
Reconciliation Convention, Melbourne, 27 May, 1997 at: 
http://www,gg,gov.au/sspeeches/textonly/speeches/1997/9705  
677 Win Childs, Women for Wik at: http://www.isis.aust.com/afnt/concert/win.htm  
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it is women who keep families and communities together; women, who, through 

their children want a brighter future for all young people; women who are the 

communicators in society; and women who have the imagination and compassion 

to stand in another woman’s shoes, to feel her pain, and to seek to do something 

about it.678

The ‘women’ described here are the emblematic Good White Australian women. These 

women only recognise the incommensurate but morally demanding iniquitous difference of 

the other which underlines their role as helpers. The White writer and the White women 

written about do not here imagine a reciprocal exchange, which would leave them as 

debtors in their turn. It is only those inferiorised by racial supremacy who are seen to have 

a problem. 

 

From their metaphysical centredness in sameness and dominant Whiteness, and the safe 

supposedly common ground of their sexed rather than raced embodiment, they extended 

compassion and sympathy, and a willingness to lend a hand.  

Another frequently expressed and heartfelt sentiment was the desire of many 

individual women and mainstream women’s organisations to meet Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander women—to hear their stories, explore common ground and to 

be shown how they could help.679

This description of the commitment made by these White women throughout Australia 

positions Indigenous people as only object, both of the harm and of the help of Whites. It 

does not recognise the agency of, or the privileging of White women in the ongoing 

system of Whiteness. It does not recognise the harm done to Whites by such a system. 

The commitment underwrites the status of these White women as representatives of “the 

norm, the ordinary and the standard of womanhood in Australia”680. It does not contest 

their emblematic role in a White dominated society, instead, it reproduces the iconic 

Goodness of White women.  

 

‘Women’, according to Lady Deane, have particular qualities that fit them to work for 

                                                           
678 Women’s Wisdom and Reconciliation, Summary and Recommendations to Council for Aboriginal 
Reconciliation of consultations carried out by AIWRAP throughout Australia with women’s organisations, 
1996/97, p 2 
679 Ibid, p 2 
680 Moreton-Robinson 2000, op cit, p xxv 
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reconciliation. These are the same qualities that ‘women’ use to:  

collectively approach most of life’s significant challenges. By sitting down together, 

by identifying with each other’s problems and valuing each other’s strengths, by 

listening and by finding practical ways to offer support, by hard and unselfish work 

and by quiet leadership and influence.681

Although women is clearly intended to be an all-encompassing term here, Aboriginal 

women are not included here as ‘Aboriginal’ but only insofar as they identify as generic 

women. This is made clear in this next section. 

 

Lady Deane highlighted five central themes that were emphasised during the national 

consultations. These included:  

the need for women to provide forums for indigenous women-indeed all women- to 

‘get to the truth’. Of course, there are many truths when it comes to re-telling the 

tales of the past… the importance of women encouraging tolerance in their 

children…the role that non-indigenous women can play in helping indigenous 

women to know their rights and thereby gain self-esteem…the importance of 

encouraging indigenous women to participate in decision making activities at a 

community level…and, fifthly, the overwhelming need for more education about 

indigenous history and cultures within schools and also within professional and 

community organisations.682

Whilst this list shows goodwill, it does not challenge the position of White women as the 

norm and the “all knowing subject”.683 It also suggests that Lady Deane and those that 

compiled this list of central themes believe racial domination to be “extrinsic to them”.684 

Finally, it shows the continuing imbalance in relationships, with White women as the 

“helpers” and Indigenous women the “helped”. 

 

Despite the many statements from Indigenous women that they experienced race as a 

prior oppression and that their specific Aboriginality is their most significant identity, White 

women insist on claiming common ground on the grounds of their shared sexed 

                                                           
681 Address by Lady Deane 1997, op cit  
682 Ibid 
683 Moreton-Robinson 2000, op cit, p 182 
684 Ibid, p 183 
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embodiment. In her speech Lady Deane said that her commitment “flowed from what I 

have learnt and am learning of history, the problems and the hopes of indigenous people, 

especially women”. She went on: 

…I have become increasingly conscious, through communication and listening to 

the stories of Aboriginal women, that their concerns and aspirations are very similar 

to my own. 

And later: 

Once women sit down together and communicate at the community and personal 

level, finding that common ground will no longer seem so difficult.685

This appeal to the sexed identity of Aboriginal women, and common ground as women, 

has the effect of dividing Aboriginal women and men. By foregrounding sexed experiences, 

including sexed oppression, the White women involved are able to diminish their raced 

embodiment and their Whiteness. 

 

Lady Deane also emphasised the role of women in the shaping of communities and the 

nation: 

There is a growing awareness among women that communication between them is 

possibly the most effective way to change the relationship between all of us as 

Australians and to create a context in which true reconciliation may become a 

practical reality rather than an ambitious and largely theoretical dream.686

This statement, like the others cited, also indicates that ‘women’ have special qualities, a 

kind of moral authority based on their abilities to communicate and to empathise, their 

tolerance, their discernment, and their ability to just get on with it which give them a 

special role in shaping and repairing the national community. 

 

These uses of the word ‘women’ when referring to (mostly) non-Indigenous women, 

mostly White women, (with the exception of patrons Lowitja O’Donoghue and Faith 

Bandler),687 the granting to ‘women’ a moral authority and special qualities that fit them to 

                                                           
685 Lady Deane 1997, op cit 
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look after and look out for the well-being of the nation and national community in the 

discourses around reconciliation, were also exhibited in the Women for Wik web pages.  

What we have found in Women for Wik is that women understand the issues in the 

current debate very very clearly, once they are informed of the facts. I guess this is 

because as women we know we carry a special responsibility for the stability, the 

continuity and the enrichment of family and home, and the future of our children, 

all the children of the Australian family. 

Calling on the moral authority of ‘women’, the statement goes on: 

What we will be saying [to the parliamentary committee] is the following: we 

women teach our children not to steal what belongs to others…We will also say 

that as women we teach our children and grandchildren to reconcile differences 

with others by discussion and negotiation…We further will say that we teach our 

children to respect the law of the land…And we will further say that we teach our 

children to protect and respect the environment…We will go on to say that we also 

teach our children to value truth and honesty as a core value of humanity…In 

conclusion women for Wik proudly declares that we are representing mainstream 

women’s opinion in this debate…the voice and power of women bringing the 

message of truth, justice, compassion is being expressed in these troubled times as 

never before.688

Women for Wik, who described themselves as “one of the most powerful national 

grassroots women’s movement since the Vietnam War” claimed that if their submission 

which had been endorsed by 50 national and regional mostly professional or political 

organisations was passed, then the reconciliation process, “essential to the well being of 

Australian society will be then brought back on track, for the benefit of all, and not just a 

few”.689  

 

The practices and the discourses that they are grounded in that: affirm the roles of ‘helper’ 

and ‘helped’ along race and ethnic lines; or that identify Bad Whites thus displacing the 

desire for positive distinction from race to denigrated class; or the desires and practices 

amongst anti-racist activists that Lucashenko commented on to distinguish oneself from 

                                                                                                                                                                              
Harmer, Rachel Ward. 
688 Women for Wik, op cit  
689 at: http://www.nwjc.org.au/womenforwik.html  
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the others (even others who identify as anti-racist) as the Good White; or that stress the 

‘common ground’ of sexual identity thus de-racing White people, all work to reinforce the 

moral claims and dominance of the Whiteness of middle class White women as well as 

often characterising their anti-racist practice. These practices leave Whiteness, as distinct 

from racism, unchallenged and unexamined and affirm progressive White middle class 

women as more civilised, and in terms of the nation, more truly Australian.  

 

Identifying the Racists in the Nation; Starting in the Backyard 

Pauline Hanson was like a boil on the bum of White racism in the last half of the 1990’s. 

She was a vocal exponent of beliefs in racial supremacy with her calls for:  

zero net immigration…an end to multiculturalism and a revival of Australia’s Anglo-

Celtic cultural tradition…an abolition of native title…an end to special Aboriginal 

funding program [and] opposition to Aboriginal reconciliation.690  

By drawing attention to her racism, systemic White race privilege and the related daily 

assumptions of White racial supremacy could be overlooked. Hanson was a sacrificial gift 

to those White Australians who wanted to distance themselves from the ugly racist 

assumptions of White superiority and the history of racial domination made particularly 

obvious and painful after the ascendancy of John Howard to Prime Minister, and the 

conduct of the debates over Native Title and the Stolen Generations. By distancing 

themselves from this uglier face of racism, and by making Hanson, her supporters and 

fellow travellers bear all the responsibility for racism, middle class opponents can also 

reinforce their position as class, cultural and moral elites. 

 

Like boils, at this time racists were easily spotted. They were more likely to live in rural 

and regional areas or outer suburbs, be lower class, poorly educated, and older; listen to 

talk back radio, read the tabloids or watch populist television. They voted for One Nation. 

Anti racists were easily spotted too. They were more likely to live in inner suburbs of cities, 

be middle class and reasonably affluent or have compensating and comforting cultural 

capital such as being well read or well-educated or maybe well known. They emphatically 

did not vote for One Nation. Then and still, they sometimes identify themselves by 

identifying racists. This division is as much, if not more, about class and culture, economic 
                                                           
690 Paul Kelly 1998, ‘Hanson-Symptom of a Deeper Problem’, R. Manne (fwd) Two Nations, Bookman, 
Melbourne, p 90 
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and social disadvantage or degeneracy depending on your point of view, as it is about 

racism.  

 

Hanson and her supporters, and those deemed to be racists are generally represented on 

the devalued side, the unreasoning and unreasonable, in a set of binary pairs including 

city/country, inner city/outer suburbs, upper/lower class, cosmopolitan/parochial in both 

economic and cultural dimensions. Being White and Anglo is a valuable identity marker to 

foreground for this devalued group who feel socially disadvantaged in other ways, 

education, employment, housing and services.691 The transparency of the racist 

scapegoating being expressed by this group, together with the metaphysical status of this 

group in a logocentric culture, that is their link through their binary positioning with ‘body’ 

and ‘un-reason’, makes this group an easy target for demonisation. At the same time, by 

nominating Hanson and her admirers as the unrepresentative racists in an otherwise 

egalitarian and liberal society, the power and prestige of Whiteness in the form of Good 

Whites is re-instated. 

 

This divide was commented on from the other side by Queensland MHR Bob Katter during 

the 1996 election campaign which had a significant focus on race issues. Katter’s views 

echo some of those he criticised when he castigated the “politically correct enviro-Nazis 

and femi-Nazis and all the rest of these slanty-eyed ideologues” for persecuting “ordinary 

average Australians”.692Here Katter is lumping together the environmental and feminist 

moralists with apologists for raced others who in different ways threaten his version of the 

Good Nation. 

 

The One Nation Party also expressed a desire for the continuing dominance of the 

‘ordinary’ Australians, an idea fitted comfortably and comfortingly within that old trope of 

the Australian national character, egalitarianism. These are the Australian women and men 

who are described here by a One Nation organiser in Gatton, Queensland. On being asked 

why he supports the party he replies: 

                                                           
691 See discussion on social base of One nation in Judith Brett 1998, ‘Representing the Unrepresented: One 
Nation and the Formation of the Labor Party’, in ibid 
692 Michelle Gratton 1998, ‘Pauline Hanson’s Hijack of John Howard’, R. Manne (foreward) Two Nations, 
Bookman, Melbourne, p 79 
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They’re there for the average everyday Australian. It’s equality. One Nation. One 

set of people. One set of rules. That’s how I see it.693

This party supporter went on to distil this quality of Australian-ness he identified in 

“average, everyday” Australians, a coded way of describing people like himself that works 

as a synonym for White and Anglo, as a form of neighbourliness.  

 

Jennifer Rutherford sees the virtues implicit in this code of neighbourliness, of fairness and 

getting a fair go and of lending a hand, as the moral code that underlies Hanson’s 

supporters’ identification with her and the party. Rutherford identifies this moral code as 

the Australian Good, with One Nation members seeing themselves “as defenders of a lost 

Good”. But this ideal of the good neighbour seems only to work in a like-selected gated 

community. 

The good neighbour can only be found within a small hand-held mirror, and if we 

slip outside the mirror’s frame, aggression is waiting for us.694

Pauline Hanson herself makes this distinction between Good and Bad neighbours, with the 

former being those like herself; those who are both White and also share her attitudes and 

aggression towards raced others at home or abroad. Before her election to parliament, 

according to her husband of the time Mark Hanson, Pauline Hanson made official 

complaints about her Aboriginal neighbours in Ipswich to the housing and local 

government authorities in an attempt to get them evicted.  

 

Hanson denied this accusation about her actions, but not her attitude towards and her 

rejection of these Bad neighbours. In her own defence, she explained: 

They’d come in. They’d walk in the door if the door was open. They’d want to use 

the phone. They’d pull you up for a lift, as everyone found there in the area. But, 

no, I never had much to do with them at all.695

By referring to the ‘everyone there’ who shared her experiences and, she suggests, her 

attitudes to these Bad neighbours, Hanson is able to normalise her own position, and 

make distinctions between Good and Bad neighbours, in her street then, and later, as an 

                                                           
693 Jennifer Rutherford 2000, The Gauche Intruder, M U P, Melbourne, p 6 
694 Ibid, pp 7- 8 
695 Wayne Smith 1996, cited and discussed in Patricia Reid 1997, Constructions of Whiteness: Pauline 
Hanson and the ‘Race Debate’, unpub honours thesis, School of Humanities, Griffith University, Brisbane, 
p 20 
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elected politician, at the national and regional level. During her maiden speech to 

parliament in 1996, Hanson drew on the image of the neighbour, but only the Good or 

acceptable neighbour who shared her values and view of the world, when she emphasised 

her same right at the national level as she exercised at her own front door, of inviting in 

only those whom she wanted to share “my country”.696

 

Rutherford also identifies this belief in a Good Australia based on shared values of 

neighbourliness, and the nostalgia for the lost Good, in the discourses of those who 

criticise One Nation and Pauline Hanson for bringing this Good nation into disrepute. 

To turn our attention to the moral discourse on One nation is to turn our attention 

to a national fantasy, a fantasy that extends beyond the domain of the extreme 

right and pervades many of those discourses that seek to criticize white Australian 

xenophobia, racism and misogyny. 

This fantasy of the Good Nation, shared by both sides in this debate is, paradoxically 

according to Rutherford, a hide for aggression, “directed both to an external and an 

internal Other”.697

 

I find Rutherford’s analysis of the link between morality and aggression in the defence of 

the Good and the nostalgia for the Lost Good, and seen in expressions of moral 

righteousness, very useful to an examination of White women’s identification with the anti-

racist struggle, particularly of the way that “doing good” and identification with being Good 

(White) Australians, re-instating the ‘real’ or authentic Good, is often dependent upon, or 

wholly consisting of, an aggressive rejection of Bad White Australians. The phenomenon 

that I am investigating here is the displacement of the feelings of superiority and the 

aggression that attends moral righteousness, which Hanson and others project onto raced 

others, and some anti-racists onto those perceived as racists such as Hanson and her 

supporters, or even insufficiently enlightened anti-racists. These racist others, or those 

seen as not anti-racist enough, seem to more openly become the target of aggressive 

feelings of moral righteousness if they can be identified as lower class, less cosmopolitan, 

less savvy, or more provincial. 

                                                           
696 Pauline Hanson 1996, ‘Maiden Speech to the Australian Federal Parliament’, Parliamentary Debates: 
House of Representatives Official Hansard, 10 Sept, p 3862 
697 Rutherford 2000, op cit, pp 9-10 
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While Rutherford’s analysis depends upon the fantasy of the Good Nation and therefore 

Good Citizens, in the case of White Australian women, seen as the mothers or moral 

guardians of the nation and the privileged and favoured biological and cultural 

reproducers, being Good Australians is dependent on their being Good Women. This 

means acting as moral texts within the contexts of their political and cultural/personal 

identifications. Also, positioned as moral texts by the interactive discourses of (White) 

Australian Nationhood and White Womanhood, as well as White Feminism, middle class 

White women who identify with the anti-racist struggle can be persuaded into this view of 

themselves. The phenomenon of the projection onto their others of all White racism, 

allows middle class White women to maintain their moral centeredness in the society.  

 

The Monstrous Feminine and the White Queen 

Hanson was both idealised and demonised, and represented herself, through her sexed 

identity: there are constant references to her sexed identity both by her, her supporters, 

and her critics. But these gestures are to a sexed identity which is one vectored by her 

class background and cultural capital. Hanson offers a particular challenge to middle class 

White women who are vulnerable to the spreading stain of sexual stereotypes associated 

both with unrestrained sexuality and unreason. Boundaries needed to be reinforced to 

recuperate an ideal White woman. 

 

Much was made by journalists and columnists of the sexed/classed embodiment of 

Hanson, of the signature quiver in her voice, her inarticulateness, her seeming indifference 

to facts and figures, her dress, and the colourful details of her private life.  

Hanson flaunts her sexual difference and in the process of fashioning her as a 

celebrity, journalists have come to the party, their gaze gravitating to the signs of 

sex on her body: the red hair, the green eyes, the painted mouth, her sexual 

persona signified by her class, as well as her gender.698

Journalist Marian Wilkinson’s article on Hanson both illustrates this response, setting up 

the over sexed persona, and also works to denigrate it. Reporting on a meeting between 

Hanson and her supporters at the Illawarra Tennis Club in 1998, Wilkinson first describes 
                                                           
698 Marilyn Lake 1998, ‘Pauline Hanson: Virago in Parliament, Viagra in the Bush’, R. Manne (fwd) Two 
Nations, Bookman, Melbourne, p 116 
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Hanson as “red-haired and red-lipped” with “darting” green eyes, but within minutes of her 

arrival and under attack from journalists she becomes “red-necked as the blush of anger 

and tension rises up under her collar”.699

 

This denigration of Hanson through her classed sexual identity is clear in the insults that 

critics in a Canberra bar hurled at her, ‘white trash’ ‘slut’700 the night of her maiden speech 

in Parliament, and ‘the witch from Ipswich’ and ‘racist scum’ used by demonstrators at 

public meetings in Ipswich and Brisbane that I attended. If racism can be presented as 

déclassé, then Pauline Hanson, poorly educated, ex nightclub hostess and barmaid, fish 

and chip shop owner, twice divorced and a single mother is the perfect candidate for 

scapegoating as the face of racism in Australia. 

 

Following on Hanson’s description of herself as Mother of Australia during the election 

campaign in September1998, an outrageous claim to the respectability and status of White 

Womanhood by this ex-barmaid and single mother, a White woman demonstrator at 

Moranbah held up a banner declaring: “Mother’s don’t discriminate. Say NO to Pauline 

Hanson.” When questioned by the media contingent following Hanson about why she’d 

gone to this trouble the woman told them: “Because I don’t like Pauline Hanson and I 

don’t like her policies. I think she’s a stupid woman, and she’s manipulated…701The 

dialectic here is between competing ideas of what it means to be a Good Mother. The ideal 

of the Good (White) Mother is not rejected by the demonstrator; she just puts forward a 

classier version. 

 

Maxine McKew’s interview with Hanson on the ABC TV program Lateline in 1997, 

recognised now for its aggressive expression of elitist contempt for Hanson and those she 

represented,702 can also be understood as an attempt to re-centre the Good (White) 

Australian through its moral representative, the Good (White) Woman. McKew opened the 

interview by describing Hanson as “the darling of disenchanted Australia”.703 Immediately, 

by this coded reference to Hanson’s lack of proper sexual restraint, her venality and 

                                                           
699 Marian Wilkinson 1998, ‘Who’s Afraid of Pauline Hanson’, Sydney Morning Herald, Sept 12, p 42 
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venery, McKew undermines the claims that Hanson is making to be a credible voice in 

Australian politics. This opening critical description of Hanson is not based on her policies, 

or her political claims on the nation, but on the kind of woman she is and isn’t. Hanson is 

immediately identified with White trash playing on her too obvious charms, lacking 

respectability, lacking rationality, and therefore lacking credibility. McKew re-emphasises 

the boundaries between those like herself and those like Hanson. 

 

McKew used the occasion to question Hanson closely on policy details and research 

focusing in on Hanson’s unsubstantiated claims about the link between employment levels 

and immigration.  The point here is not that close questioning is illegitimate in the context 

of an interview with a politician, the point is that Mc Kew knew the answer to this question 

as did all the journalists who attended One Nation policy launches. McKew was not trying 

to elicit information; she was trying in a very heavy handed way to make Hanson look 

stupid. She attempted to portray Hanson as an outsider to rational discourse, just “a silly 

woman” and therefore not fully human: a familiar position for women.   

 

Throughout the interview McKew tried to catch Hanson out in (yet) another example of 

her lack of credibility and to show her up as uneducated, unsophisticated and provincial. 

When Hanson refused to accept McKew’s figures on the current numbers of Asian 

immigration, rather than trying to find out how Hanson arrived at her figures, McKew 

sarcastically admonished her, making a clear difference between the cosmopolitan elites 

and the racist provincials, the Good and the Bad. “We don’t engage in fantasy on this 

program. I haven’t made this up.” When Hanson expressed no political interest in Asia, 

McKew asked her whether she would visit Asia as a tourist, again trying to expose her as 

provincial, poorly educated, unsophisticated, again drawing clear and incommensurate 

class based differences between them.  

 

This line of questioning continued with McKew then trying to expose Hanson as not even 

being interested in learning other languages. At this point Hanson intervened with a sharp 

and well aimed reproof at McKew: that she was “drifting off” the subject. Bested by 

Hanson, McKew was quick to try and regain the moral high ground, or at least the class 

high ground by retorting with heavy sarcasm: “I’m sorry if the point is not clear.” Again, 
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highlighting a reason/unreason divide. The whole tenor of the interview was that of a 

contemptuous and bullying attempt to ‘expose’ and denigrate Hanson, not just her 

policies, so as to draw distinctions between McKew and Hanson, between McKew’s reason 

and morality and their opposites. 

 

This focus in the media, as well as in some sections of the wider community including 

among some ‘anti racist’ activists, on which Whites are and which Whites are not racist, 

obscures the larger issue of the nature and effects of Whiteness on non dominant groups. 

The creation of a category of Bad Whites relieves ‘anti-racists’ of the task of identifying 

their own perhaps more subtle or simply well hidden forms of racism. It also saves 

Whiteness, and the elites’ greater share of White privileges, from closer scrutiny. The focus 

by elite White women on Hanson and other marginalised women as the source of racism 

protects their/ our particular and more rewarding investment in Whiteness and the moral 

authority of White womanhood. The White elites’ construction of their enlightened 

identities by emptying all the dirt on Hansonism reinforces binary thinking and the 

mechanics of identity construction that is at the centre of the problem of Whiteness. 

 

Whilst Hanson herself has not been anti-feminist, her critics, particularly the White women 

‘cosmopolites’, and I would include McKew here, have shown a class inflected mysogyny in 

their treatment of Hanson. Ann Curthoys and Carol Johnson observed this: 

Hanson has not just been legitimately criticised for her views on race, she has also 

been demonised as the monstrous feminine in a way that many feminists find 

highly questionable. Scratch a cosmopolite, and you might find a mysogynist, it 

seems.704   

Certain aspects of Hanson, her independence and strength, self assertion, the widespread 

appreciation of her as sexy by supporters and members of the media, lead Curthoys and 

Johnson to argue that Hanson represents either the metaphorical figure of the ‘unruly 

woman’ or the female prophet, fearlessly and wisely leading her people ‘out of the 

wilderness’.705 In either case, Hanson challenges the moral or symbolic centrality of the 

Good Woman by her sexual display, and attacks and analyses by feminist influenced 

journalists such as Maxine McKew and Marian Wilkinson also fashion her as an ‘unruly 
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woman’. However it is Hanson’s classed identifications and identities that make their 

misogyny permissible. 

 

According to the media, the race debates of recent years have newly divided the country. 

Like the post invasion settlement patterns alluded to in the title of an article by Drusilla 

Modjeska published in the Sydney Morning Herald in early 1998, ‘Finding Words to Cross 

the Great Divide’,706 the new divisive issue of race, laid over the template of the older 

geographic, social, cultural and economic distinctions, is between cosmopolitan and 

parochial White Australians, between the ignorant and the knowing. (That the Indigenous 

don’t figure as subjects is not new). Modjeska’s title also suggests distinctive differences in 

language and cognition between the people of the temperate urbanised eastern seaboard, 

and those of the drought or flood ridden unruly rural and remote regions. 

 

As Philip Bell argues of the rise of Pauline Hanson, the media amplified her opinions on 

matters of race, thus creating a ‘race row’ centred on Hanson as a media performer, whilst 

ignoring her other extreme opinions, on the grounds that in this case she was speaking for 

‘ordinary Australians’.707 This positions her and her constituency as the silenced and 

disempowered majority in a face off with the White Australian elites. It affirms a divide 

based not so much on ‘race’ itself, but on conflicting opinions in the White Anglo 

community about ‘race’. By focusing their coverage in this way, the media in this instance 

helped construct a divide between Hanson and her supporters, the ‘racists’, and those who 

oppose her, the ‘anti-racists’.  

 

In a similar way Modjeska’s article operates to construct rather than map a divide between 

the cosmopolitan White elites who speak anti-racist and multicultural rhetoric, and other, 

lower class, provincial and racist whites. The division of Whites into racists and anti racists 

seems to coincide in the first and most obvious place with the existing divisions in 

Australian society of the advantaged and the disadvantaged. These divisions occur along 

geographical as well as economic and social fault lines. Making racism largely the province 

of the already disadvantaged or those considered culturally disadvantaged, means that 
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only particular forms and styles of racism are identified and vilified.  

 

In the Sydney Morning Herald article Modjeska tells the story of a journey she and a 

companion made from inner Sydney to St George in the plains country of Queensland 

roughly 700 kilometres west of Brisbane. This is the setting of a planned reconciliation 

meeting. This meeting, one of hundreds happening throughout Australia at the time, is 

newsworthy because the St George district is the site of the “conversion experience” of 

White pastoralist Camilla Cowley, she having “crossed the divide from the white story, and 

entered imaginatively into the black”.708 It is also the local centre for black pastoralist and 

Native title claimant Ethel Munn, elder of the Gungarri people, whose own behaviour 

inspired Cowley’s change of heart.  

 

Cowley herself describes the move she made as a pastoralist with a stake in the Wik 

debate from a position of hostility to native title claims to the position of advocating co-

existence as a “re-education”. The National Farmers Federation (NFF) and the United 

Graziers Association (UGA) had created her original hostility, Cowley claims, inducing fear 

of losing her home and way of life, by the deliberate manipulation and misrepresentation 

of the situation. Cowley’s re-education started when Munn attended a meeting of local 

graziers whose land was under claim by the Gungarri people. The Gungarri people had 

been demonised to discredit the justice of their claims and to reinforce the ‘rightful’ 

occupation of Whites. Munn stood up at that meeting and spoke to a hall of scared and 

angry White pastoralists. Impressed, but still angry herself, Cowley approached Munn after 

the meeting at the Nalingu Land Council office down the road. “The little I learnt that day 

[from Munn] caused me to lose every little scrap of fear. When I walked out of that office I 

was no longer afraid”.709 However, Munn plays only a backgrounding role in Modjeska’s 

story. Cowley noted the irony of Munn’s courageous, persistent and tolerant efforts in 

trying to have the Gungarri voice heard finally being successful because “one white 

housewife from the bush has entered the debate”.710  

 

The foreign and the familiar are used by Modjeska to map the geographic and social 
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divisions between Whites. The discomforting foreign is that country and those people “out 

there”.711 The writer, who travels with her companion, becomes ‘we’, and creates ‘us’, 

those of us who identify, see a likeness, are included in the enfolding bubble of familiarity. 

The chronology of the narrative, the anticipation of a journey, invites the reader to join 

them. The White middle class reader is persuaded into this ‘we’ through their interpolation 

as city/centre political sophisticates who share the social contempt for those lacking their 

social and moral capital, and through their own desire to be on the Good side. Together 

‘we’ travel through the pastoral borderlands and into the country of the other, the ‘they’ of 

this story.  

 

Apart from the obvious city/country division flagged in the title, Modjeska makes this 

further distinction between the country town and the ‘true’ country or bush which is both 

“at once familiar and eerily strange”,712 a liminal space. Camilla Cowley and Ethel Munn 

are both “extraordinary women”, each familiar in their different ways. Aboriginal woman 

Ethel Munn is knowable to the writer in her perceived “queenly” likeness to Faith Bandler. 

The familiarity of pastoralist Camilla Cowley is flagged in the generous descriptions 

Modjeska gives of her as particularly striking, elegant, intelligent, modest and lovely. This 

cultural capital rich corporeality which is the sign of a White womanhood in Modjeska’s 

piece, as elsewhere, is confirmed by her “conversion”.  

 

Munn’s “queenly” presence, Cowley’s idealisation and conversion, together with the 

sympathetic treatment of the pastoralist neighbours, underline another distinction between 

the true country and country people from the country of country towns. The pastoralists 

are portrayed as somewhat knowable and somewhat knowing. Like the hardy bushman of 

heroic pioneering literature, they face real hardships, drought, hard work, isolation, and 

violent death. They bear their tragedies and adversities bravely, and tell them quietly in 

“dry measured voices”.713 This ‘restraint’, an expression of respectability, valued qualities 

of normative Whiteness, renders them recognisable and their racism understandable if not 

entirely forgivable. 
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Whilst the countryside is described as both familiar and strange, the town and its White 

people are unambiguously strange. “We might as well have been visiting from the 

moon”.714 Modjeska describes a geography of “our world” and “theirs”. The distinctions 

here are not being made on the biological grounds of ‘race’, but degrees of cultural and 

class familiarity and alien-ness.  In Modjeska’s descriptions the White townspeople of St 

George are pictured as wholly degenerate types. They appear to live almost permanently 

in the public bar, and are cast in monumental time. They have not crossed Modjeska’s 

historical divide, refusing to enter ‘imaginatively’ into the present Truth. They are 

‘degenerates’, people who are portrayed as “not inhabiting history properly” as occupying 

“anachronistic space”, and who are equated with “specimens of racial regression”.715  

 

In Modjeska’s telling the faces of the townspeople are “closed” or “suspicious”, “every” 

White person in the town is “afraid”. Unlike ‘real’ country people, the townsfolk are either 

garrulous or incapable of ‘real’ conversation. When the people in the pub respond 

defensively to Modjeska’s and her friend’s questioning about reconciliation, Modjeska 

describes their speech acts as “a ghastly rhetoric”. Collectively, these are signs of excess 

that threaten to destabilise the ‘invisibility’ of normative Whiteness and its given Goodness 

that underwrites its assumption of power and privilege. 

 

Modjeska opposes the Good White Woman, in the form of her portrait of Camilla Cowley 

with whom she identifies herself, with the degenerate Maggie. Cowley has a “striking 

face”, an “urgent intelligence” and an “elegant bearing”, and her status as innocent victim, 

which Modjeska shares. 

Camilla Cowley has had threats made against her. And someone had rung before 

we’d left Sydney and said. Are you sure you want to? And then the joke—definitely 

a joke, but jokes have an edge—Are your wills in order? 

Maggie is drawn by Modjeska as not quite White a “nuggety old woman, burned to a 

crisp”, and not quite a woman “more garrulous than the men”. She’s the one identified as 

“not being afraid to talk”, all too quick to say of her Aboriginal neighbours: ‘“You can’t 
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reconcile with them. They’re dirty, untrustworthy, drunk’. Et cetera”.716

 

Maggie is momentarily humanised by Modjeska when Maggie recalls an exception, Daisy, 

who used to work as her cook when Maggie ran the pub in Goondiwindi. 

I loved Daisy. And Daisy’s children. I’d give them the last drop of blood, any of 

them. Oh yes, she said. Daisy, Daisy is different.717

But this spark of humanity is immediately extinguished by Modjeska then telling us, and 

exposing the point of the story, that Maggie did not turn up to the reconciliation meeting 

that had been arranged in the town, not even though these two out of town White women 

with upper class accents and a matronising and superior attitude to Maggie and her friends 

in the bar, whom Modjeska had described in such tones of disgust, had specially gone 

around to Maggie’s place to invite her.  

 

Modjeska confides to the reader. “We went round to Maggie’s intent on our own private 

scheme of reconciliation.” 

We hear you play the accordion, we said when she invited us into her house. Daisy 

hadn’t said she loved Maggie, only that we should ask her to sing…Nah, Maggie 

said. Haven’t played for years. It wasn’t true, and after an hour or so, and a beer 

or two, the accordion came out…She opened it up in her kitchen and, in a voice of 

startling purity, sang Blow the Wind Southerly and My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean. 

This story is not told to tell us about Maggie’s extraordinary hospitality, (would Modjeska 

have invited the stranger Maggie into her Sydney home, offered hospitality, opened herself 

so trustingly?), or of her musical gifts. Modjeska prepares us, expects that we know the 

answer already. “So would Maggie come to the reconciliation meeting?” she asks us coyly. 

My husband wouldn’t like it, she said. And my daughter wouldn’t like it. And Daisy? 

Well, maybe I’ll come, she said. But of course she didn’t.718  

“But of course she didn’t.” Modjeska had picked her from the moment she saw her, the 

day before, of course, not even the “startling purity” of Maggie’s voice had made Modjeska 

doubt her judgement. 
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Whilst ostensibly this division of Whites is based on the criteria of being racist or anti-

racist, the moral arbiter is always also positioned or located within a specific class and 

cultural context. The generally well educated, middle class people who jeer at Hanson 

supporters, and Modjeska who points her accusatory finger at the White townspeople of St 

George, are attempting to re-establish Whiteness under one or other of its preferred 

synonyms, ‘civilised people’, ‘thoughtful Australians’, as the rightful occupant of the moral 

high ground. These ‘racially neutral’ people effect this by creating rhetorical identities such 

as the ‘racist scum’ or the racist townspeople who even speak a ‘ghastly rhetoric’, a 

provisional but useful White ethnic identity. John Hartigan suggests that this rhetorical 

identity provides a “mythic, neutral space where disparaging social judgements can be 

rendered more politely…”719 Within a discourse of difference the ‘white trash/racist scum’ 

identity is marked off from the racially neutral norm and made to bear all the responsibility 

for racism. By identifying racism with another sector of the community, the enlightened 

White elites protect their own Whiteness from racialisation (and from view) and therefore 

their own normative privileges.  

 

The debates that are circulating around race have the potentially beneficial effect of 

racialising Whiteness, so that all Whites may come to experience themselves as ‘raced’, as 

culturally specific and located. To the perception of some, being a White Australian has 

become a source of shame and discomfort. This is probably a necessary and unavoidable 

starting point. However in these debates there is a danger of the focus remaining on the 

question of identifying the racists amongst us Whites, and finding that ‘the racists’ are 

neatly contained, again, in the first instance, by already denigrated groups.  

 

In Modjeska’s construction of the race debates in the specific context of the heated Native 

Title debate in Queensland, and against a background of Hansonism, history is used to 

make and to tell the difference between true and untrue, Good and Bad. There are now 

competing versions of the past, the good, true, Black story, and the bad, untrue, White 

story. This neatly reverses the association of Bad and Black history in John Howard’s use 

of Geoffrey Blainey’s term ‘black armband’ history. At the same time knowledge and 

acceptance of the true story works as a neat divider of Whites. “So the history of 
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massacres and dispossession is denied, or grudgingly accepted as something that 

belonged far in someone else’s past. History is being divided in the service of a divided 

present”.720  

 

History is not transparent, and as Michel de Certeau argued “never sure”.721 This lack of 

sureness is derived in part from the gap that de Certeau theorises between knowledge and 

the historical ‘event’.722 Each of us is situated in a particular way to knowing ‘history’. 

However the writer, both literary and academic, and the media are granted a privileged 

place of knowing as ‘those in the know’. Mark Davis argues that there is a cultural elite 

group whose power is based on accumulated cultural capital and who “secretly claim 

superior knowledge”.723. Referring specifically to a literary élite, among whom he numbers 

Modjeska, Davis describes them as “constantly at work trying to organise public space to 

suit their own ends”.724  Although Davis’s concerns are with how this public space excludes 

younger people, he characterises the cultural élites as universalist liberal humanists who 

embody a “taken-for-granted acceptance of European supremacy”.725

 

Modjeska’s main point in gesturing to authorising History is not to elevate History over 

histories. The point in her discussion of History is to use Truth, the ability to perceive it 

together with the force of moral authority it lends, as a sorter of the knowers and the 

merely known. The effect is to sharpen a point that will draw a clearer distinction between 

those guilty of racism such as the townspeople of St George in regional Queensland, and 

the rest of ‘us’ who are consumers of her words and opinions. While Modjeska talks about 

the divisions as being created by unnamed, unseen actors, she herself wields the cleaver. 

Though she is not alone in this kind of response, Modjeska divides the White community 

into Bad Whites and the others, whose anti racism and cornering of Goodness and Truth is 

implied. 

 

Another way to think about the people who support Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party, 
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and the angry defensive townspeople of St George, can be drawn out from de Certeau’s 

discussion of the uncertainty of history. De Certeau examines a specific case in history of 

the capillary movements and eruptions of social anxiety, which in the religious society and 

period he studied, took the form of sorcery and possession. These devilish eruptions 

“appear to signal an end that cannot yet be spoken…They betray before the future also an 

uncertainty, the very expression of which becomes an object of panic and repression”. 

Perhaps these present eruptions can also be thought of as both “reveal[ing] the imbalance 

of a culture (and) accelerat[ing] the process of its mutation”.726 As visible (and audible) 

signs the people of St George, and those who support Pauline Hanson’s party and policies 

alert the rest of us to the underground, the unsaid and the repressed within. At the same 

time they register the movement upwards that will rupture present ways of knowing, 

making space, perhaps, for new and different ways. 

 

Whiteys Like Us and Whiteys Like Them 

Lower or working class people and others who express overt and crudely articulated forms 

of racism are not the only groups that can be made to carry the responsibility for racism in 

Australia for the rest of us, and in doing so, act as decoys for more privileged forms of 

Whiteness. Certain stylings of Goodness deployed by the dominant group in their dealings 

with subaltern groups, particularly those that are identified with being a ‘do-gooder’, are 

extremely unfashionable amongst the sophisticated elite and are easy targets for 

scapegoating. This tension between changing stylings of White Womanhood was a 

significant subtext in the documentary Whiteys Like Us, first shown on SBS TV in 1999.727

 

The National Council for Reconciliation, established in 1991, had promoted the formation 

of study circles throughout Australia as one means of achieving its goal of attaining 

reconciliation by 2001. At the time of filming in 1998 there had been 1,500 such circles 

formed. The study circle that was filmed took place in the northern beaches area of 

Sydney, “one of Australia’s last bastions of Anglo-Saxon dominance”.728The group was a 

mixture of professionals, schoolteachers, a scientist and a retired Anglican minister, as well 

as students, a removalist, a marine manager and his assistant, and an ex-missionary. Of 
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the sixteen people in the circle, only six were men. 

 

From the outset, Lesley, the ex-missionary who had worked on an Aboriginal mission in 

the 1960’s, was the focus of the film, and of the group as it was filmed. She caused 

extreme discomfort and anger amongst the group, because she spoke what is now 

unspeakable in some circles, and because she insisted on speaking it loudly and long. She 

tried to stake out the boundaries of the discussion, and of her comfort, at the beginning by 

announcing that “the whole thing started off as a misunderstanding between the cultures” 

and that all she wanted was “one country, one nation, one language”. Whether Lesley 

belonged to One Nation was not made clear in the film; however her use of Hansonisms 

must have resonated very strongly with those in the room who were outraged by One 

Nation.  

 

Very sensitive to any criticism of Whites, Lesley pre-emptively announced on the first night 

that: 

I never ever ever saw anything but good done for Aborigines, and sure I was with 

a small tribe, 150 people. They chose to come and live beside us, and they came 

up gladly to get food, and they didn’t care what it was, and they loved 

sausages…They wouldn’t still be here if they were left to live the way they were. 

Lesley expressed disbelief and distress about the way she felt she was being treated now, 

“like a leper and murderer” and “as if I am being roasted for nothing”. Sandy, interviewed 

after the first session by the filmmaker (and one of three women used during the filming 

to reflect on the processes and problems of the group), immediately wanted to distance 

herself from Lesley. She had been sitting next to her for that session but wondered aloud 

why she had sat there. “I thought she looked like a nice little old lady”. At this stage Sandy 

is clearly tempted to demonise Lesley. 

 

Darren, the only participant obviously of a lower economic background and with 

significantly less cultural capital than the others, says things that are just as unspeakable 

as Lesley. Things like: “They get more than what we do”. “Why should we accept a 1/64 

th Aborigine who lives in a white man’s world [as an Aborigine]”? “Whites don’t get the 

same opportunities as immigrants and Aborigines”. Although it is obvious a number of the 



 217

group do not agree with him, Darren is heard. Darren had ‘explained’ his complaint of the 

lack of opportunities for Whites by confessing to the group that he was the victim of 

sexual abuse. Although this was felt by some to be inappropriate he is not rejected. 

 

Bere, another woman group member whose comments on the group are filmed outside 

the group sessions, describes Lesley’s speech as “out and out racist, and terribly hurtful to 

a lot of people”. Bere commented to the filmmaker that the group had been hoping or 

expecting to have someone to teach them until they realised that they only had each 

other. However, the group has Lesley. “If Lesley didn’t exist we would have invented her”. 

Lesley functions as an object lesson, and a scapegoat, in a way that Darren does not, at 

least not to the women chosen to comment on group processes.  

 

David Watts and a White Heritage Officer take the group out on an excursion into Sydney 

sandstone country near Kuringai Chase where they are asked to do a role-play. They are 

broken up into equal groups of ‘Blacks’ and ‘Whites’ and are told to enact the process 

necessary for the groups to reconcile. One older unidentified woman, and a particular 

friend of Darren’s, immediately broke the rules against communication between the groups 

until the processes had been gone through. She had been nominated as White and was 

found talking to a man in the group who had been nominated as Black. In answer to Watts 

who reprimanded her she explained herself by saying. 

If I’m out in the bush and meet an Aborigine then I try talking to them. If they’re a 

little bit shy at first then I try to be a friend and so increase the communication.729

Like Lesley and Darren, this woman’s lack of more sophisticated knowledge and self-

knowledge is shown up by the film. She is not invited, as are Sandy, Bere and Megan who 

are all knowing White women, to reflect on the group and group processes, and thereby to 

rehabilitate Whiteness.  

 

Bere’s remarks about the usefulness of Lesley to the group are also relevant to the film. 

Except that, in a sense, the film does ‘invent’ Lesley. Lesley (and the other two to a lesser 

extent) provides an antagonist for the film. The figure of Lesley is used to set up a conflict 

between old and fading Australian attitudes, and the enlightened ‘new class’, represented 
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by the three Good White women; between an old style of Goodness and do-gooding now 

completely rejected, seen for what it is as a painfully embarrassing style of maternalism, 

and a new kind of awareness about racism. This new kind of awareness seems to require 

‘Lesleys’ to distinguish itself. 

 

Even Better Women: Other Contests for Moral Dominance 

Moreton-Robinson describes the subject position of middle class White woman as “the 

symbol of true womanhood in Australia” which “has socially supported race and class 

privileges”. Feminist and progressive women continue to deploy this position through their 

“everyday practices”730 because they do not identify themselves as White and their 

knowledges and experiences as context specific. Some of these everyday practices might 

identify them as progressive amongst other Whites like themselves, who also don’t ‘see’ 

race except as the possession and problem of the other. Their engagements with racism 

then are a matter of moral choice, and the reward, if they take it, a position of moral 

righteousness over other ‘racist’ Whites’. 

Here one’s personal relationship with racism is through a moral position that allows 

one to put distance between oneself and other members of the dominant group 

who are evil and racist.731

Racism is the province of others, particularly classed others and/or those considered 

morally less advanced by the political and moral elites. This projection of racism functions 

to distance progressive middle class White woman from women who might compromise 

them through their shared sexual embodiment.  

 

By the strategy of in such cases dis-identifying themselves as women whilst identifying the 

difference of the other’s racism, these progressive women “can deploy the subject position 

middle-class White woman to signify virtue and purity…” 732 They morally re-centre 

themselves by identifying others who are responsible for racism and racist practices in the 

society. While this distinction has a crude form, that of finger-pointing at ‘racist scum’, an 

easily scapegoated ‘rhetorical identity’, as the distinction is made more commonly between 
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racism and race privileges, an effect in part of Whiteness Studies, distinctions have to be 

made closer to home to deflect attacks on virtue.  

 

Fiona Nicoll critiques the White assumed “proprietary relationship to virtue”733 that she 

sees at work in some White identified anti-racist discourses and activities: when Whites 

like herself who speak out against racism or on “Indigenous issues” are congratulated for 

being a “good white woman”; someone who does something for Indigenous people.734 Her 

discussion of this issue is contextualised within the conference on Unmasking Whiteness 

held in Brisbane in 1998, the papers, delivery, discussions at the conference and the 

collection of papers and reflections on issues raised by the conference published the 

following year in the collection of papers of the same name.  

 

But Nicoll here is also “deploy[ing] the subject position middle class white woman” 

signifying her virtue by distancing herself from other White woman at the conference 

whom she is in danger of being identified with on the grounds of shared sexual and raced 

embodiment, shared concern with Whiteness, even shared feminist politics. This distancing 

is flagged throughout this piece from the ‘“white talk-fest’ email from the organisers” to 

very generalised and unsubstantiated references about “white people” at the conference 

who “claimed to respect Indigenous experience in the same breath they disputed the 

existence of whiteness”. 735  

 

Nicoll has moved up onto the thinner, higher reaches of the moral high ground in a White 

on White landscape distancing herself not just from public racists, but also anti-racists who 

are not self referential.  

What was lacking in the white papers was an analysis of the relationship between 

the first and third person pronouns in their work and experience. Whiteness 

disappeared in the gap between the two statements: ‘I am not a racist’, and ‘Those 

racists’.736

I am discomfited by this piece as we share a similar concern with anti-racist practices, 
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including giving papers on Whiteness at this conference, which do not recognise the self. I 

am now cutting very close to the bone. 

 

Nicoll displays her own ‘proprietary relationship to virtue’ by drawing a clear line between 

herself, who is aware of the unflattering possibilities of being called a Good White woman, 

and those who call her that. 

My experience of being approached as a ‘good white woman’ by other white people 

when I talk publicly about Indigenous issues suggests that… what I have said has 

been misunderstood.737  

The difference, and positive distinction, Nicoll draws between herself and these naïve or 

less knowing others is explained by her: 

It shows me that these people see Indigenous people as those for whom ‘good 

white people’ should be doing—or saying—something.738

 At the same time such people are not accountable for their own Whiteness. Obviously 

these are not errors that Nicoll makes.  

 

One of the criticisms that Nicoll makes of other Whites at the conference is the use of the 

passive voice that allows escape from accountability:  

“…the passive voice is a means by which a subject attempts to extricate his/her self 

from the impact that our agency has on others. Unmasking Whiteness exposed the 

passive voice as a powerful agent wielded by white people to silence and discredit 

Indigenous people.739

Nicoll makes the point that she began her own conference paper by telling a story in the 

first person about her own “disingenuous behaviour”.740 It is a story about a dinner party 

with Indian friends where Nicoll asks one of her hosts, a journalist, why hadn’t they 

written a critique of Hansonism in the Australian press. It is explained to her that political 

commentary is not a field of journalism open to non-Anglo-Celtics. Nicoll unmasks herself. 

Now I knew this. So why did I ask in the first place? And why did I feign surprise 

when the answer was pointed out to me.741
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However, her position of virtue vis à vis the other participants is rapidly restored. Rather 

than the approval of unsavvy Whites she is affirmed as an insider by Indigenous people. 

She reports that she was approached by Indigenous people after her presentation, and 

that “[t]hose people who came to talk to me wanted to let me know that what I had said 

was absolutely true.”742  

 

Nicoll distances herself from all other White participants at the conference, either through 

critically referring to the ‘other white people’ there or ‘the white papers’ or by her specific 

critique of one participant. Whilst according to Nicoll other Whites at the conference were 

claiming to be anti-racists thus ‘disappearing’ their own Whiteness, Nicoll distanced herself 

from them by stating that she hadn’t even mixed with strongly self identified anti-racist 

Whites before.743Whilst Nicoll’s public confession of her blindness to White privilege gains 

her the approval of Indigenous people, the, by her account, ignorance or refusal of 

accountability by other White participants, led to “antagonistic encounters between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people at the conference…”744 Whilst I agree with Nicoll 

on her concern with personal accountability and therefore the use of the first person 

because Whiteness is an embodied experience, I think her distancing and scapegoating of 

other less knowing less reflexive Whites (as described by her) is a means of re-habilitating 

her own self as a Good White woman whilst disavowing it. 

 

In making the claim that “Aboriginality was the next phase of feminism”745 Germaine Greer 

appears to be claiming a new arena of moral leadership or moral vanguardism for middle 

class White women, and, by claiming that she will devote the rest of her life to it, a 

particular and privileged relationship to truth and knowledge for herself. Judging whether 

Greer is advancing the relationship between White and Indigenous Australians is not my 

concern here. What interests me here are the ways that Greer still deploys particular 

modes of being a Good White woman. Her moral high ground is secured by distance from 

the daily events of race politics in Australia, and therefore her distance from responsibility. 
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However, this claim seems not to encompass White feminists within Australia who are her 

peers as they, like their countrymen, are too caught up in the “strange nightmare” of their 

denial and will have to be shown the way. Greer shows no awareness of the debates and 

thinking that has been going on within the country, except for her assessment that 

younger people were “getting it”.746Greer here claims a similar relationship to knowledge 

and truth that Modjeska and Nicoll claim. While Modjeska mapped her claims of distinction 

across the Great Divide between inner city elites and country townspeople and Nicoll 

claims distance from the problematic good intentions of cosmopolitan anti-racists, 

expatriate and metropolitan centred Greer seems to be claiming greater access to the 

truth and insight than those Whites limited by their nearsighted provincialism. 

 

Visits in recent years have given rise to stories that Greer will no longer enter Australia 

unless she is welcomed and given permission by Aboriginal elders. Aileen Moreton-

Robinson records an occasion when she was asked, as a Quandamooka elder, to meet a 

plane coming in at dawn to welcome and give permission to enter Australia to one of its 

passengers (Greer is not named in Moreton-Robinson’s book). On a recent visit it was 

reported that Greer: 

…failed to advise Aboriginal elders of her arrival in Brisbane today despite claiming 

last year she would never set foot on Australian soil without being welcomed by its 

traditional owners.747

Greer denied that this was the import of her statement, saying rather that it was a 

recognition of Aboriginal country.748

 

A story has also circulated in the media, making “world headlines” in 2000, that Greer 

“tearfully dubbed herself an ‘honorary Aborigine’”.749Although on this visit Greer claimed to 

have been “massively misrepresented”,750 she has described the circumstances in a café in 

Fitzroy, Melbourne, in which she claims she had been ‘adopted’ by a group of Kulin 
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women.751 Both these stories produce her as a moral text, an example from which the rest 

of White Australia can and should learn, and which gives her the status of a Good White 

Woman as opposed to those grubbied by proximity to national histories and everyday 

practices. 

 

While it is difficult to establish what Greer actually said, and even more difficult to know 

what she meant, it is clear that she has not persuaded some traditional owners of the 

authenticity of her expressions of concern. It was reported at the time of Greer’s visit to 

Brisbane to speak at the Ideas at the Powerhouse that the Turrbal Association principal 

advisor and traditional owner, Ade Kukoyi “accused Greer of being a hypocrite who only 

paid lip-service to reconciliation from the comfort of her English home.”752What is clear 

from Greer’s recent writing is that despite, or consistent with, her didactic claim in 

Brisbane that “Aboriginality is the next phase of feminism”753the struggle against racism is 

very much subsumed beneath the struggle against sexism, and, it could be argued, the 

struggle of Indigenous people used to help feminism, flagging as the moral leader of 

liberation movements, retake the moral centre stage.   

 

In the opening pages of The Whole Woman, Greer asserts that the aim of women’s 

liberation is “to do as much for female people as has been done for colonized nations” thus 

neatly splitting the experiences and sites of oppression of Black women into those of sex 

and race. By splitting those in this way Greer can then make Black women a feminist 

constituency despite the rejection of this split by many Black women.754Greer seeks, and 

finds, her ‘whole woman’ of the title beyond the west, where they are, it seems, merely 

dupes of western consumerism or hanging out for the lollies of equality feminism. Greer 

finds living rebukes to ‘lifestyle feminists’ amongst the women of Nicaragua who are 

sterilised without anaesthetics.755She finds her ‘whole women’ in “segregated societies”, 

and amongst the Osage women in Oklahoma, and the Anmatyerre, and Pitjantjatara 

women in Central Australia. These women become the new moral texts elevated by her as 
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a rebuke to western ‘lifestyle feminists’.  

 

However, “my strong women” as she possessively and familiarly names the latter, all too 

soon succumb to the same forces, they  

thrust their muscular feet into high heels and learnt to totter: they stuffed their 

useful breasts into brassieres and instead of mothers’ milk fed commercial formulae 

made up with dirty water to their children; they spent their tiny store of cash on 

lipstick and nail varnish, and were made modern.756

Their experiences under colonial regimes based on the justification of racial difference that 

dispossessed them of their land and cultural identities founded in that land are erased. 

They become yet more living examples of the seductions of western capitalism, and 

lifestyle feminism and underline the need for the moral leadership of Greer. 

 

Greer’s claims on her visit to Brisbane and in her recent writing all work to re-centre her as 

a moral crusader. This is shown not only on behalf of her take on feminism, or women’s 

liberation as she still prefers, and which she says is not about assimilation, but about 

asserting difference, endowing that difference with dignity and prestige, and insisting on it 

as a condition of self-definition and self-determination757but also in her self appointed role 

as the leader of a change in White Australian consciousness because other Whites “were 

not getting it”.758Greer sees White feminists like herself playing a special role in making a 

new relationship with Aboriginal Australia due to their special virtues:  

It must be done with humility. The masculine power structure can’t do this because 

it can’t bend.759

Greer positions herself here not just as an expatriate, but as someone who has found the 

answers, no longer one of ‘us’ “my own [white] people who can’t consume this toxic 

cocktail of guilt”,760 but the knowledgeable cosmopolitan. She speaks from the perspective 

of the metropolis, the old heart of empire from where Australians are often depicted as 

unknowing and unsophisticated. 
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Conclusion 

Unlike Mike Steketee who found journalist Margo Kingston’s  “agonising” over her complex 

responses to Pauline Hanson “too much for my liking” because “it distracts from the more 

absorbing and important insights”,761 I found it refreshing. Instead of using Hanson to 

mark the distance between Good and Bad, and to positively distinguish herself through her 

rejection of racists, Kingston decided on a policy of “constructive engagement” in her 

dealings with Hanson. As a journalist, Kingston had a professional problem accompanying 

Hanson on her campaign for the seat of Blair in Queensland. At times she was aware that 

the public/private divide was compromised by the very informality of the campaign and by 

Hanson’s lack of intermediaries. Louise Maher from Radio 2UE expressed concern that 

Kingston was getting ‘“too close’ to be objective” which Kingston countered was due to the 

lack of the usual codes of conduct which were “replaced with a void”. Instead of just 

crumbling under the threat of the lack of objectivity, Kingston decides: “I had to find my 

own balance”.762

 

Constructive engagement is described by Kingston as an alternative to “exiling Hanson 

from the mainstream” on the issue of race and leaving her “to the far right to tutor her on 

race”.763 Kingston wonders about the outcome if, instead of just being demonised, Hanson 

had been positively engaged with on issues of race.  

I’d made up my mind at the start of the campaign to try to maintain an honest 

dialogue with her on race, to find out if she really was racist by design. I felt that if 

people of differing views couldn’t talk about race constructively there was no 

chance of moving beyond divisiveness to reconciliation. There didn’t seem any 

point in persisting with the media myth that she was some sort of monster who 

needed to be slain.764

Throughout her account, Kingston attempts to do this within the context of a mutually 

respectful relationship. 

 

This approach was made more difficult for Kingston by the reaction of those in both her 
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professional and her private life. 

Throughout my Queensland tour, my purely observational reporting had triggered 

digs from colleagues at fraternising with the enemy, and some plain disgust. ‘So 

you’ve fallen for Pauline Hanson,’ one senior press gallery journalist remarked. 

‘You’ll have to be disinfected before I see you,’ my partner said. My feeling of being 

personally on trial only intensified during the 1998 federal election campaign.765

These comments take on an extra potency in the context of Kingston’s lesbianism, and the 

implication, for those ‘in the know’ who made them, that Kingston’s ‘objectivity’, or refusal 

to paint a one dimensional picture of Hanson, was compromised by her sexual interest. At 

the same time these critics overlooked the fact that Kingston was a Queenslander and was 

able to keep in mind both the still fresh in memory historical baggage that Queenslanders 

carried in relation to the treatment of Aboriginal people, and the repression of the Bjelke-

Peterson government that made Queensland a place to escape from for the younger 

Kingston, as well as the long standing demonising of Queenslanders by more cosmopolitan 

southerner elites. 

 
Cowley and Kingston both made themselves vulnerable to attack but also to uncertainty of 

boundaries and knowledge, a necessary prelude to acknowledgement of the other. This 

entering into dialogue seems to me to be the mechanism that Camilla Cowley identifies as 

the significant factor in her change of heart and mind. In a similar vein I suggest that the 

efforts of Whites who want to act well, rather than be seen to be Good, and who want to 

develop an anti-racist practice, will not be sustained or successful by the division into 

‘them’ and ‘us’, racist and anti-racist Whites. This is not an argument directed against anti-

racist activism, but against an undifferentiated attack by isolating a particular group of 

Whites as racists, usually those in economically, culturally and socially non-dominant 

groups, and those who can be portrayed as less knowing. This firstly positions the attacker 

as the ‘knower’, the one who has no need to change. Secondly it positions particular 

others as simply the object of their knowledge. It reinforces the distancing between self 

and other that enables scapegoating. This again leaves no room for the incorporation or 

the recognition of these others. It works to uphold the existing economic, cultural and 

social divisions and distinctions. Lastly it leaves less visible forms of individual racism as 

well as institutional racism that support the privileges of Whiteness untouched. 
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This focus on White women with anti-racist politics who derive a sense of superiority over 

other White women from their political investments is not an argument that all White 

women involved in the struggle against racism, both privately and publicly, are just finding 

another arena to practice their racial superiority as Good White Women. I think 

involvement in the struggle by dominant Whites in Australia against both institutionalised 

and their own learned individual racism is both utterly necessary, and potentially positive. 

Lucashenko, in a paper written more recently than the one quoted from at the beginning 

suggests that things are beginning to change, and that there is a growing understanding 

amongst some Whites, including feminists, that Indigenous people are as complicated, as 

varied, as themselves, and as similar to and different from members of White Australian 

society.766However, unexamined Whiteness in White women, that does not involve an 

exploration of the ways that the construction of White Womanhood involves negative 

comparison with others, and the invoking of superior insights or motives that arise from 

the use of, and the consequent self construction of and by White women of themselves as 

moral texts, means that this political identification can be and sometimes is used by White 

women as a way of maintaining their moral, political and other dominance. 
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5. Whitening women 
 

Introduction 

Good White women have been portrayed as representative of the uplifting and refining 

effects of the civilisation of the White west within imperialist discourses. They have also 

been invested with signifying power as the emblem of the nation, and the image of White 

womanhood has been used to represent the ethical heart of family and community life. 

The responsibility for the maintenance of the Whiteness of Australia that falls on these 

women, including their role in the regulation and elevation of White motherhood as a duty 

of citizenship,767 reflects what Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias found in their study of 

the relationship between women and the nation; that women have the responsibility of 

maintaining racial and ethnic homogeneity, of maintaining boundaries, through appropriate 

reproduction as well as through the passing on of racial ideologies. 768  

 

Approved styles of femininity and feminine beauty have been constructed concurrently 

with western exclusionary discourses of sexism, racism and class difference. Both the 

racial health of the White Anglo nation and the racial superiority of middle class White 

people have been read off women’s bodies as, alternately, the signs of moral and physical 

degeneracy have been understood to be legible on the body. 

The female body developed into a text enabling literate people to establish moral 

differences between themselves and other social and ethnic groups.769

Appearance became both a test and proof of inner qualities and social distinction of both 

the individual and the group. White middle class women who successfully discipline the 

body in conformity with the current White ideal become the living moral texts that affirm 

the status of the normative group. 

 

In a post national, post modern, and fast globalising border melting context, White political 

identities such as sex, class and race have become unfixed or uncertain in some ways.  

Bodies, despite being subject to fashion, still seem to be relatively constant depositories of 
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meaning and identification; particularly of the meanings that are valued as identifiers of 

White prestige and privilege. For example, jolly fat women are not the new ideal types 

despite the class levelling (or maybe just uncertainty whilst boundaries are being re-

drawn) effect of the drive for happiness above material success that is a feature of 

contemporary White western societies including Australia. Maybe the growing diffusion of 

identity borders loads the body with even greater significance as a means of race and class 

identification. 

 

With racist structures persisting in the Australian polity, the middle class White woman is 

still vested with the task of witnessing the superiority of the dominant group through her 

cultivated and disciplined outer form. She must work on herself to exemplify the link 

between the ideal White body, a culturally specific and class associated aesthetic, and 

moral and mental superiority through its inscriptions of control over the self. She has the 

responsibility of attaining beauty of ‘form and face’ and of disciplining excesses so as to 

achieve what Nancy Armstrong terms the ‘elite body’, a “highly aestheticized” body as 

opposed to the “stockiness” of the othered body.770 The removal or improving of 

denigrated markings, markings like ‘stockiness’ that do double work as signs of denigrated 

class as well as of raced otherness, which better align the improved or refined body with a 

White ideal is, I argue here, part of a Whitening process and significant processes in the 

production of normative White womanhood.  

 

The panics and phobias around fat and the effects of aging, and the feelings of low self 

esteem associated with these bodily effects, have become a national and cultural fixation 

in recent years. Fears about fat and the effects of aging are also the subject of vigilant 

self-surveillance by women, but the distress and dissatisfaction seems greatest amongst 

those with cultural capital and privileges to protect. For example, research by the Eating 

Disorders Foundation reported that over 70% of young Australian women in the general 

population have a desire to be thinner, but that around 94% of female university students 

in Australia express the desire to be thinner. Of this group, 31% are underweight to begin 

with.771 However, the phenomenon of body phobias, the abjecting and expulsions and the 

refining and smoothing, associated with the cult of thinness has also proceeded to move 
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out, and down, from the White middle class in White western countries.772 This can be 

seen in this work in the way that these norms are being applied to sections of the non-

Anglo community by the cosmetic surgery and cosmetic products industries, an offer not 

only to Whiten skin and certain ethnicised features, but to give this Whiteness an Anglo 

Australian flavour.  

 

The fear of fat and its partnering cult of thinness and the associated problem of eating 

disorders are, Mervat Nasser argues, a symptom of widely felt distress at what she terms 

“culture chaos” which is experienced when cultures “appeared to be at a crossroads”773. 

This is a description that fits the situation in Australia where an almost morbid fear of fat 

and obsession with perfecting the body that go well beyond reasonable health concerns, 

are in evidence at a time when many cultural givens, including the centrality and 

assumptions of the old White Anglo order, are under challenge.  

 

As object of the gaze in the visual economy, women act as signifiers of individual and 

group superiority as well as social inferiority. As the appearance of Good White women act 

as the visible signs of the superiority of their race and class, and therefore justification for 

the privileges of Whiteness, challenges to these privileges produce panics around the 

‘fitness’ of these bodies. Concern about the state of the White women’s body is, in part, an 

expression of anxieties around race and cultural power. Here I examine these anxieties as 

they are played out in the perfecting and, by the alignment with middle class White norm, 

the process of Whitening of women’s bodies; in particular those bodies that best embody 

Whiteness. A sign of this Whitening is the linking of a particular appearance, represented 

by the ideal White body, with the ethical and the presence of ‘spirit’ 

 

The present anxiety around the fitness of the White body shows itself in the rapid 

acceleration in the demand for the services of the body improvement industries. In the 

report of the Health Care Complaints Commission Committee (HCCC) who conducted the 

Cosmetic Surgery Inquiry for the NSW Minister of Health it is claimed that this industry has 

doubled between the mid 1990’s and the completion of the report in 1999.774It is 
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estimated that there were 50,000 cosmetic surgical procedures, and 200,000 cosmetic 

medical procedures performed in Australia in 1998.775 Overwhelmingly, these surgical and 

cosmetic procedures are carried out on White middle class women.  

 

Social concerns with the fitness of White women’s bodies requires the regulation but also 

the complicity of these women. Middle class White women share with White men of their 

own class investments in the political, economic and cultural privileges that flow from their 

raced and classed structural dominance. However White women also occupy an ambiguous 

and unstable position in their relation to the norms of this group because of the potent 

ways that their sexually marked bodies have been analogously linked to otherness, whilst 

at the same time being used to act as markers of the always uncertain limits of civilisation. 

They have an emblematic status, but an unreliable one. A middle class White woman’s 

appearance requires constant Whitening to buffer and stabilise her status as a sign of 

normativity and of group superiority.  

 

At the same time, middle class White women are privileged by greater cultural and 

symbolic capital (which usually translates into higher levels of income and leisure and 

better access to health and education services) than are poor and working class women. 

This means that while their bodies are not usually marked by hard physical work and poor 

diet, they usually have more disposable income to spend on and a greater cultural 

investment in caring for or ‘improving’ their bodies; smoothing out wrinkles, slimming by 

exercising and dieting, utilising surgical and cosmetic technologies to produce more 

socially desired ‘looks’. These techniques and technologies, together with the 

accompanying discourses, work to erase corporeal markings that have become associated 

with negatively raced, classed and ethnic bodies at the same time as they re-affirm the 

integrity, civility and modernity of the White body.  

 

White women’s bodies are the point of confluence of a specific network of discourses and 

practices related to improving or perfecting the body. Australian middle class White women 
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are implicated in this network in similar ways to middle class, White American and British 

women with whom they share many cultural similarities. At the same time there is a 

specific history to Whiteness in Australia as a set of justifying and privileging discourses 

and practices. These act on the body and are enacted by the body in diverse ways.  

 

Whilst certain practices, from extremely invasive ones such as cosmetic surgery to less 

invasive ones like dieting and exercising, have visible effects, the effects of discourses are 

no less material. Whilst it has been argued that Whiteness is ‘merely’ a discourse,776  

Judith Butler argues: 

discourses do actually live in bodies. They lodge in bodies; bodies in fact carry 

discourses as part of their own lifeblood.777

The presently circulating discourses of corporeal perfectibility claim to make the desired 

improvements to a woman’s ‘inner beauty’ as well as her outer appearance. For example, 

the beauty section of an Australian magazine, promoting a broad range of invasive and 

non-invasive beauty treatments, is indexed as “the essentials for body and soul”.778In the 

same issue of this magazine there is an article on a new craze in cosmetic surgery “to 

create the perfect ‘designer vagina’”. Surgery is promoted to not only enhance the vaginal 

exterior, presumably to eliminate the ‘mutant’779 features, but also to allow women to 

become virgins again.780 Bodily perfection and spiritual or moral purity are linked as the 

goal of these products and procedures. 

 

Disciplinary practices to regulate diet have been associated with moral worth and the 

wider moral order since at least the 6th century BC in the west, an association that 

continues into the present.781 However, as Michel Foucault argues, it was in the discourses 

of the nineteenth century in White western societies that inner truth came to be seen as 

analogous to the outer form.782 Because beauty ‘of face and form’ has been read as a sign 

of moral development, as well as of well being, the desire for beauty may be understood 
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as “a desire to be good”. 

…the invocation ‘to be beautiful’ seems to be intended to act regulatively as a 

means of curbing the pleasures of beauty and promoting its goodness…the 

movement tends towards the absorption and transformation of beauty into 

goodness.783

These readings of a woman’s appearance as moral texts, providing signs of either virtue or 

vice suggest that the beauty and fitness obsessions in contemporary Australia can be read 

as desiring and accumulating Whiteness, a form of Goodness in this society. Through the 

practice of differentiating of Good and Bad bodies, the morality of the marked other is 

compromised,784 becoming associated with death, dirt, disorder, loss of control, excess 

and imperfection. 

 

In the context of naturalised Whiteness and the disembodied White ideal, in which the 

White raced body is rendered invisible as White in dominant forms of representation, 

embodiment carries its own peculiar charge for White people. Dyer describes the tension 

between the ideal of White disembodiment and actual embodiment as Whites both 

positing their assumed purity in the idea of transcendence and in producing themselves as 

racially pure.785 The emphasis is on being both spiritually and physically perfected in the 

pursuit of being able to “master and transcend the white body.”786 As White women have 

had to carry the limitations of being specifically sexed, enabling White men to just be in 

modern White western societies, in turn White women can just be women by pushing race 

(and class) identities onto their others, they themselves perhaps “thirsting after 

transcendence”.787 The “ontological spoor” of the ideal citizen “is left on the black body”788 

as well as, for example, the body of the poor White man or woman and the mannish (a 

working class styling) lesbian789 as well as women in general; all to a greater or lesser 

degree depending on the interaction of the materialised identities of race, class and sex.  
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While all White women’s distance from the White ideal is commonly based on their sex, for 

many this distance and difference is compounded by their class and ethnic identities and 

for some their sexuality, which insofar as these are discernible, or embodied, further 

compromise their Whiteness. The other ‘imperfections’ of embodiment such as disability, 

aging, being overweight, or of particular body shapes also compromise White women’s 

identity with the norm; not only because bodies marked in these ways fall short of 

perfection but also because of the history of the association of certain qualities in the 

construction of this White norm.  

 

White feminist challenges to White men’s assumed position of transcendence, or at least 

as the template of humanity, over the last thirty or so years has had the effect of drawing 

attention to their specificity as sexed subjects and their limitations as the point of 

sameness or universality from which all difference is marked. As one consequence, men’s 

bodies are themselves beginning to become the object of discourses of technologically and 

medically driven bodily perfecting, as well as the target of bodily improvement product 

marketing.790 However, despite this beginning of change to the ways that men are 

positioned, at this time the discourses and practices of perfecting directed at women are 

still far more numerous and more powerful. White women’s bodies are still the privileged 

carriers of Whiteness and as such racial anxieties are focused on them. 

 

Feminist theorist Sandra Bartky argues that the disciplinary discourses and practices 

directed at women are intended to produce a body “of a certain size and general 

configuration” with a “specific repertoire of gestures, postures, and movements” and that 

they are “directed towards the display of this body as an ornamented surface”.791 

However, such understanding of these discourses and practices as only oppressive of 

women, privileging sex over race and class in their analysis, together with the feminist 

universalising use of ‘women’, has meant that the relationship between Whiteness and the 

ideology of femininity has not been adequately recognised. 
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My analysis is at odds with the focus on (White) woman’s bodies as the site simply or 

solely of oppression, and of woman’s heroic fight against her oppression, expressed here 

by Germaine Greer: 

A woman’s body is where she fights for liberation. It is through her body that 

oppression works, reifying her, sexualising her, victimising her, disabling her. Her 

physicality is the medium for others to work on her; her job is to act as viceroy, 

presenting her body for their ministrations, and applying to her the treatments they 

have ordained.792

Whilst I agree with Greer that White women’s bodies are a potent site of power relations, I 

see these power relations not only in terms of repression and resistance, but as also 

productive of positive political and economic benefits for White women in a White 

privileging society. Whiteness, and the desire for Whiteness, is erased in these analyses by 

their narrowed focus on the bodies under consideration as sexed bodies, rather than sexed 

bodies constructed through and in relationship with their raced (and classed) experiences 

and identity.  

 

Whilst I do not reject the feminist arguments that make a link between the burgeoning 

beauty and fitness industries and women’s growing social and political power since the 

resurgence of a feminist movement, I argue that White women, and women aspiring to 

being seen as White or Whiter, are not just victims of social control, nor just agents 

engaged in pleasurable self-production, but agents who also experience race anxiety and 

who desire to protect the privileges of Whiteness. Normativity requires women to distance 

themselves, as much as their sexed embodiment allows them and in the ways that their 

sexed body allows them, from those groups that the White norm constructs itself against. 

This analysis of the Whitening techniques, offered to and responded to by women to align 

themselves with White norms, is intended to complement as well as to contest existing 

feminist analyses of the normalisation practices of the ‘body beautiful’ industries.  

 

Advances in western science and technologies have changed ways of thinking about the 

body, from the determinist idea of the body as a machine to a more recent idea of it as 
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‘cultural plastic’,793 with arguments continuing over the limits to its plasticity. 

Contemporary technologies such as cosmetic surgery and its array of tools together with 

specific exercising regimes, diets and drugs all contribute to prevailing discourses of 

choice. Popular culture circulates these discourses, telling us that “we can “choose” our 

own bodies’.794 So changing the body, so that it looks ‘Whiter’ is not political, it is merely 

freedom of choice. However, our choice of body type is heavily proscribed. The content of 

the images of this ‘desired’ body is not arbitrary “but instead suffused with the dominance 

of gendered, racial, class and other cultural iconography…”795 The language of ‘choice’ that 

is suggested by mainstream cultural productions effaces or denigrates all kinds of 

difference in the pursuit of the ideal normalised body, as well as to veil its commitments to 

the normative White body and western cultural and political dominance.  

 

Nasser takes the view about White western women that, because of the pressure of 

fashion, the attacks on self esteem that arise from the pervasive and powerful 

consciousness of weight and the competitive environment in which thinness is rewarded: 

some women had no choice but to identify with the thinness ideal which would not 

only render them more beautiful and attractive but could also provide them with an 

important credential for success and professional enhancement.796

Whilst I recognise that Mervat’s assessment of the pressure on women to conform is 

accurate and disagree with the position that women’s participation in an industry such as 

cosmetic surgery is fully self-chosen797, I do not agree with Nasser that there is “no 

choice”. Whilst the intentions of the subjects can only be inferred, particular bodily 

inscriptions are represented to “command or induce”798 particular behaviours and the take 

up of these disciplinary and inscriptive practices are rewarded.  

 

In this chapter I recognise the ways that race, sex and class identities mutually constitute 

each other and look at the relationship between these mutually referent identities and 
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successful White embodiment in White mainstream Australian women. I argue the 

discourses and practices promoting the perfected body are, in part, an expression of the 

desire to Whiten and to accumulate and protect the privileges of Whiteness. These 

discourses and practices take the form of a regime that normalises the look by positing an 

ideal, or a series of ideals, based on features and qualities that are more easily or usually 

expressed by, or attributed to, middle class White Anglo women in this society. Self 

disciplinary practices such as dieting, exercise, deportment, removal of body hair, 

application of skin care products and cosmetics are complemented by medical and 

technological interventions. By these means Whiteness can be affirmed and accumulated 

by already White women, differentially according to how successfully the body is brought 

into alignment with the cultural ideal.  

 

I focus mainly on already White but not perfected (and because of their sexed materiality 

not perfectible) women. This is not to argue that these are the only women interpellated 

by these industries, or that there are not women outside this group aspiring to Whiteness 

or a closer alignment with the White norm who may undertake these practices. Pressures 

do bear down on others including those outside White western societies. As Nasser argues, 

the recent rise in eating disorders and the horror of obesity in non-western countries “is an 

effect of the globalising of culture including of the mass media”, “with their emphasis on a 

certain look” and economic systems which, on the one hand, are “set in motion through 

modern imperialism”, and on the other, have produced an identification with the west.799  

  

However, these other women are differently situated in relation to these norms and, as 

demonstrated by the models and images used in industry advertising material, are only 

interpellated as potentially closer approaching the norm through the elimination of the 

obvious signs of their gross difference, for example such as the directing of rhinoplasty at 

the erasure of the hump of the ‘middle eastern’ nose and the increasing of the signs of 

sameness, such as the enhancements of the eyelids of the ‘Asian’ person. Whilst some 

differences can be modified or Whitened certain features of materialised raced, ethnic 

classed and sexualised bodies are stubborn impediments to Whiteness and its privileges.  
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The basis of my argument is that in Australia these industries offer women the chance to 

rid their body of signs of race and class denigrated otherness, and to re-iterate their 

loyalty to the norm which holds in place an imaginary White centre. At the same time, 

White middle class women, or those aspiring to Whiteness, who work hard to elevate, to 

smooth out, or to rid themselves of their own bodies’ unacceptable features, or pay to 

have it done, are rewarded if successful by being granted greater acceptability and cultural 

centrality expressed through such things as material rewards. This is not to argue that all 

White women who act in these ways are solely or consciously motivated by the desire for 

Whiteness, but the fact that their privileges increase along with their remuneration in 

proportion to their alignment with normativity suggests a troubling relationship between 

these White women, these industries and Whiteness 

 

In a society characterised by naturalised White dominance and prestige, the cultural 

identities sought by women through corporeal inscriptions potentially both comply with 

and resist normative Whiteness. On the one hand these inscriptions differentiate or 

individualise: 

by making it possible to measure gaps, to determine levels, to fix specialities…the 

norm introduces, as a useful imperative and as a result of measurement, all the 

shading of individual differences.800  

On the other, they also inscribe a social and political relationship to a historically located, 

culturally specific, power invested norm. My argument depends on a notion of agency that 

can be both creative and complicitous. 

 

In this chapter I examine some of the debates around bodily inscriptions and their 

meanings that inform my work. Then, I examine the way the White feminine ideal was 

constructed by abjecting parts and kinds of bodies. I also look at some of the ways that 

the ideal changes over time and outline aspects of the current ideal, showing how 

Goodness and Badness have been ascribed to parts or states of (White) women’s bodies. 

The claims I make are then tested against material produced by and about the femininity 

industry in Australia. I have concentrated most attention on cosmetic surgery through 

industry produced magazines and websites. To support this research I have also looked at 
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other mainstream magazines for women and other material in the public domain that 

targets those women who feel unhappy, or can be persuaded to feel unhappy with their 

bodies. My analysis has centred on the ways that Whiteness in the form of the White body 

ideal has been offered at these sites; rather than the recognition of difference that one 

might expect in a society that describes itself as multicultural, and in a nation that is in a 

process of recognition and reconciliation with its Indigenous peoples.  

 

Inscribing and Reading Race on the Body  

Elizabeth Grosz argues that corporeal inscriptions “quite literally constitute bodies and help 

to produce them as such,”801 and, that cultural variations including race, class and sex are 

marked on bodies both by involuntary (and sometimes violent) means, and by voluntary 

means but that body inscriptions “usually require the active compliance of the subject”.802 

Ann Balsamo, who shares Grosz’s perspective on agency being something more than ‘false 

consciousness’ or culturally enforced self-surveillance, argues that women who undertake 

inscriptions such as cosmetic surgery “could be seen as using their bodies as a vehicle for 

staging cultural identities” rather than “simply one more site where women are passively 

victimized” 803 which is the way many feminists have understood such inscriptions.804  

 

In her work on inscriptions, Grosz rejects the separation of the lived experience of the 

body from subjectivity, from falling into a mind/body dualism that privileges the mind and 

psychological/cultural processes over the materiality of the body conceived of as “a blank, 

passive page”.805 The plasticity of the body, then, has its limits in so far that thinking 

about the body as endlessly pliable means falling again into the problem of the mind/body 

split.806 Grosz also rejects a nature/culture split that posits a pre-inscriptive ‘natural’ body. 

Instead, she theorises the body as a “threshold” between nature and culture, being “both 

natural and cultural”.807 Grosz’s idea of the ‘lived body’ emphasises the cultural/ political/ 

historical locatedness of the body and emphasises that a body cannot be thought of as just 
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neutral, the “blank” page, but always involved, always intentional and always implicated.  

 

These inscriptions are not just in the form of superficial markings such as clothing and 

other adornments, but can be read on the naked body, being produced by;  

the body’s disciplinary history, by its habitual patterns of movement, by the 

corporeal commitments it has undertaken in day-to-day life. It is in no sense a 

natural body, for it is as culturally, racially, sexually, possibly even as class 

distinctive, as it would be if it were clothed.808   

Both involuntary and voluntary inscriptions give the body, “the cultural product”,809 its 

significant social and political identity, making the body a particular and recognisable 

type.810  

 

Grosz is reaffirming that the materiality of the body is not determinate, that it cannot be 

understood just in terms of its biology. She argues that the body is a:  

political object par excellence; its forms, capacities, behaviour, gestures, 

movements, potential are primary objects of political contestation. As a political 

object, the body is not inert or fixed. It is pliable and plastic material, which is 

capable of being formed and organised.811

Worrying that the social embeddedness of the body may be lost by an overemphasis on 

the plasticity of the body in some feminist writings, Pippa Brush underlines Grosz’s view of 

the body as a political object, asserting how the body can be manipulated by the material 

and disciplinary exercise of power, by the inscription “on the body of the standards, 

norms, and disciplinary judgements of society”.812 However an overemphasis on the body 

as political object re-asserts the view of women as only subjected to oppressive power 

relations, not also as agents and beneficiaries of, as well as resisters of, such practices and 

relations.  

 

This view of the body as political object underplays the use that the subject can make of 
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disciplinary or material micro practices to sign power, in the form of these same standards 

and norms, onto the body. These practices align that body with the powerful norm and 

mark a distance between this body and the bodies that are socially abjected. Brush does 

note that the particular set of inscriptive techniques and accompanying discourses she is 

considering, cosmetic surgery, “effaces racial difference”813but she does not notice that the 

norms and “disciplinary judgements” are inscribing a sameness that actually re/marks a 

denigrated calibrated difference.  

 

Neither does Grosz give an account of the mutual constitution and interdependence of 

sexual and racial (and class) inscription on the bodies constituted by inscription. This very 

interactive mutuality means that the inscription of sexed bodies as sexed bodies (and here 

Grosz does say that similarly inscribed male and female bodies can, and usually do signify 

different things814) depends on and is inflected by the network of race relations that those 

bodies are active within. The success of the inscription of sexed bodies that deny this 

mutual constitution is also dependent on the materiality of the body. The materiality of the 

body although not determinate still means that these norms are only differentially 

attainable. A young woman who has fair skin, symmetrical features, straight-ish blonde(d) 

hair, an aquiline nose, a slim fit body, who is affluent enough to afford ‘improvements’ as 

she and the market determine that she requires them, is, with some small efforts perhaps, 

already in a position of close alignment with the cultural/political norms.  

 

In industry inscriptive discourses the body is understood to be “inherently defective or 

unsatisfactory”815and in need of improvement and enhancement.  The cosmetic surgeon 

who carries out a job of cultural policing of the necessary improvements: 

disciplines the unruly female body by first fragmenting it into isolated parts ― face, 

hair, legs, breast ― and then redefining those parts as inherently flawed and 

pathological.816

Although the feminist theorists know that these discourses of the improvement industry 

have in mind women’s bodies, they do not interrogate which women’s bodies are referred 
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815 Brush 1998, op cit, p 29 
816 Balsamo cited in ibid, p 29 
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to, to what kind(s) of female bodies’ do these fragmentary parts belong, or which bodies 

are abjected? If the list had included eyelid or nose ‘improvements’, and wrinkle erasing 

and lifting, for example, rather than just the homogenising ‘face’, it would have given the 

reader a more complete picture of who is being interpellated by these discourses and what 

features, and meanings, are being targeted by the practitioners and the industry. The 

fragmentation which the cosmetic surgery industry employs, as well as other inscriptive 

techniques and discourses that target particular parts of the body as needing 

improvement, helps to obscure the systemising of the cultural  (sex, race ethnicity, class) 

norms that are being policed and regulated as well as to reinforce body/mind and 

nature/culture dualisms. To understand what kinds of bodies are being pathologised we 

must interrogate the fragmentation of the body to the individual parts and features of the 

individual.  

 

Alphonso Lingis compared the inscriptions of the ‘primitive body’ with that of the ‘civilised 

body’, arguing that the inscriptions of the former, such as tattoos and cicatrixes, were 

easily read identity messages “all surface effects”, whilst the latter pointed to a mysterious 

psychical interior “a depth body”, a subjectivity not so easily known.817 This is the familiar 

distinction, and boundary which needs policing, between the material and the enspirited 

body. Lingis then goes on to argue that “savage inscription” invests that body with erotic 

meanings and sensitivities beyond the biologically given erotic zones.818Whilst Lingis is 

concerned with inscriptions applied to the body that produce these effects, his thinking 

about these intentional inscriptions suggests to me a way of thinking about the ‘living’ 

inscriptions of the lived body; those effects of living that leave traces on the body.  

 

The traces I am referring to here are those that are abjected in this White western society 

on White bodies because of the concern for boundary integrity; the marks that distance 

the body from the normative, ‘civilised’, transcendent White body and: 

make real  the subject’s social, sexual, familial, marital or economic position or 

identity within a social hierarchy.819

                                                           
817 In Elizabeth Grosz 1994, p 139 
818 Ibid, p 139 
819 Grosz’s description of what can be read off “cicatrizations and scarifications” on Lingis’s savage body. P 
140 
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Whilst Lingis argues that certain markings eroticise the body, in the case of the markings I 

am concerned with here it seems more a matter of materialising the body in ways that 

supposedly make the body easily read as a sexed, raced or classed body. These markings 

intensify the materiality through fleshy lumpiness and wrinkles, surface effects, excesses 

and asymmetries which act as reminders of the savage body. 

 

The inscriptions that feminist theorists like Grosz usually associate with the production of 

an idealised sexed body are, at the same time, used to make the body White or Whiter. By 

this I don’t mean only physically White, as most White people do not see themselves as 

‘coloured’ in this sense. Rather, these inscriptions produce ‘women’ which embody the 

attributes of Whiteness including the fiction of raced invisibility. Inscriptive practices, using 

the language of sexual difference and femininity, offer to shape the body into a moral text 

that conforms to inherited and implicit understandings of Whiteness, or, of what is 

regarded in Australia at this time as normativity, and the assumptions of superiority. The 

body cannot escape its cultural/political significance as a text. It is necessarily implicated in 

the ongoing production of meanings in a society characterised by systematic and 

institutionalised White dominance and the concomitant prestige of Whiteness, but under 

challenge and having to respond to challenges. To separate the cultural production of the 

sexed body of White women from the cultural production of the raced White body does 

not encompass the full cultural, political import of the lived-ness of these bodies, nor the 

network of power relations that organise and orient such bodies and that are organised 

and oriented by them. 

 

A History of Bad Women’s Body Parts 

A racialised imaginary and its justifying ideology had already been imbued in the Whites 

that came to Australia as colonisers and settlers. The White imaginary was peopled with 

constructs of the ‘Orient’ and ‘Africa’820, and even of the Irish, the ‘white negroes’821, who 

through the effects of their history of colonisation by the English were analogously linked 

with ‘Asians’ and ‘Africans’.822 These imaginary categories of otherness were the deposits 
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821 Anne McClintock 1995, op cit, p 52 
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of the excesses of embodiment, ‘grotesque’ physicalities, which pointed to the repressed, 

to dangerous sexuality, to the uncontrolled. Such narratives were used to support the 

dominant White assumption of superiority and to justify the actions that flowed from that 

within a capitalist and colonialist society.  

 

An expression of the same racialised imaginary, the normative standards of European 

beauty were first naturalised amongst the upper classes through art and through the 

modes of the court and the salon at the end of the eighteenth century and then legitimised 

by science and philosophy, and in the nineteenth through the link between beauty and 

wealth, became, in the language of eugenics, “indicative of the health and fitness of the 

‘race’”.823 In the nineteenth century the physiognomic theories of Johann Lavatar and 

others (such as Tarnowski) which were popularised as ‘a science of man’, were significant 

in the development of the broader “narratives of improvement” and were utilised by the 

dominant groups “to sustain a vision of the stability of the social order”.824These narratives 

established a metaphoric mirroring between appearance and character, appearance and 

mental capacity and, often, moral development.825  

 

In addition to imperialist and enlightenment discourses, the White ideal also drew on 

liberal political philosophy that posited the ideal human and the ideal citizen as the 

propertied White man. His distinction and identity was founded on consciousness rather 

than on material embodiment, or embodiment understood as materiality. Material 

embodiment that was visibly different from the ideal was a sign of otherness. Material 

embodiment included the signs of poverty. 

The kind of ‘man’ you are is visible at a glance. Property grants invisibility―an 

ideal―to the body and poverty makes it visible. Poverty therefore is to be abhorred 

within liberal political discourse as it draws attention to the body. For the rich white 

man the mind spills over in to the body, making it disappear altogether; for the 

black and/or poor man, it is the body that is highlighted. 826

Othered forms of embodiment made visible in their difference by these discourses and 

                                                           
823 Lola Young 1999, ‘Racializing Femininity’, J. Arthurs & J. Grimshaw (eds) Women’s Bodies, Cassell, 
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824 Lucy Hartley 2001, op cit, p 22 
825 Ibid, pp 19, 22 
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relations of power, and the foil that is required as the necessary counterpart to this 

disembodiment, were produced by “the ontologising via embodiment of sex and racial 

difference”827 and the difference of class. The materiality of those so produced as 

negatively different became their given identity.  

 

Class as well as race has been significant in forming the feminine ideal so that signs and 

the effects of labour that mark the body are signs of degradation. As Edmund Burke said 

in his treatise on feminine beauty published in 1757 

[a]n air of robustness and strength is very prejudicial to beauty. An appearance of 

delicacy, and even of fragility, is essential to it.828

This ideal has also been used to negatively differentiate otherwise normative women from 

men by focusing on their dependency and passivity. But it also privileges a certain class of 

women and marks a boundary between them and those whose bodies are implicated in 

survival practices.  

 

As Mary Poovey showed, the Victorian ideal of femininity was riven with a foundational 

contradiction. Although the domestic ideal of the Victorian period had constructed women 

as virtuous, the moral centre of the domestic sphere and the image of sexual control 

projected onto the wider society as a civilising force, earlier seventeenth and eighteenth 

century constructions equating femininity with uncontrolled desire, the “site of wilful 

sexuality and bodily appetite” were still potent.829 The sexualised woman was understood 

as both a threat to the integrity of the middle class and also of the nation. The difference 

between a Good woman and a Bad woman lay in her effective regulation by men, as 

individuals and as society, and her own self-disciplining and self-regulation. 

 

From the middle of the nineteenth century the construction of the other, necessary to the 

formation of the White western ideal human of the Enlightenment, turned more and more 

to the colonies for material. The sexualised woman was then both analogously projected 

onto to and reflected back from the colonised Black woman.830In the early part of that 

                                                           
827 Nancy Leys Stepan 1998, ‘Race, Gender, Science & Citizenship’, Gender and History, vol 10 no 1, p 29 
828 In Lola Young 1999, op cit, p 73 
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830 Armstrong 1990, op cit, p 1 
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century the concern was with the delineation of the middle class. Lower class White 

women had supplied the material for the erection of class borders through the focus on 

their polluting effects on society.831 The deviant sexualised woman, identified firstly in the 

mid nineteenth century as a prostitute, has been theorised as part of the campaign to 

regulate the working class as well as to firm the boundaries of the emergent middle class 

and to strengthen class difference. The Victorian upper classes’ sense of their own 

distinctive and superior human qualities, mirrored in the beauty and fitness of the body, 

particularly of woman’s body as the object of the gaze, was formed against “the image of 

a bad and ugly woman…”832 This image, in turn, became the analogous prism, “prostitutes 

and natives”,833 through which the deviant raced other became viewed as other to and 

therefore constitutive of the White dominant self.  

 

Normative White men, as Sander Gilman argues, had to bear “the white man’s burden” of 

controlling his sexuality. Lack of success led White men of the dominant class to blame his 

poorly controlled sexuality onto sexed, raced and classed others. 

The colonial mentality which sees ‘natives’ as needing control is easily transferred 

to ‘woman’― but woman is exemplified by the caste of the prostitute.834

Drawing on images circulated through literature, art, such as Olympia, as well as medical 

discourses, Gilman shows that while the association of hyper-sexuailty and blackness had 

been made in Europe since the Middle Ages, it settles particularly on the Black woman in 

the nineteenth century during the high point of western imperialism. In the nineteenth 

century in these aesthetic practices and the medical discourses, the sexualised body of the 

Black woman and the sexualised (and therefore déclassé) White woman become mutually 

reinforcing.835  

 

Certain characteristics were isolated as representative of the sexualised woman. Some of 

these were identified in the discourses surrounding the captured Hottentot woman, Saartje 

                                                           
831 See Judith Walkowitz 1980, Prostitution and Victorian Society; Women, Class and the State, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge 
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Bartmann, who was displayed in the drawing rooms and ballrooms of Europe as ‘The 

Hottentot Venus’. Baartman, an !Kung woman from South Africa was publicly exhibited by 

the Dutch, English and French in turn  to display her steatopygia, or protuberant buttocks, 

and to satisfy curiosity about ‘Hottentot’ female genitals. Baartman was toured for five 

years and subsequently dissected as a specimen of “the ‘primitive, bestial and sexual”. She 

only “existed as the sum of the lower parts of her body which were seen as protuberant 

and assymetrical, grotesque and compelling in their excessive sexuality.”836

 

In Mikhail Bakhtin’s discussions of the ‘grotesque’ body of European carnival, he argued 

that representations of the other, imaged in bodily excess, was a displacement onto the 

deviant other produced in the binary construction of the rational body, represented in 

classical statuary as a “frozen image of universal perfection”.837  At the historical moment 

that Bakhtin was investigating the grotesque body, it was represented as bulging, lumpy, 

multiple with the emphasis on the genitalia and buttocks.838  

 

This ‘grotesque’ body is also described as “the marginal, the low and the outside” and 

distinguished from the rational or classical body which is “high, inside and central by virtue 

of its exclusions.”839The other characteristics associated with the ‘grotesque’ body include; 

impurity (both in the sense of dirt and mixed categories), heterogeneity, masking, 

protuberant distension, disproportion, exorbitancy, clamour, decentred or eccentric 

arrangements, a focus upon gaps, orifices and symbolic filth (what Mary Douglas 

calls ‘matter out of place’), physical needs and pleasures of the ‘lower bodily 

stratum’, materiality and parody.840

Whilst Bakhtin made the point that the represented excesses and their meanings are not 

fixed,841 Peter Stallybrass and Allon White see continuity in the ways that the opposition 

between these two kinds of body is present from the identification and characterisation of 
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hysterics by Charcot in the nineteenth century to the way that women camped at 

Greenham common were described by some commentators.842 Gilman notes the 

continuing interest in Baartmann’s body evidenced in the fact that her body parts are still 

on display at the Musée de l’Homme in Paris.843

 

Whilst large buttocks became a sign of hyper-sexuality in women generally, a ‘narrow 

pelvis’ has been seen as a sign of racial superiority with a correlation made between 

increasing racial superiority with the diminishing size of the ‘pelvis’.844Fat became another 

sign of deviancy from its early association with prostitutes: 

The grossest and stoutest of these women are to be found amongst the lowest and 

most disgusting classes of prostitute. 

Their condition was supposedly caused by mental and physical laziness from “leading an 

animal life”.845

 

Other physiognomic signs that mark out degenerate types include “black, thick hair; a 

strong jaw; a hard spent glance”. With age degeneracy makes itself clearer: 

The face grows virile, uglier than a man’s; wrinkles deepen into the likeness of 

scars, and the countenance, once attractive, exhibits the full degenerate type 

which early grace concealed.846

So, along with regulating fat, fitness and body shape, normative White women who wished 

to maintain their status of normativity had to arm themselves against the effects of aging, 

particularly on their faces, against ‘mannishness’, and to downplay black hair and a strong 

jaw, perhaps with the help of the cosmetic and hair products industry. 

 

In twentieth century Australia this narrative of the link between the superior outer form 

and moral and mental superiority was the understood basis of the White Australia Policy 

that favoured immigration from Great Britain, then, later, when that source dried up, from 

Northern Europe, and then less happily from Southern Europe. This link between being a 
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White Australian and mental and moral superiority was also expressed in the practice of 

taking ‘half-caste’ children away from their Aboriginal mothers in the belief that 

Aboriginality could and should be ‘bred out’. Ideas of race within the context of eugenics 

thinking operated more pragmatically in Australia than in 1930’s Germany. In Australia of 

that period the underlying idea of the policy of the separation of Indigenous children from 

their parents and communities, particularly those of mixed White-Aboriginal descent, was 

of the Whitening of these children through the inculcation of both ‘White ways’ and 

breeding policies.847

 

One administrator of the ‘protection’ of Aborigines policies, A.O Neville Chief Protector in 

WA went so far as to officially argue for a policy of miscegenation between Aboriginal and 

White people.848Whilst miscegenation, or absorption, as an official policy was not shared 

by other Protectors, a policy of socio-cultural assimilation was. These policies of absorption 

and assimilation assumed the outcome to be the physical and moral improvement of 

Indigenous people, either by Whitening their skin or Whitening their ways, and in a sense 

they were dependent on each other. Only those who had been significantly biologically 

Whitened were considered appropriate candidates for the next socio-cultural stage in the 

Whitening process.  

 

Such Whitening was seen to have practical benefits for the nation; the governments of the 

time hoped that the policy of separation and White acculturation would mean that the 

growing population of mixed descent Indigenous people would not be an economic burden 

on the government, at the same time as supplying Australia with a cheap labour force.849 

This might explain the pragmatism in the face of the prevailing racist national ideology. 

This policy is also suggestive of an official recognition of a metaphoric relationship 

between class and race; that there is an instrumental resemblance between negatively 

raced and classed people in this society. 

 

The link between outward form and inner qualities was earlier expressed in the panics 
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about the falls in the White birth rate in the young White nation.850 Later in the 1920’s and 

30’s, White women in the Australian north who did not marry and establish White families 

were blamed for the need to increase immigration as well as for White men being forced 

to turn to Aboriginal women to satisfy their sexual needs. These panics were amplified at 

times when the nation felt vulnerable or threatened such as in times of war and perceived 

challenges to the integrity of the nation.851

 

Now, when there are serious falls in the birth rates in all White western countries including 

Australia, with fertility rates particularly low amongst the more culturally and materially 

privileged White women, some White Australian women have again been called on to take 

up their responsibilities through making their reproductive and nurturance functions 

available to the state. Examples of this are John Howard’s 1997 tax rewards to families, 

followed by the 2001 baby bonus which are directed at non-working mothers who are by 

their nature mostly White, middle class families852; a privileging of the stay at home more 

traditional full time mother over ‘career women’ who delay childbirth and, of course, over 

poor, black, and single mothers. His dual strategy of pressure and reward in this instance 

was directly aimed at the reproduction of a society “based on similarity, ultimately on 

cultural homogeneity”.853

 

The White Ideal  

The privileged embodiment for women in this society and White western societies like 

Britain, America and Australia is a White ideal: White in the sense that it expresses the 

racism directed at raced otherness in these countries, including the assumption that its 

culturally and ethnically specific aesthetics have or should have universal value. The ideal 

also shows its capitalist context in that the ideal body is understood as a commodity with 

market value that can be increased and decreased. It is classed in that certain features, 

summarised in Armstrong’s ‘aestheticised’ body, both represent privilege and are 

privileged, whilst fat or ‘stocky’ bodies have come to be associated with degeneracy, 
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cultural and economic poverty and lack of control.  

 

Symmetry is a significant feature in the definition of beauty. Symmetry has been 

understood in the older discourses on beauty to refer particularly to the arrangement of 

features, particularly facial features, a notion of refinement, and as an expression of the 

“aesthetics of immaculateness”.854Whilst asymmetry, which can be understood within the 

inherited discourses of the grotesque body as a form of de-centredness or lumpiness has 

been particularly associated with raced others,855 as well as with lower class over-

sexualised White women as the late nineteenth century studies of the physiognomy of 

prostitutes show.856  

 

Asymmetry in its most denigrated forms is also particularly associated with the lower part 

of the body. This can be seen in the past in the fascination throughout Europe’s drawing 

rooms with Saartje Bartmann’s lower body. It is also indicated in Stallybrass and White’s 

comparison of the ‘grotesque’ body and the classical or elite body referred to above, and 

the intensified association of the lower body, as metonym of the grotesque, with dirt, 

impurity, physical needs and pleasures, protuberances, disorder, and excess. The 

suggestion made by Stallybrass and White about the continuity of these oppositions in 

some form is borne out in the intensified focus of the body improvement industries, and 

particularly the cosmetic surgery industry, on the lower body. In this drive to 

normalisation, journalist Emma Tom suggests that there is even a significant demand by 

White western women for cosmetic surgery to correct their  “mutant genitals”;857a 

reminder of the physiognomic discourses read onto Baartmann’s body, as well as onto the 

bodies of prostitutes and butch lesbians. 

 

The ‘enspirited’ ideal White body that distances itself from materiality is represented 

through the valuing of thinness and youthfulness and with disciplining or erasing other 

signs of excess associated with denigrated sexed, classed and raced subjects. White 

women, whose thirst for transcendence and to be associated with reason are compromised 
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by their sexed embodiment, are the special targets of and have a particular investment in 

the technologies of de-materialising. This targeting, and its pre-ceding and accompanying 

investments, is well illustrated in a flyer circulated at Griffith University in 1999 advertising 

a series of forthcoming seminars in Canberra, Sydney, Terrigal, Melbourne, Perth and 

Brisbane. Titled Naturally Thin, it exhorts the reader to “Be Thin in Body, Mind & Spirit”. 

The address is directed to middle class women aspiring to the normative White ideal. This 

can be gauged from the model of success quoted: the founder of the program Lucy Beale 

who “is now thin from the inside out”; and the venues advertised: university campuses, a 

country club, a theatre centre. The association of thin women and reason is made through 

the scientific knowledges and methods alluded to, “metabolic profiling”, “scientific 

research”, “medical and nutritional experts”. 

 

Thinness is associated with Goodness. Women with eating disorders are multiply 

constituted with the explanatory theories of anorexia and bulimia ranging from over-

mothering, or of the affected women being the cultural dupes of media representations of 

desirable body shapes and weight in women, or of the individual’s desire and drive for a 

‘distinctive self identity’.  However eating disorders have historically been associated with 

Goodness in the form of “a quest for spiritual purity”, and at some times with sanctity.858  

[The] striving for purity…takes on the form of attaining a needless state [where] to 

need is equated with loss of control and even depravity.859  

Other researchers cited by Liz Eckermann either reject this link altogether, or suggest that 

the quest for perfection has moved on from the striving for spiritual to physical perfection. 

However Eckermann makes a case for the historical continuity of asceticism in the 

motivation for self-starvation. She also suggests that the fitness and health food industries 

display a form of “institutionalized secular asceticism” describing these body improvement 

technologies and techniques as “body mortification rituals”.860 Eckermann argues that 

these discourses of spiritual striving co-exist with the search for self identity, and that, in 

essence, these women see their bodies as sites of power.  

 

Such a striving can also be understood as a particular sensitivity to the cultural denigration 
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of the ‘grotesque’ and a desire to eliminate from the body all signs of disorder, excess, 

impurity and materiality. Eckermann’s citation of the fears and motivations of largely 

middle class White women with eating disorders is resonant with the desire to be rid of the 

abject other; the raced and by analogy classed other who represent such imperfection. 

Perhaps the cultural disquiet that both Eckermann and Nasser identify is, in part, fear of 

the presence of the abject even within the bounds of the body of the good White woman. 

In these terms the containment of the self-controlled body, can be seen as a way of 

representing the transcendental ‘independent self identity’ through the body. This 

transcendental body is only quasi material which is in accord with the analysis of the cult 

of thinness as a spiritual quest. 

 

Fat not only materialises the body but also signifies a loss of control, a kind of regression. 

Talking about the first phase of anorexia, the diet phase, Nonja Peters suggests that the 

anorexic is susceptible to the processes of significations around the desirably shaped body, 

which include positive assumptions about character arising from successful self-

management evidenced in the normative body.861 Whereas obesity:   

is stigmatised because it is believed to involve overeating, which is variously 

characterised as sin (over- indulgence), crime (over-consumption), disease and 

ugliness. A salvation ethic, embodied in formulaic diets, provides the way to attain 

the valued image via the attributes of will-power, diligence and self- control, which 

are linked to moral goodness and just reward in this world.862

A self starver comes to believe that the thinner she is the more beautiful she is and 

therefore the better she is.863 The Fat Lady represents the ugly, the rejected and the 

socially despised. 

 

Idealisations of female beauty have changed or been modified over time, for example the 

fitness and health industries now promote greater strength for women (as opposed to 

Burke’s ‘delicacy and fragility’), but not too great as the negative representation of women 

body builders and body sculptors clearly show. In relation to the part women play in these 

changing idealisations and the negotiation of the limits, Elizabeth Grosz suggests that 
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many women’s investments in bodybuilding can be understood “as a mode of resistance to 

femininity”.864 One dominating contemporary ideal that focuses on strength is what Frauke 

Franckenstein calls the “sportive body”. This body is represented in women’s beauty and 

health magazines, in advertisements, in film, and other forms of representation that 

construct, promote and regulate the cultural norms. This body is described as androgynous 

looking, strong, fit and healthy, and represented as the product of effort.865 Effort may be 

direct as in dieting and exercise, or represented by cost, as in cosmetic surgery. It is a 

body associated with affluence.  

 

It is argued that this body, unlike the eighteenth century idealisation, elides the sexual 

difference of women through manifesting the conjunction of western enlightenment and 

capitalist values of efficiency, autonomy, toughness, competitiveness, youth, and self-

control, and also by “stigmatising” the maternal body.866 However, it can also be argued 

that there are continuities between this body and the idealisation of the earlier western 

tradition.  Gilman describes, “[the] long medical tradition of associating female health and 

beauty”867which has implications for the successful reproduction of the White race and for 

Whiteness as a system of dominance. The ‘sportive’ body can also be understood as 

women seeking the de-sexualisation of their bodies, a re-reading of restraint, so as to 

closer approach the White ideal.  

 

Bourgeois capitalist discourses and investments are evident in the formation of the White 

ideal. Obesity is denigrated because it is associated with over consumption, which is 

characterised as criminal as well as sinful. It is associated with a lack of will power and 

self-control, as well as a lack of proper effort. Thinness is understood as the result of 

moral superiority, achieved through the self-control demanded by dieting, or the hard work 

and delayal of gratification represented by the accumulation of money which is necessary 

to ‘buy’ thinness from a cosmetic surgeon. Thinness thus becomes positively associated 

with success as well as character.  
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According to Sharlene Hesse Biber the cult of thinness also serves the profit needs of 

capitalism. The four industries implicated are the food, the diet and self-help industry, 

fitness industry and the cosmetic surgery industry. In total by late 1990 in the United 

States these collectively were worth 78.5 billion.868The body becomes “the ultimate 

commodity”.869 Grosz agrees, arguing that: 

The civilised body is constituted as a use value and its dimensions and capacities 

become purchasable commodities, capable of selective augmentation, replacement, 

or transformation.870

Put together with Cheryl Harris’ understanding of “whiteness as a kind of property”871this 

suggests that Whitening techniques inscribed on the body increase the market value as 

well as the symbolic value of the Whitened woman.  

 

The economic implications of the marketing and the commodification of the idealised 

White body can be seen in studies that show there are economic rewards, or sanctions, 

applied in the workplace and the ‘marriage market’. These rewards and sanctions affect 

job prospects and promotion, as well as opportunities for Whitened women to marry ‘up’ 

the social and economic scale, a prospect that has financial as well as other benefits for a 

group who traditionally are paid far less than ‘classy’ White men and whose authority and 

social distinction are largely dependent on such men. A study titled Beauty and the Labour 

Market carried out in the mid 90’s in the United States and Canada looked at the economic 

and social discrimination in the marketplace. It found that a “beauty premium” was a 

significant factor in the marketplace and that it produced a wage penalty of between 5-

10%. Women identified as ugly by the researchers were shown to marry below themselves 

in terms of educational levels. This affects their social class as well as family income.872 

This study is promoted in this industry magazine because the commodity value of the 

‘body beautiful’ moves the “rhetoric of choice”873 on to a rhetoric of economic necessity 

thus expanding the potential market. However, the rhetoric of necessity bears more 

heavily on women than on men because, “it’s almost socially acceptable for men to look a 
                                                           
868 Sharlene Hesse-Biber 1996, Am I Thin Enough Yet? , Oxford University Press, New York, pp 35-53 
869 Nonja Peters 1995, op cit, pp 52-3 
870 Grosz 1994, op cit, p 141 
871 Cheryl Harris cited by Moreton-Robinson 2001, op cit. 
872 Holly O’Neill 1999, ‘Does a Beauty Premium Exist?’ Australian Cosmetic Surgery, issue 6, August-
October, p 18  
873 Susan Bordo 1993, Unbearable Weight, University of California Press, Los Angeles & London   
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little craggy and rough around the edges as long as they don’t look tired.”874

 

Whilst the journalist interpreting the study on the ‘beauty premium’ acknowledged that 

notions of beauty were culture and period specific, the standards identified in this study 

were those propagated through the  “internationalisation of media images”.875 In other 

words, these were the norms circulated through the home consumption, and the selling 

on, of American, British and Australian soapies and sit-coms, through the promotion of top 

models and the images favoured by the advertising industry. Despite the inclusion of a few 

images of non-White, non-‘European’ models or personalities, such as Naomi Campbell or 

Penelope Lopez876, these images of ‘the beautiful’ are overwhelmingly of thin, White, 

usually blonde, feminine, young, affluent looking women. As Ann Balsamo writes, the 

aesthetic that underlies the normative idea of beauty that guides the cosmetic surgeon 

and the industry is a White western aesthetic. 

As an abstraction the “aesthetic face” is designed to assist surgeons in planning 

surgical goals; but as a cultural artefact, the “aesthetic face” symbolises a desire 

for standardised ideals of Caucasian beauty.877

These standardised ideals are the effecting and the effects of power, and both produce 

difference and the means to differentiate, and produce the desire to conform and habits of 

conforming to these valued and rewarding norms which are signs of belonging, or not. 

Power “takes on the wiliest, everyday form of the norm, it conceals itself as power and 

gives itself out as society”.878

  

So the body that becomes a commodity of greatest value in the marketplace is this body, 

the body which has ‘beauty’ within its reach. Further, this body that Grosz calls the 

‘civilised body’, is “bound” by these inscriptions, some genetic some achieved, to “social 

positions and relations”.879 The increased market value of these civilised bodies affirms the 

link between beauty and social value, between bodies inscribed with Whiteness and the 
                                                           
874 Quoted in Kim Kitson 1999,  ‘Smart Career Moves’, The Art of Cosmetic Surgery, v 3, pp 30-32 
875 O’Neill 1999, op cit 
876 Who film reviewer Ethan Williams writing in the Weekend Australian Magazine, Aug 25, 2001, p 15, 
noted now played the role of the ‘ethnic’ actor in Hollywood films whether the role called for a Mexican 
woman or a Greek one. 
877 Ann Balsamo 1992, op cit, p 212 
878 Meaghan Morris and Paul Patton 1979, Michel Foucault: Power, Truth, Strategy, Feral Publications, 
Sydney, p 65-66 
879 Grosz 1994, op cit, p 141 
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dominant social position of Whitened bodies.  

 

The signs of deviancy that middle class White women have to work at distancing 

themselves from are the signs of loss of control and of a descent into matter or carnality. 

This requires the acquisition through disciplinary techniques of appropriate embodiment, 

particularly of the removal of particular patterns of fat, the disciplining of the body 

expressed in fitness, the erasure of signs of aging, the learning of suitable but subtle 

feminine manners, comportment, dress, and a portfolio of gestures that together act as 

texts of restraint. All these are signs of control, and as philosophers Hegel and 

Schopenhauer asserted at the beginning of the western colonial period when European 

salons were filling with human ‘curiosities’ for the edification of the superior civilisation, 

this control over the person and the world was the mark of civilisation, whilst loss of 

control:  

was marked by a regression into this dark past-a degeneracy into the primitive 

expression of emotion in the form of either madness or unrestrained sexuality.880

As Hartley, Armstrong and Gilman’s work implicitly shows the burden for carrying this sign 

of race superiority of mental and moral development fell on middle class White women.  

 

The Abject and the ‘Aesthetics of Immaculateness’  

The link between the aesthetic and the ethical is clearly made in the discourses of the 

creation of the body beautiful. The intensity of public phobias and self disgust about 

certain features of our bodies in White western women, and the medical, diet and fitness 

industries that have mushroomed in response, seem to be invested with wider social, 

cultural concerns for the body than just health concerns. The Health Care Complaints 

Committee’s (HCCC) review of the medical literature on cosmetic surgery, for example, 

indicates that health is put at risk by these phobias, and the medical industry’s response, 

because this literature “is premised on the principle that body image problems can be 

cured by surgery”. Issues such as alternatives to invasive surgery, the appropriateness of 

the client for certain procedures, and psychological health, have not, the report states, 

been properly considered within the industry.881  

 
                                                           
880 Gilman 1985, op cit, pp 230-31 
881 HCCC Report 1999, op cit, p 55 
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The ideal of physical perfection as a sign of Goodness, which is understood to be both an 

effect of and constitutive of physical beauty, underlies the bodily discourses and 

technologies that I argue here culturally construct women as White, and work to Whiten 

them. For example, there is an association of fat with Badness, and thinness with 

Goodness. This was powerfully expressed by women interviewed in Britain. In these 

interviews the fat body is always represented as negative. 

‘The fat body’ is construed as ugly, unattractive, disgusting and shameful. It 

signifies gluttony and uncontrolled sexual availability…’Fat’ seems to be a 

‘metaphor without brakes’.882

The intensity of the continuing association of fat and abjection is also captured in a story 

headline from a women’s magazine, “Women Would Rather Be Dead than Fat”.883  

 

The disgust with fat expressed by these interviewees is also evident in a report in the 

Australian press about prominent actor Kate Winslett’s “horror” about the weight she had 

put on during and since the birth of her daughter and her subsequent successful efforts to 

lose it. The report says that, according to Winslett “the birth had left her looking like ‘the 

back end of a bus’”. 

My bottom looked like purple sprouting broccoli, other body parts resembled 

squashes…I was an absolute sight, I really was.884   

Noticeable in Winslett’s self reporting is her treatment of her body, and particularly her 

bottom, as the object of the surveilling gaze, her own and others. Winslett is here treating 

her body as “a mere thing… a thing that exists as looked at and acted upon”.885 Whilst not 

all the nineteenth century signs of class and racial otherness are still functioning, for 

example ‘Darwin’s ear’,886 or still maintain the same intensity or range of meanings, fat, 

and some particular distributions of fat, signify the over-sexualisation  and the over-

materialisation of the body. Fat, particularly of the lower body, still represents a lack of 

restraint and self control.  

 

                                                           
882  Helen Malson 1998, The Thin Woman, Routledge, London , p 105 
883 Cited by Jean Kitson 2001 , Media Dimensions, ABC TV,  Aug 6 
884 Courier Mail, ‘Kate Streamlines Titanic Proportions’, Aug 23, 2001, p 7 
885 Iris Marion Young 1997, Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and Social 
Theory, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, P 150 
886 See illustration (fig 10) from 1889, Gilman 1985, op cit, p 224 
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As I have indicated, fat can have different meanings depending on where on the body it is 

situated. A procedure called ‘fat transfers’ is carried out by some cosmetic surgeons. Dr 

Jerry Schwartz advertises a procedure on his website that removes fat from the lower 

body to plump out the face and make the client look younger and smoother. The 

procedure takes 

small amounts of fat from your own body (from unwanted areas such as the 

buttocks or stomach). The fat is cleaned and then reinjected under the skin to 

smoothe out deep lines; or fill out the grooves of acne or general scars.887

Although fat transfers are not done on the breast, extra fat on the breast is simulated by 

the use of implants in breast augmentation operations. 

 

A submission to the HCCC inquiry by Thea O’Connor, the Director of Body Image and 

Health Inc, claims that the promotions of this industry can work against the adoption of a 

healthy lifestyle. O’Connor goes on to argue that cosmetic surgery: 

pathologises the process of natural bodily change and devalues older people in our 

community, especially older women…By altering normal bodies that undergo 

normal changes throughout the life cycle, and by removing or altering physical 

characteristics that impart individuality, cosmetic surgery acts as a powerful force 

that promotes and maintains a narrow beauty ideal. The socio-culturally defined 

body ideals for women and men are one of the factors involved in the creation and 

maintenance of body image dissatisfaction and eating disorders.888

So not only does it undermine a healthy lifestyle, but according to O’Connor this industry 

and the other body ‘improvement’ industries actually help re/produce the pathology that 

cosmetic surgeons and the diet industry then put their clients at health risks to purportedly 

fix. 

 

These risks are to mental and physical health as body dysmorphic disorder as an outcome 

of this industry is identified in the HCCC Report. Body dysmorphic disorder is defined in the 

report as:  

a preoccupation with a defect in appearance that is either imagined, or if slight, 

                                                           
887 Dr Jerry Schwartz at the Aesthetic Surgery Centre,  at: http://www.aestheticsurgery.com.au  
888 Thea O’Connor in HCCC Report 1999, op cit, p 56 

http://www.aestheticsurgery.com.au/
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leads to markedly excessive concern.889

Roberta Honigman, social worker and cosmetic surgery counsellor, says that the in 

dysmorphobia cases repeated cosmetic procedures are “quite common”.890This suggests 

that doctor’s are complicit with their client’s unhealthy desires. The industry also 

encourages this “excessive concern” by advertising before and after shots of woman’s 

lower bodies in which the ‘defects’ are nearly visually impossible to discern891 or show only 

tiny changes to the lower bodies of already thin women after liposuction/sculpture.892

 

Whilst I am not suggesting that health concerns are not legitimate in cases of truly 

overweight or obese people, this explanation does not exhaust either the range of these 

phobias, the particularity of these phobias, or the intensity. An examination of the history 

of the social abjection of certain bodily features shows a continuity of panics around 

certain sites, though not all. It also shows that abjected bodily sites or features have been 

invested with raced and classed constructions of otherness, and act as signifiers of these 

mutually referent constructions. What O’Connor here calls the ‘narrow’ body ideal is also a 

White ideal, what she calls ‘individual’ characteristics are often characteristics invested with 

raced (and ethnicised and classed) meanings in a hierarchy of such meanings. 

 

Overall in this industry there is a great emphasis on the role of cosmetic surgery in 

producing emotional and psychological health, which, it implies, is closely linked to 

alignment with the norm. 

Cosmetic surgery, while not essential to physical health, can make a significant 

contribution to emotional well being by improving the appearance of body features 

and enhancing one’s self image. While some individuals may have noticeable 

changes made, others require subtle refinements.893

Appearance, and visible approximation to the corporeal norms, as seen from the position 

of judging viewer, or from the objectification of one’s own body by the potential client, 

(clearly mostly women as can be seen from the address of these texts and the 
                                                           
889 HCCC report 1999, ibid, p 55 
890 Roberta Honigman 2001, ‘Body Image’, Australian Cosmetic Surgery, Aug-Oct, p 22 
891  See for example Dr Nettle’s patient, case study 12, the Art of Cosmetic Beauty, vol 3, p 3. Also, see  the 
advertisement for the Alia Clinic, ‘Liposculpture; Get Ready for Summer’, Good Medicine, Oct 1999, p 120 
892  For examples see Dr Eng Peng Tan’s website  and before and after shots of Dr Lawrence Ho’s patient, 
Australian Cosmetic Surgery, issue 13, Aug-Oct 2001, p 31 
893 Christopher Moss at: http://www.chrismoss.com.au  

http://www.chrismoss.com.au/
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overwhelming majority of images which are of women’s body parts), is promoted as the 

basis of well being for women. 

 

However, there is confusion over what is normal for women. This confusion shows up in 

the HCCC report. The HCCC Committee, 10 of the 11 who were men, and the woman one 

of only two non-medical members, describe cosmetic surgery in the opening paragraphs as 

a procedure performed to reshape normal [my emphasis] structures of the body, or 

to adorn parts of the body, with the aim of improving the customer’s appearance 

and self-esteem.894

Further on the report states that the judgement that determines these improvements “is a 

subjective one, defined by the customer”. It continues: 

It is generally performed to improve functions, but may also be done to 

approximate a normal appearance [my emphasis].895

Examination of the web sites and industry magazines and of the figures quoted in the 

report for the breakdown of procedures shows that the order of these functions, the 

medical function, as in some rhinoplasty operations, and the cosmetic function, is reversed 

in reality.  

 

The compilers of the report do not problematise, or even explain this notion of ‘normal’ 

anywhere in the report except in terms of the judgement and self-esteem of the patient. 

The industry and the doctors operating within it are represented as if they are merely 

agents of these women’s desires. Their role as arbiters or even affirmers in any way of 

these norms is never acknowledged. This is at odds with the way that some of them see 

their own role, particularly those working in the field of breast enlargement and 

liposculpture of the lower body. 

 

The description of concerns as phobias is reflected in the popularity of specific cosmetic 

surgery procedures. It is estimated that 10,000 invasive liposuction procedures were being 

performed annually at the time the Cosmetic Surgery Report was being compiled, 

approximately twice that of any other procedure.896 Liposuction is overwhelmingly used to 
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remove fat deposits from the hips, outer thighs, inner thighs, buttocks, stomach, knees 

and calves. It is these mainly lower areas of the body that women (and the whole society) 

find most disturbing. Liposuction, a technique which sucks out fat through a tube 

reassuringly described as a “fine” cannula, is promoted as a way to get rid of “stubborn 

pockets” of fat “where it is impeding body balance and harmony”.897 In other descriptions 

of this procedure, the balance is not ‘uncovered’ beneath the fat, but created by the 

particular technique and its developer. “One of the benefits of liposuction is a re-

contouring of the figure to create [my emphasis] a balanced shape.”898The “stream-lined 

body” consistent with the White ideal has to be “created” by “body contour surgery” and 

liposuction to correct nature and give “the lower body a complete lift”.899

 

The discourse of smoothness in the White west is used to support a view of it as 

progressive or modern, as opposed to the regressive traditional non-western societies.900 

Another way of putting this, as Lingis suggests, is that the smooth body is a civilised body 

as opposed to the surface inscribed or roughened savage body. The surgical procedure of 

liposuction or liposculpture is described as ‘refining’ the outline of women’s bodies to “give 

a more modern look”.901Smoothness and its allied term symmetry are used to measure the 

difference from the norm, and the success of the erasure of those differences. They also 

flag the erasure of the signs of materiality and specificity which distance any particular 

body from the ethereal White body. The cleaned off surface of affluent White women’s 

bodies hides the living conditions of those bodies and makes pain, labour, sexuality, 

mortality the condition of the bodies of the others.  

 

Looking at the material produced to promote cosmetic surgery in Australia it is possible to 

see a confluence of the discourses that work to maintain the notion of the ideal 

transcendent White (male) body as an ideal that woman are measured against. This can 

best be seen in liposuction and related techniques, which targets the buttocks and thighs 
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and a lesser extent the stomach.902 In many of the before and after photos of women’s 

bodies that have been successfully liposuctioned, or liposculptured there is evidence that 

not only have ‘unwanted bulges’ been removed, but that the upper thighs have been 

‘reshaped’. After successful surgery the lower body, viewed from the back, takes on the 

line of the male body.903

 

The fragmentation of the body and identification of problematic characteristics by the 

beauty and fitness industries is reminiscent of the physiognomic discourses described 

above. The contemporary discourses associated with these industries express a horror of 

the uncontained lower female body with its asymmetries, orifices, and protuberances that 

are treated as a sign of the denigrated excessively material other used to discipline White 

women’s bodies. Certain denigrated kinds and conditions of bodily parts and features are 

identified and the promise of normalisation is offered; or as close an approximation to the 

norm that your materiality will allow. The magazine, Art of Cosmetic Surgery,904 has a 

gallery before  shots of sagging bellies, wrinkled mouths, saddle bag bottoms, baggy eyes, 

thunder thighs which it quarantines to the very back under the pseudo-scientific heading 

of ‘Case Studies’. Young looking, thin, attractive women and men illustrate the rest of the 

magazine.  

 

Doctors and clinics which separate and list all the possible sites on a women’s body where 

unsightly bulges, sags and droops may occur also foster this excessive concern and 

fragment and medicalise the female body in familiar ways. On the Alia Clinic’s liposculpture 

home page there are images of a male and female body modelled on classical Greek 

statuary, which brings together ideas of the aesthetic and refinement. Each figure is 

accompanied by lists of problem areas, or liposculpture opportunities. There are four sites 

noted alongside the male body, Neck and face, breasts, love handles and abdomen. The 

list for women is noticeably more extensive. It also includes the neck, face, breasts, 

abdomen, but then appends a long list of other target areas: arms, waist, torso, hips, 

                                                           
902 This is a conclusion based on photos accompanying articles and ads on liposuction and liposculpture in 
magazines and websites cited in this chapter. 
903 See photos of Jerry Schwatrz’s patients at the Aesthetic Surgery Centre at: www.aestheticsurgery.com.au  
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buttocks, thighs, knees, calves and ankles.905

 

The Ashbrook Medical Institute site which boasts of “10,000 satisfied clients” is even more 

specific in its listing of the targeted sites on women’s bodies for liposculpture. The 

Ashbrook Medical Institute says of these lower body procedures: 

It is possible to refine the outline and give a more modern feminine appearance, 

improving the waist and refining the outline.906

The Alia Clinic is also concerned with refinement. It claims that liposculpture of the knees 

can “make them look finer, more refined.”907

 

This focus on ‘modernising’ and ‘refining’ the lower body is explained by Elizabeth King as 

a problem of asymmetry in “Australian women” many of whom: 

have disproportionate shapes. They may be a size 8 on top and a size 12 or 14 on 

the bottom. That’s the main reason that hip and saddlebag liposuction is so 

popular.908  

At the Alia Clinic site the need for this focus is explained as a problem with the nature of 

women’s bodies, of their difference from men’s bodies, and it’s a problem that this heavily 

male dominated industry seems eager to help with. 

Commonly the lower half of the body is a larger size than the top half and clothes 

fit poorly. Many women have a ‘body in 2 halves’. They are quite slender and 

happy with their appearance from the waist up, but the areas from the hips down 

are another story. Here it’s as though the thighs belong to another person. They 

are heavy and they bulge. With liposculpture it is possible to bring these two halves 

of the body back into proportion.909

As inheritors of the older discourses of the White ideal or elite body, including the extreme 

othering of lower body parts, the cosmetic surgery industry applies the notion of symmetry 

as a disciplinary measure and as a pattern to work to in their creation of the refined, 

streamlined, modernised, proportionate Australian woman’s body. Body balance and 

harmony are constructed here as features synonymous with the White male body, which 
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the woman desiring normativity must try and approximate. The normative White male 

body still operates as the cultural sign of Goodness, perfection, order and control and the 

fleshy excessiveness of women’s lower bodies is still a potent sign of otherness, classed, 

raced and sexed.  

 

The pathologising of normal body features and changes is also indicated by the 6,000 

surgical procedures performed on the face, mostly to remove signs of aging such as 

sagging skin and bags around the eyes.910 Some of these were eyelid procedures designed 

to alter the appearance of people whose ethnic origins were in the Asian region. Another 

facial procedure undertaken to alter the appearance of people who look distinctively 

different from the Anglo majority is rhinoplasty. The report does not identify or 

disaggregate the reasons either in this case or in the case of the eyelid surgery.911 

However, both these procedures are associated with ‘normalising’ in industry associated 

magazines and websites; being either explicitly identified in the written text, or implied in 

the choice of illustration.  

 

Rhinoplasty, although offered for a wide range of possible conditions, some medical and 

some due to accidents, is mostly represented through the web sites and magazines in the 

cosmetic surgery industry in the before and after shots as an offer of normativity to people 

of “middle eastern appearance”. The only before and after shots explicitly identified as of a 

rhinoplasty patient in the Art of Cosmetic Beauty shows an Arabic looking woman in the 

before shot. In the after shot her ethnicity is indeterminate, she is Whitened by a 

technique that eliminated signs of particular ethnicity and brought her closer to a White, 

neutral Australian (not identified as ethnic in the discourses around multiculturalism) 

norm.912

 

In the Australian Cosmetic Surgery, the before and after shots of Dr Boyle’s patient are 

ambiguous. Whilst the patient could be ridding herself of an ‘ethnic’ nose, her ethnicity is 

not firmly established in the text. However the movement into the mainstream of White 

Australia is flagged in these photos by the lightening of the skin. In both sets of photos the 
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before shots show a woman patient with ‘sallow’, greyish skin. In the after shots her now 

pinkish colouring to accompany her new nose indicates the change in status. Dr Boyle 

described his handiwork as having made the nose “a little more refined—a little more 

feminine…”913 Both refinement and femininity are signifiers of White womanhood. 

 

This issue of the Australian Cosmetic Surgery magazine also included an ‘Annual Men’s 

Guide’, a section at the back directed specifically at the much smaller but growing male 

market.914 Under the heading of ‘Rhinoplasty for Men’, Dr Nettle answers “common 

questions”, and illustrates his answers with two sets of photos. Both sets are of distinctly 

non-Anglo looking men, both with dark hair and dark eyes and “nasal humps”. Dr Nettle 

advocates a “natural look” and assures his readers that: “[v]ery minor and subtle 

modifications of the nose can have a large impact on overall facial harmony and beauty”. 

His after shots make it clear that this ‘natural’ look is one that fits with White mainstream 

Australian ideas of “facial harmony”.915

 

On Chris Moss’s web page, which has links to the Australian Centre for Cosmetic Surgery 

web site for specific information about different procedures, rhinoplasty is described as an 

“aesthetic” procedure “to reshape the nose and improve its appearance”. Rhinoplasty is 

also “performed to correct birth defects, deformities which result from injury, or to relieve 

nasal obstruction”.916 Whilst these other reasons are listed, the only illustration of the 

procedure shows a before drawing of a nose that would be identified by the public as of 

“middle eastern appearance”. 917 The second illustration shows the improved ‘aesthetic’ 

nose, now with a more pleasing aquiline shape. 

 

A similar story is told at the L’Image Cosmetic Surgery website which also advertises 

rhinoplasty amongst its other services. Here there are two clients photographed, the first 

represented by four photographs, the second by two. The first client, shown in two sets of 

                                                           
913 Dr R. Boyle 1999, ‘Changing Your Nose’, Australian Cosmetic Surgery, issue 6, Aug-Oct, pp 24-5 
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before and after photos, again shows a distinctive change from having a nose of ‘middle 

eastern appearance’ to an aquiline one. In the before shots the client also has a dark 

complexion, dark hair and dark eyes. In the improved shots the client has a pinkish to 

tanned complexion, and brown coloured hair and eyes. By just undergoing rhinoplasty, the 

photos suggest, the client has been able to change their marked ethnic appearance to a 

‘neutral’ Australian one. This use of rhinoplasty to ethnically neutralise and therefore 

Whiten particular ethnic groups is not a new phenomenon in some White western 

societies. In the United States, rhinoplasty has been used at least as far back as the 1920’s 

for this purpose. At this time those seeking it, mainly American Jewish and Italian people, 

were “[seeking] ways to mask their ethnicity in the hopes of improving their economic 

status”.918

 

Eyelid surgery is another ‘aesthetic’ surgery technique that offers the improvement or 

“refinement” of denigrated features, including those of specific ethnicities. However, in this 

case there is more sensitivity in the magazines and websites to the charge of imposing or 

desiring the White western ideal than is yet the case with rhinoplasty. In Dr Eng Peng 

Tan’s web page on eyelid surgery the procedure is recommended specifically for the 

removal of “excess fat and wrinkled drooping skin of upper eyelids” and to eliminate bags. 

There are two sets of photos, one of a White woman and the other of an ‘Asian’ woman. 

In the first, the improvements carried out are to remove the usual signs of aging around 

the eyes. In the second case the ‘improvement’, which is not described but obvious from 

the photos, is a change to the folds in the eyelids that have the effect of diminishing the 

look of ‘Asian-ness’, or at least the western stereotype of ‘Asian-ness’, of the client.919

 

At Peter Dixon’s website, which advertises his Melbourne surgery, ‘Aesthetic (Cosmetic) 

and Plastic Surgery’, he assures his readers/viewers that clients will have the services of 

‘Australian’ surgeons.920 To rhinoplasty clients Mr Dixon offers “greater acceptance by 

others” as well as “better self esteem” through the removal of tissue in “hooked” and 

“unnatural” noses. At the same time the site index lists ‘Asian Surgery’, a specialty that 
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920 Peter Dixon, Aesthetic (Cosmetic) and Plastic Surgery, Melbourne, at: http://www.pldixon.com.au  
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provides specific ‘cosmetic enhancement for Asians’. These enhancements include of the 

nose, eyelids, facial pigmentation and figure. To ward off accusations of westernising 

‘Asians’, Mr Dixon includes a lengthy explanation of these procedures. He stresses his 

clients’ agency in their choices, and describes procedures as ‘improving’ Asian features 

rather than westernising them. Mr Dixon goes on to list the characteristics common to 

Asian eyes. They have: 

1 a smaller orbit with less of a ridge above 

2 a smaller puffier upper eyelid with shorter height 

3 poorly developed or absent eyelid crease 

4 presence of epicanthal fold 

5 more fat in the eyelid 

6 thicker skin and muscular layers 

Clearly, the use of comparatives shows that these features are being measured against a 

standard or an aesthetic which is not ‘Asian’ but western, despite Dixon’s denials.  

 

Dixon asserts that the improvement carried out to ‘Asian’ people’s eyes that give them “a 

graceful double eyelid” is done to conform to “an individual’s conception of beauty”.921 The 

fact that this procedure also westernises such faces, as most people from the some parts 

of the Asian region, particularly people of Chinese descent, have a single eyelid fold, he 

seems to be stating is irrelevant. The guarantee of Australian surgeons, as well as the 

specific targeting of the non-White non-normative market, suggest that Peter Dixon is 

making an offer to surgically improve these clients so they are ‘more acceptable’ to the 

White mainstream by diminishing difference from that mainstream. This has a Whitening 

effect on his clients although their materiality will place limits on how close they can 

approach the norm. 

 

The words refine, refinement and aesthetic operate as code words in this industry to 

indicate ethnic neutralisng and normalising. One more example of this occurs in an article 

in the Art of Cosmetic Beauty, where there is a full page photograph of a generic ‘Asian’ 

couple to illustrate a story titled ‘Oriental Refinements’. Dr George Lewkovitz, one expert 

quoted in the story, denies that these refinements, listed as eye widening, eyelid 
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rejuvenation and rhinoplasty, are only meant to westernise his ‘Oriental’ patients, but in 

fact follow an ‘Oriental style’. Dr Lewkovitz says that the advertising of this operation as 

the “Westernisation of upper eyelids…is an exaggeration of the patient’s real 

concern”.922The other expert cited, Dr Peter Martin, seems to just assume that it is the 

White western ideal that such clients are seeking: 

The Asian has a relatively flat upper eyelid, while the Caucasian has hollows in the 

lid, which are regarded as a sign of increased beauty. 

This form of surgery, together with rhinoplasty to build up the bridge of the nose, which 

“is never as prominent as it is in the Caucasian population” are the refinements discussed 

in this article. Whatever the grounds for the choices being made by these clients, the 

writers and doctors who describe the procedures as refinements seem to have the familiar, 

and desirable, White western ideal in mind. As in Peter Dixon’s website there seems to be 

contradictory drives: on the one hand a desire to avoid offending this sector of the market 

by implying that they are just cultural dupes, but on the other to see these procedures as 

refinements in relation to a desirable ‘international’, that is cosmopolitan White western 

aesthetic standard and themselves as deliverers of these refinements. 

 

The other significant category of cosmetic surgery procedures is augmentation of the 

breast. Industry estimates range from 4,500 to 6,000.923 This area of body improvement 

produces contradictory technologies, of reduction and enlargement and conflicting effects. 

This conflict between sexualising the body and over sexualising the body in the doctor 

driven discourses about preferred models of enlargement which is indicated in the 

researched material could perhaps be understood within the frame of the acceptable limits 

of materiality for a normative woman.  

 

The breasts are one of the rare places on the body where fat, or the simulacra of fat, is 

desirable, and fat and femininity are linked in a positive relationship. Breast augmentation 

and breast reduction are both offered in the cosmetic surgery industry, reductions since 

the 1950’s and augmentations using implants since the 1960’s.924Whilst reductions are 

usually done to relieve shoulder, neck and back pain, problems experienced playing sport 
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or exercising, as well as to relieve embarrassment and self-consciousness for women with 

“excessively large” breasts,925 they are by far the lesser and less glamorous part of the 

breast surgery business.926Among the reasons given to have breast augmentation are “if 

you feel your breasts are smaller than normal or out of proportion to your body size”,927 

referring again to this disproportionate body of the ‘Australian’ woman, and if they have 

been “deflated” by motherhood.928 According to Dr Paul Downie of the Lotus Institute on 

the Gold Coast, the size of implants demanded by women has increased significantly, more 

than doubling since 1979.929

 

The exception, then, to the attempt to impose on women the idealised White male body, 

and the answering desire to acquire it, are the breasts, and in particular breast 

augmentation procedures. The breasts are the site of sexed difference that have not been 

so targeted by othering discourses on the basis of fat, that is as long as they do not show 

the signs of maternity or the effects of aging, and they are not the painfully large or 

obviously false breasts of the cheap men’s magazines. Overly big breasts are associated 

with the over sexualisation of the body, and therefore seen as a sign of lack of restraint 

and lack of judgement. ‘Sagging’ breasts are also reminders of the gross materiality of the 

body.  

 

Some cosmetic surgeons are at pains to avoid the classed othering of overly enlarged 

breasts, which would denigrate them by association, by emphasising that breast 

augmentation carried out by them is an aesthetic procedure, not just a sexualising one. Dr 

Rastogi’s enlargement surgery “is not just about bigger breasts—it’s about shape and 

balance”. And further, to distance these breasts from the natural, he emphasises his role 

in the creation of “beautiful breasts”; again using the measure of symmetry. 

It is up to the surgeon to create this balance through the surgical art of breast 

augmentation.930

                                                           
925 Dr Craig Rubenstein 1999, ‘All You Need to Know About Breast Reduction’, Australian Cosmetic 
Surgery, issue 6, Aug-Oct, p 46 
926  In two issues of Australian Cosmetic Surgery, (6, 13) and one issue of The Art of Cosmetic Beauty (3), 
there were 26 pages devoted to breast augmentation, only 2 to breast reduction. 
927  Christopher Moss’s website, op cit 
928  Clinical Beauty at: http://clinicalbeauty.com.au  
929  Dr Paul Downie in Elizabeth King 1999, ‘The Core Choice’, Art of Cosmetic Beauty, v 3, p 41  
930 Dr Anoop Rastogi 1999, ‘Shape and Balance: The Keys to Beautiful Breasts’, Australian Cosmetic 
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Although the natural breast is considered generally lacking, in shape and balance for 

example, the discourse of the more tasteful “natural looking breast” is employed to 

distinguish the aesthetic/ethical sensitivities and technical skills of the cosmetic surgeons 

advertising in these sites to a middle class clientele from the obvious breast 

enlargement.931Dr Paul Downie specifically warns against the Pamela Anderson type 

breasts which some patients (unwisely) want, advising that implants placed behind the 

muscle are more ‘natural’ looking.932

 

Smoothness is a key word in the advertisements for body products and improving 

procedures both in the cosmetic surgery industry and the linked body improvement 

industries. It is positively allied with ‘the natural’ in a discussion of choices of breast 

implants and surgical procedures and negatively opposed to the unnatural over- sexualised 

‘Pamela Anderson’ look: 

Smooth implants move when you run or jump and fall to one side like a natural 

breast…Textured breasts don’t move.933

In this discussion the ‘natural’ is the aesthetic/ethical choice and creation of the surgeon. 

The idea of the ‘natural’ which is widely employed in promotions aimed at consumers with 

growing suspicions about the ethics of the applications of science and technology, is 

understood here not as unimproved and unaffected by culture, but as natural looking. The 

unnatural becomes a matter of the bad judgement of uncultured women.  

 

The body improvement industry images the perfected Whitened body through the 

language of elevation, lift, refinement, balance, symmetry and smoothness of line and 

texture. Mark Kingwell, a Canadian academic, analyses the desire for and the production of 

surface smoothness in White western societies within the understanding of smoothness as 

“a gauge of progress” both of the culture and the individual: 

We speak of individuals, behaviour, and ages as more or less polished, implying an 

assessment of value added as roughness is eliminated: here the aesthetic and the 

ethical are not separable. 

                                                                                                                                                                              
Surgery, issue 6, pp 44-45 
931  See Dr Eng-Peng Tan 2001, ‘Natural Looking Breasts’, Australian Cosmetic Surgery, issue 13, pp 46-47 
932 Downie in King 1999, op cit, p 41 
933 Ibid 
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Kingwell argues that this ubiquitous production of the smooth and the polished is a deceit, 

a covering over or erasing of difficulties, pain, the not-so-good, the vacuous, of any 

“visible trace of their dirty origins”.934The smoothed out and the polished, whether it is 

discourse or the material production of capitalist society is “placeless, spaceless, ethereal”, 

the transcendent ideal again, whilst the enemies of smoothness are the “breaks and 

irruption in the flow of data” because they:  

remind us of the messy infrastructural conditions of our communication, its 

precommitments, and biases and class differences. 

These disruptions and irruptions expose “the dirty machinery of our production”;935 that is 

the excluded, the sacrificed and the muted that produced our smooth White identities. 

 

Linked to the discourse of smoothness, skin colour and quality is a focus of many articles 

and advertisements in industry magazines. Clinique products will firm and tone “sagging 

skin” while Matis will “slough off dull, flaking skin to tighten the skin to silky 

smoothness”.936 According to Elizabeth King’s article ‘Smooth Talking’ 

The prime motive for many cosmetic surgery clients these days isn’t solely wrinkle 

removal, it’s a desire for a smoother-looking face and body.937

L’Oreal, “because I’m worth it” advertises one of its face creams as having the effect of 

not only exfoliating, replenishing and chasing away little lines on the face, but able to 

“Turn your skin into smoother, positively glowing skin…Instantly.”938 As Richard Dyer 

points out, ‘glowing’ skin is a quality of idealised White women in representations, “they 

glow rather than shine”.939 Glowing skin is a quality of the suffusion of spirit, skin that just 

shines is the evidence of sweat, a ‘surface effect’. This smoother look indicates a kind of 

inner cultivation. 

 

It is interesting to compare this article written by King with one written in the other 

Australian magazine by Dr Lawrence Ho which also focuses on similar skin problems, 

particularly ‘pigmentation problems’, which, it is implied, are solely caused by sun exposure 

                                                           
934 Kingwell 2000, op cit, pp 15- 16 
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and by aging. But, in two of the three clients photographed, it can be inferred by the 

reader that their ‘pigmentation’ problems are also the result of their ethnicity. Whilst the 

first article promises ‘lighter’ and ‘more luminous’ skin, Dr Ho promises that his treatments 

using the products being advertised will produce ‘fresher’, more ‘healthy’ looking skin, as 

well as “smoother, softer and lighter skin”.940 However, out of the three sets of before and 

after shots which accompany this ‘story’, two sets are of non-Anglo women one of whom is 

Asian. In both these sets the skin improvements are indicated by a change in colouring. 

Whilst these Whitening agents have a very literal as well as a symbolic meaning, making 

the skin lighter and more luminous to portray or mimic the inner light of Whiteness, the 

products are also erasing signs of material otherness, skin discolouration and other signs 

of aging.  

 

In the case of the ‘Asian’ woman who suffers from acne, not only is her skin clearer, it is 

much fairer. In the other case the skin ‘problem’ is not obvious. All that shows in the 

photograph is a change from a ‘swarthy’ to a ‘pink’ skin. The Anglo looking woman’s face 

shows no significant change except perhaps in texture. So although the change in colour 

suggests a Whitening process has taken place, the descriptors ‘healthy’ and ‘fresher’ seem 

to promise the possibility of also becoming more ‘Australian’.  

 

For example, in The Art of Cosmetic Beauty there is a full page photo of a beautiful young 

woman who would be read as ‘Asian’ or ‘Eurasian’ in Australia. The accompanying article 

discusses skin products, its focus divided between those products that ameliorate the 

‘unsatisfactory’ effects of aging, and ‘whitening’ agents.941 This text clearly expresses some 

anxiety about Whiteness. Given the photographed woman is young and her complexion 

‘flawless’, the first half of the article, which describes the role of moisturisers on aging, sun 

damaged skin, can hardly apply directly to the imaged woman; her skin clearly does not 

need any improvement of this kind.  

 

Her photo seems to best illustrate the second half of the article, which is on Whitening 

products. A relationship is drawn in the body of the text to the effects of aging, sun 

exposure, and smoking on the skin, and the Whitening agents being promoted, thus 
                                                           
940  Dr Lawrence Ho 2001, ‘Fresher Skin’, Australian Cosmetic Surgery, issue 13, p 86 
941 Elizabeth King 1999, ‘Skin Type-Casting’, The Art of Cosmetic Surgery, v 3, p 18 
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making it possible to read the story as if it is only about skin-care products without any 

racial and political context. However a prior and alternative reading has already been 

suggested by the juxtaposition of the image and the title of the text, ‘Skin Type-Casting’. 

In other places the text strengthens the positive link between colour and these products; 

the social and political effects of having her complexion in Australia and the benefits of 

lightening. For example this link is underlined by the sub heading which is placed beside 

her photo. 

It is always to your benefit to look as good as you can as far as your skin is 

concerned.942

So although the image that illustrates the text shows a woman with a flawless complexion, 

this sub title suggests that she could improve her skin. The only improvement possible to 

read from the image and the text is that of Whitening her ‘sallow’ skin. 

 

Anxiety about the ‘flood’ of ‘Asians’, the ‘yellow peril’, and disease ‘plagues’ that White 

Australians have been worrying about at least since the middle of the nineteenth century 

and up to and including Pauline Hanson and some of her supporters at the end of the 

twentieth, is triggered, and then calmed by the text. In the photograph the woman is 

apparently naked but artfully arranged behind some ‘tropical’ foliage. This photographic 

arrangement of the image suggests the White construction of the sexually available but 

docile and compliant ‘Asian’ woman of the ‘Asian bride’ market and heterosexual sex 

tourism that exists between Australia and particular parts of ‘Asia’ such as the Philippines 

and Thailand. The written text tells the reader that these products will be especially good 

for anyone “plagued by sallow skin and pigmentation”, and that this “mini-flood of skin 

whitening products” of the “past year”  

has been released onto the Australian market aimed at making skin lighter and 

more luminous–the historic hallmark of a youthful appearance and good 

grooming.943

It appears to be making an offer of Whitening to readers with equally ‘sallow’ skin at the 

same time as assuring White Australians that difference can be assimilated. The text 

manages to both re-affirm the prestige of Whiteness, and to exoticise the ‘oriental’ woman 

as stereotypically youthful and alluringly beautiful. However, for all her ‘flawless 
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complexion’ she lacks luminosity. Her beauty is only skin deep. 

 

This woman has multiple functions in the narrative, as an object lesson, a warning about 

the transience of youth, and a border marker of materiality, flawless except for the colour 

or ‘pigmentation’, and as a desiring subject of normativity, someone who is “plagued by 

sallow skin and pigmentation”, and who could benefit from her skin being made “lighter”, 

“more luminous”, and “brighter”.944 As Richard Dyer has argued there are direct 

associations with luminosity and brightness and the White body. These are markers of the 

spirit which characterises Whiteness. The presence of spirit, not skin colour makes the 

White person,945 and the luminosity that signals this enspiriting, carries a special meaning 

for White women; it represents her Whiteness as virtue.  

 

Although the glowing White woman as angel was an image that was most powerful at the 

end of the nineteenth century, as Dyer argues it is an image of Whiteness in women that 

is still powerful,946 and that becomes more insistent at times of challenge to 

Whiteness.947It was also an ideal that was contested and that had both positive and 

negative effects on White people: 

It accorded white women a position of moral superiority and required deference to 

their needs, yet it was also a trap of moral obligation and unreal moral demands. It 

provided white men with an object of devotional inspirational devotion, but one 

which might also provoke resentment of moral superiority and sexual 

unavailability.948

The image of the ‘Asian’ woman accompanying the article on Whitening products captures 

her need for these products in her discrete but knowing representation as a sexually 

available and sexualised woman as well as her more obviously non-normative raced 

embodiment. These emphasise her materiality whilst the products offer her enspiriting 

through their offer of luminosity.  

 

The contradictions in the possible readings of this image and its relationship to the rest of 
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the text are made comprehensible by the conflicts suggested by the readership this 

magazine is aimed at. The magazine describes its content as “cosmetic beauty for 

men+women” and actively seeks out male readers and potential male clients through its 

balance of stories and photos. This emphasis on capturing the male reader is not found to 

this degree in the other Australian published trade magazine nor on the many Australian 

based web sites advertising cosmetic surgery practices that were researched for this work. 

This dual focus is consistent with the contradictory positioning of the ‘Asian’ woman as 

both lacking and desiring. At the same time, the magazine is seeking out potential clients 

from ‘Asian’ Australians interested in acquiring Whitening products as well as maintaining 

its Anglo Australian readership and client base. 

 

The HCCC inquiry into cosmetic surgery expressed concern with the lack of standardisation 

in the before and after shots used by doctors to promote their procedures and to inform 

potential patients. 

The Committee believes there should be a standard set of photos, presenting 

subjects in the same setting and lighting.949  

Although the report of the committee’s findings clearly implies that these variations are 

used to enhance the look of the patient in the after shot, they do not make explicit what 

effects they are concerned with. 

 

Throughout the research I carried out lighting plays a significant role to indicate distance 

or proximity to Whiteness or normativity in the promotion of particular procedures by the 

cosmetic surgery industry. As I have shown, before and after photos show a consistent 

movement from dark to light when the subject is moving closer to Whiteness, that is closer 

to the ideal of the de-materialised White body. This consistency in the use of lighting 

occurs in the cases where particularities of non-normative features are removed or 

replaced, and also where signs of aging are reduced and in the before and after shots of 

liposuctioned lower bodies. The age marked face, the ethnically marked nose, the over 

materiality of over-fleshed bodies and maternal bodies are photographed with lighting that 

literally darkens then lightens the face or bodies of the women as these “defects and 

deformities” are removed. This consistency draws all these procedures, those removing 
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specific signs of othered ethnicity as well as signs of the materiality and carnality of the 

body that have historically been associated with Whites’ others into a continuum of 

Whitening techniques.  

 

The uses of lighting can be seen in the Clinical Beauty advertisement, ‘Your Guide to 

Cosmetic Surgery at a Glance’.950 In the before and after shots on the first page of the ad 

a woman is pictured who has had a face lift. In the before shot her skin is a greyish colour, 

and is sallow, dull and flat. In the after shot her skin glows; it is pinker and lighter. Her 

eyes sparkle; the lighting giving her face more animation. The same pattern is repeated in 

each of another five sets of photos. The procedures undergone include liposuction and 

liposhaping, face-lifts and re-surfacing, otoplasty, breast implants and rhinoplasty, and in 

one case a combination of interventions to remove the signs of maternity. In all these 

other before shots the skin appears sallow to dark grey. In five of these six pairs the hair 

is darker and more lifeless in the before shots. Two of the after shots emphasise a change 

from a rather pasty White body, a non-Australian White body, to a healthy looking tanned 

body. 

 

In Dr Daniel Lanzer’s advertisement in the same magazine, the before and after shots of a 

woman who had undergone liposuction on her lower body show an emphatic change in 

lighting.951 Here also the contrast addresses not only the Whitening of the body but the 

specific difference between ‘ethnic’ Australians and ‘mainstream’ Australians. In the before 

shot the woman client, photographed in a dark room, has the kind of White skin that 

speaks of a closed world and an indoor life. In the after shot she has been transformed. 

From rather matronly clothes the client is now dressed in jeans and a colourful top and her 

skin is tanned. The new look is one that tells of a greater freedom of movement and 

thought. Her hair has changed from very dark to blonde. Simply from undergoing 

liposuction she has been modernised, and ethnically neutralised. To emphasise the 

significance of the true Aussie element of this transformational story, Dr Lanzer warns the 

readers who are considering such a change to: “Insist on a truly Australian qualified 
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specialist”.952

 

Conclusion 

This idea of improvement of the body is based on a notion of the body as pliable, capable 

of being modified, augmented or improved.  

There is no ‘natural’ norm; there are only cultural forms of body, which do or do 

not conform to social norms. The problem is not the conformity to social patterns, 

models, or even stereotypes, but which particular ones are used and with what 

effects.953

Whilst Brush describes the judgement of the cosmetic surgeon as an “aesthetic” 

judgement that, put into practice, “transforms difference into a closer approximation of the 

norm”954 Grosz makes it clearer it is an aesthetic judgement informed by the political 

investments in the construction of normativity, that the body is a site of political 

contestation.955Therefore the judgements are equally political ones. Both the client’s poor 

self esteem or self disgust, or desire for the rewards of normativity that motivates their 

choices to take up the offers of this industry, and the cosmetic surgeons’ offers of 

improvement and refinement, are sourced in the wish or need to “approximate a normal 

appearance”. However this ‘normal appearance’ does not exist outside the cultural and 

political investments of the society, or the dominant group in the society, who are trying to 

draw a line and mark out their boundaries. 

 

As the standards and the norms are defined and redefined, by the dominant group(s), so 

this same group controls the aesthetic which informs those norms. The classical notions of 

beauty and symmetry of White western societies, and their restatement and reworking 

within contemporary culture specific sites, are produced within a political context and act 

to support normativity. This involves both the expulsion or elimination of all marks and 

protuberances of the (over)sexed, raced, ethnicised and classed material others, the traces 

of the ‘savage’ body and of ‘the marginal, low, and outside’ grotesque body, and the 

smoothing, refining and elevation of the surface of the body to indicate the ‘high, inside 
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and central’ qualities of the classical, enspirited White body. 

 

The environment in which these inscriptions are being represented as forms or signs of 

Goodness, or not, is one in which the systems of Whiteness are being strongly contested 

and the Goodness of White people that underwrites their assumption of superiority has 

been brought into question in many and very public ways. These challenges have had the 

effect of drawing attention to Whiteness. Since the early 70’s, with the congruence of 

Aboriginal activism and the instatement of the policy of multiculturalism which gave non-

Anglo citizens greater legitimacy, White Anglo dominance has ceased to be an 

unquestioned given. More than just the excesses of racist practices and ideology, its 

ethical and legal legitimacy is now a matter of wide public debate. These challenges, and 

the panics that arise around them, both pressure and call up White women to act as 

‘stabilising’ forces in their given roles as corporeal signifiers of the Goodness and rightness 

of Whiteness.  

 

While this work is mostly focused on identity construction through bodily inscriptions, this 

is not to suggest that there is no play of ‘singularity’ whereby White women can slip these 

structured positions, or effect untidy ambiguities and internal contradictions and 

inconsistencies that undermine them as unvarying nodes of power relations. As Gilles 

Deleuze, rejecting the notion of universal processes, writes:  

No two things are folded the same way, no two rocks, and there’s no general rule 

saying the same thing will always fold the same way. Folds in this sense are 

everywhere, without the fold being a universal.956

However, my project here is to examine the reach of vectors of power, and specifically of 

Whiteness, into White women’s private lives and our intimate relations with our own 

bodies, including the responses we are called to have and the choices we are called to 

make about these bodies. These responses and choices are only measured here by 

inference from the customer base, the supply and demand relationship that make these 

products and procedures so readily available and widely advertised, and from the extent of 

the fear and horror of fatness and aging that can be glimpsed in many cultural productions 

and discourses. 
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It is hard to determine appropriate care of the self; what is playfulness with our bodies’ 

plasticity, and what are the effects of power working on or through our bodies? It is not 

within the scope of this work to try and determine where these boundaries occur, if in fact 

such boundaries can be determined. What I have attempted to map are the bodily 

features and bodily procedures, and to a lesser extent bodily experiences, that both in the 

past and now are potent sites of the application of White norms. Certain White women’s 

bodies are Whiter than others. All White women’s bodies are in need of continual 

Whitening if these women wish to avoid the social and economic sanctions that White 

society applies to non-normative White women. These sanctions, whether internalised as 

self-disgust, or felt as a desire to be approved of by others, together with the rewards 

become a motivating force for White women to make efforts to align themselves with the 

norms.  

 

Whiteness is an elusive object of study because of its transvestist qualities of divesting 

itself of material identity by increasing the visibility of its others. It does this by 

representing itself through the social norms, making the specific values, practices, 

appearance, and ways of looking and being of the normative group stand for what it 

means to be human, or the ideal type of human. “White power”, Dyer argues, “reproduces 

itself regardless of intention, power differences and goodwill, and overwhelmingly because 

it is not seen as whiteness, but as normal”.957 But more than this, White women may 

reproduce or enact Whiteness through their desire to fit within those norms specific to 

middle class White women. In short, what is often expressed as a sexual norm for White 

women in a persistent White Australia is also a raced and ethnic and classed norm though 

expressed as a universal. Fulfilling a sexual norm, therefore, may also increase Whiteness 

and access to its privileges and possibilities of unequal power relations. 
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Conclusion: White women are Good? 
 

The general focus of my research has been the contemporary relationship between White 

women and the raced and classed construction of White womanhood. I have particularly 

focused on middle class, cultural capital rich and, for the most part, progressive White 

women; that is on race privileged women but women who are not usually associated with 

expressed or overt racism.  

 

It may seem obvious to claim that these privileged but often progressive White women are 

nevertheless imbricated in the maintenance of the prestige and privileges of Whiteness 

within the national community. However, the thrust of my argument is more precise: it is 

that these White women’s involvement in the structures and narratives that maintain 

White prestige and privileges is often grounded in the very qualities of character and 

conduct that are used to positively distinguish them from unenlightened or immoral others, 

crude racists or those implicated in oppressive systems, and from undisciplined and 

undeveloped others.  

 

Privileged White women voluntarily and involuntarily perform a role as moral texts. 

Furthermore, their given qualities, such as being virtuous, innocent, self-restrained, have a 

history embedded in and congruent with the colonial and class constructed (and Christian 

inflected) ideal of White womanhood; of White women as Good because they are the 

visible sign of race and class superiority.  These uses of White women have mostly been 

imagined and made by men but of course White women have reaped rewards. I have 

shown how the discourses and practices of both feminism (and feminist influenced 

progressive politics) and femininity have in differing ways reproduced this White ideal of 

women as Good: from blonde angels to innocent victims and beneficent White queens.  

 

The foundational claim of this work is that for White women of a certain class (those who 

are seen or see themselves as representative of ‘women’), and who keep up appearances, 

Whiteness has been understood (and represented) as Goodness. In turn, in the playing 

out or pursuit of this Goodness which I describe as the processes of Whitening, White 

women reproduce, accumulate and defend the prestige and privileges of Whiteness. This 



 282

is not an argument that depends on asserting the bad intentions of White women but it 

does point to the bad faith inherent in choosing to remain comfortably unseeing. 

 

I have argued that one important way that Whiteness manifests itself as Goodness for 

privileged White women is vested in the very visibility of their non-transcendable 

embodiment, and therefore their role as the embodiment of the White ideal; expressing 

the social norm.  Those who are successful expressions of the ideal type act as the 

benchmark against which raced, ethnic and classed others are measured and failed. To 

support this claim I focused in part on ‘looks’, which are one aspect of the benchmark in 

the construction of the White ideal, and the meanings feelings and fears that have 

accumulated around embodiment for White western people. I also examined behaviours, 

another aspect of the benchmark. In particular I looked at behaviours that prop up 

appearance or appearances and support the fiction of superiority, even transcendence. I 

have argued that certain behaviours, playing out the role of the ‘gutpela misis’, privileging 

sexed identity and sex oppression, deferring racism onto classed others whilst ignoring our 

own race privilege, and being over-concerned with perfecting the body in alignment with 

White western norms, all help to maintain and reproduce Whiteness. 

 

Because the rewards or privileges accrue to individual White women, and because this 

reputation for Goodness allows White women to escape accountability for them, many 

women themselves have become progenitors of this myth. I have argued that, at the level 

of individuals, the problem of the Goodness of White womanhood is played out when their 

given identity as virtuous is followed by their identification with virtue. Virtuous White 

women are quick to claim the moral high ground whether it is because they are more 

enlightened, more progressive, more oppressed or more self-controlled. This identity and 

identification is to do with presentation which is based on the belief in Goodness. It can be 

detached from ‘acting well’. Virtue is here posited through distinction from its other, the 

other being dependent on context. Both appearance and appearances, and the discourses 

and practices that support these, give White women their moral authority. These 

discourses and practices of Whitening have varied from site to site as times and political 

contestation and sophistication changes, and taken different forms according to the way 

this Goodness has been taken up.  
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The processes of making Good, or Whitening, that I analyse here range from the 

production of appearances to given qualities of ‘spirit’, from acting passively as moral texts 

to assuming active moral leadership. I have tracked these processes in four ‘Good women’ 

sites. In the decolonising period in PNG some progressive White women influenced by both 

early feminism and sexual liberation used their bodies and lives as models of benevolent 

moral texts through cross race relationships, both sexual and mistress/servant, gaining 

moral authority and prestige by distinguishing themselves from other Whites. In the 

chapter concerned with the first couple of decades of contemporary feminism, White 

feminists, but particularly difference feminists, privileged sex over race and class, thus 

privileging the bodies that are sexed over those that are raced/classed. By prioritising 

sexed experience they prioritised the oppression of middle class White women, and 

enhanced the innocence or virtue of the same White women in relation to all men. In the 

third ‘Good women’ site progressive anti-racist White women focused on the racism of 

others, others who were in a variety of ways less ‘classy’ than themselves, thus both 

deflecting attention from their potentially compromising privileges and increasing their own 

virtue in comparison. Lastly, I focused on appearance, on the ways that White women use 

to bring their bodies into a closer alignment with the norm, the embodiment of the socially 

and nationally constructed ideal type, which brings them not only greater social approval 

but also material rewards. In this case, appearance acts as a testimonial to virtue.  

 

Although I have raised the Goodness of White women like myself as a problem of 

Whiteness, and argued this premise through a variety of sites and the productions and 

practices of White women, showing how race is in play even when the issue appears to be 

sex or class or simply fat, this is not to argue that Whiteness is monolithic or unchanging. 

Although, at the level of individuals, ontological Whiteness comes to form one of the 

possible envelopes of identity which, although only experienced by the self as a partial or 

maybe a possible description, inevitably still contributes to that sense of self as “the norm 

and the ordinary”958 in a society where the disposition of power and privilege are 

structured on the excuses of raced, ethnic and classed difference. It is an identity of 

sameness re-enforced by its attendant privileges. 

                                                           
958 Moreton-Robinson 2000, op cit, p 185 
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Whilst I have used the strategy of specifying identity throughout, for example ‘middle class 

White Anglo woman’, a necessary first move from the use of universals and the imposition 

of an imperial sameness, like ‘women’, this specification remains at the level of generalised 

identity categories and tells little of how individuals negotiate their particular mix of 

identities and how change occurs. It also offers little ground of common humanity.  

Difference as specificity can only be mediated in spite of the specifics of identity positions. 

This means that difference, or some difference, has to be transcended.   

 

However, the idea of difference as singularity959 offered me a way to think beyond identity 

positions within my work, to move, as Elspeth Probyn suggests, from specificity, the virtual 

and the possible belongings of identity, for example ‘White’, to the actual, what each of us 

makes of the brew of the sometimes cohering but more often conflicting identity 

categories.960 By discussing the ideas of specificity and singularity in this way, Probyn 

refuses an opposition between them, instead describing them as existing on different 

planes. Deleuze describes these planes as the plane of transcendence and that of 

immanence, and the movement from unity to multiplicity and from stasis to becomings 

and unfoldings.961  

 

This is taken up in my work in the way that I try to give space to apparent inconsistencies 

or developmental changes in theorists’ work, arguing with them at some times and then 

acknowledging other and different impulses in their work. It is also taken up in the way I 

implicate myself and other named White women in the enactment of Whiteness at 

particular moments whilst leaving open the possibility of reflection and change. This is an 

“acknowledgement of a self [and other selves] that is in constant relationship with 

discourse and an embodied discourse (Grosz) at that”.962  

 

Whilst specificity is clearly useful for any discussion of identity, for acknowledging how 

race in this case is generally marked onto normative bodies, taking account of singularity 

                                                           
959 Deleuze 1995, op cit 
960 Elspeth Probyn 1996,Outside Belongings, Routledge, New York, p 22 
961 Deleuze 1995, op cit, pp 146-4 
962 Katrina Schlunke 1999, ‘Unsettling Whiteness’, in B. McKay (ed) op cit, p 178 
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allowed a way for me to also consider the internal contradictions as identities clash, as 

new experiences change our way of seeing things, as changing contexts produce different 

emphases and offer new linkages. Instead of just the boundaried and over-rigid body 

suggested by the ideologies of identity politics and the practices of self-perfecting we can 

also understand ourselves in Deleuzian terms as assemblages and, just as important I 

think, as primarily relational.  

 

My research approach grew out of the problem that I identified of White women’s 

Whiteness being represented as Goodness. This drew me to sites and material where 

moral claims were being pressed and where ‘women’ were enacting themselves or being 

represented or interpellated as moral texts. I used the tools of evaluation, analysis, 

synthesis, interpretation and inference to make the links between these moral 

representations and race privileges. I drew on a large and disparate body of material, and 

historically contextualised it in order to produce a consistent account across a variety of 

sites and support my claims. 

 

I am not proposing that the interpretations that I have given for the discourses and 

behaviours I have described should overwhelm all other explanatory possibilities. 

Whiteness is not the usual interpretation of the discourses and practices which I have used 

to illustrate the problem. In all these sites there are other explanations that precede and 

accompany the one I have given here. These other explanations are not necessarily 

usurped by mine. What I do here is to re/present this material with another layer of 

explanation.  

 

For example, in relation to the White women in PNG, while I argue they utilised the bodies 

and lives of Black men to increase their own moral authority this interpretation does not 

overwhelm other explanatory openings. I do not argue that White women are not 

oppressed in this society, only that some of the political uses they have made of their 

status as an oppressed group have elided their own raced privileges and even contributed 

to the oppression of others. Anti-racism work can also be substantive and positive— 

particularly if one starts with the self. Lastly, as I have acknowledged in the chapter on the 

body there are real health concerns over fat. I am arguing that it is not the only concern, 
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or not an adequate explanation of the present panic. So, whilst I argue in all these sites 

that Whiteness is being deployed, this is not intended to be a full account of motives and 

choices.  

 

What I believe this thesis offers is an account that through its reach and the array of 

materials used contributes to the de-naturalising of Whiteness. By laying out some of the 

strategies on which the ‘authority’ of Whiteness rests in particular contexts, I have 

navigated between the shoals of essentialising Whiteness and underplaying the effects of 

Whiteness. In the face of what Katerina Schlunke calls the “endurability”963 of White and 

Whiteness, Schlunke thinks only a “radical fracturing” of the mirrors will effect a radical 

re/visioning that takes us beyond the deceit of appearance and appearances. But she goes 

on to argue, and I argue with her, that it is also important to show up, or ‘fracture’, the 

moments of Whiteness within our reach, as well as , I would add, to interrogate the polish 

we have given our own reflections. 

                                                           
963 Schlunke 1999, op cit, p 178 
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