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Abstract: This article discusses the vision behind the Jindyworobak movement in terms of its 

complex interplay between progressive utopianism and ideological regression. The 

Jindyworobaks, an Australian literary movement of the twentieth century, sought a deeper 

connection with the Australian environment based on appreciation and a willingness to learn 

from its indigenous traditions. At the same time, however, their writings still deny the 

Aboriginal subaltern a voice, and effectively perpetuate the power structures the 

Jindyworobaks seemingly oppose. This intriguing interplay forms the basis of this article, 

which draws on a conceptual framework inspired by Paul Ricœur, Ernst Bloch and Slavoj 

Zizek to map out the interactions between utopia and ideology in the vision of the 

Jindyworobaks. 
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Australia is a land that has no people, 

for those that were hers we have torn away, 

we who are not hers nor can be till love 

shall make us so and fill our hearts with her. 

(Ingamells, “Unknown Land” 22) 

 

At first sight, these lines by the Australian poet Rex Ingamells may read like a fairly astute 

characterisation of modern Australia. Ingamells, it seems, bemoans the violence that was 

inflicted on Australia’s indigenous people while at the same time he underscores the 

disconnection and alienation of Anglo-Australians from the country itself. What is more, 

these lines beckon, albeit vaguely, towards a future in which this state of affairs finds 

reconciliation. In spite of their pessimistic tone, it seems that they articulate a vision of the 

Australian nation that transcends the country’s colonial past. However, on closer inspection it 

becomes apparent that Ingamells’ vision hinges on a trope that is deeply entrenched in the 

discourses of imperialism and nationalism: because of his recourse to the well-established 

ideologeme that Aboriginal people represent a “dying race,” his vision of a post-colonial 

Australia remains trapped in the rhetorical apparatuses he sought to overcome.  

 

Ingamells was the leader of the Jindyworobaks, an Australian literary movement founded in 

1938. The movement’s vanguard comprised, among others, Flexmore Hudson, Ian Mudie, 

Roland Robinson and Victor Kennedy. Trademark of the “Jindies” was the weaving of 

Aboriginal expressions, images and themes into their poetry. This attempt at integrating an 

Aboriginal sense of place into a conception of Anglo-Australian identity broke with the 

national tradition of the 1890 bush poets, while at the same time it also moved the Jindies 

closer to international modernism and its appropriation of so-called “primitive art.” 

Nonetheless, as the brief analysis above suggests, the Jindyworobak vision of post-colonial 

reconciliation remains caught up in the oppressive clichés of the very discourses it seemingly 

opposes. It is this intriguing interplay between the Jindies’ visionary progressivism and their 
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ideological regressions that forms the focus of this article. 

 

In this article, I draw on a conceptual framework inspired by Paul Ricœur, Ernst Bloch and 

Slavoj Žižek to map out the interactions between ideology and utopia in the poetry of the 

Jindyworobaks. The French hermeneuticist Paul Ricœur boldly theorised that the cultural 

imagination is founded on the interplay of utopia and ideology. But as the example of the 

Jindyworobaks shows, these two concepts make strange bedfellows, since ideology seeks to 

legitimise and maintain a certain social reality, while utopia’s imagination of a different 

society renounces and criticises precisely that reality. Thus, with utopia being the disruptive 

force of subversion, and ideology being the legitimising force of conservation, Ricœur has 

arranged his theory of the cultural imagination around two conflicting, almost contradictory 

concepts. Yet the relationship of these two fundamental forces is even more complicated, 

because as the German Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch has demonstrated, ideology and 

utopia do not simply oppose each other. On the contrary: ideology is, in fact, heavily 

dependent on its counterpart, because without the “gilding” of utopia, ideology would be 

unable to generate the appeal necessary to legitimise and maintain oppressive societal 

structures. Thinking along these lines one comes to realise how complex the dynamic at the 

core of the cultural imagination, the interplay of utopia and ideology, really is. My 

methodological reflection on this dynamic in the specific instance of the Jindyworobak 

movement attempts to problematise but not dismiss the emancipatory function of the Jindies’ 

utopianism, and thus to find a way past the conceptual impasse that traps their poetry in a 

one-sidedly ideology-critical perspective. 

 

Although they can claim such major Australian poets as Judith Wright and Les Murray as 

legitimate literary heirs, the Jindyworobaks have only infrequently been touched upon in 

literary criticism and remain largely in the backwaters of academic study today.
1
 This is, 

perhaps, owing to the fact that the Jindies were, as their major anthologist and short-term 

member Brian Elliott concedes, “a community of small but earnest talents whose gifts were 

often less than their goodwill” (lx). At the time of the movement’s emergence, the Bulletin – 

then Australia’s most influential but also increasingly conservative literary journal – 

applauded the Jindies’ attempt at a new Australian aesthetic and cultural theory, but, berating 

them for their “extraordinarily bad verse,” pointed out that their “theory, as far as the 

anthologies have indicated, has yet to work” (Qtd. in Elliott 241). Even their own Flexmore 

Hudson admitted that too many poems published under the rubric of Jindyworobak were 

“crude in craftmanship” and seemed to “drag in Aboriginal terms by the hair of their head” 

(271). Their contemporary A. D. Hope concluded: “The Jindyworobaks might be described 

as the Boy Scout School of Poetry. They have the same boyish enthusiasm for playing at 

being primitive, they lay the same stress on the moral values of bushcraft and the open air, 

they promise to be pure Australian in word and thought and deed, but above all there is the 

common determination to do noble deeds, not to dream them all day long” (28). Hope and his 

fellow critics, reproaching the Jindyworobaks from an aesthetically as well as politically 

rather conservative viewpoint, judged the Jindies for the most part unfairly, yet rightfully 

appreciated their youthful and optimistic utopianism.  

 

The Jindyworobak Utopia 

What, however, was the guiding idea that propelled the movement forward? First and 

foremost, there is the Jindies’ fundamental concern with what they labelled “environment,” 

                                                 
1 This is not to depreciate the important work of Smith and Kirkpatrick, who recently have begun to read the 

Jindyworobaks as “provincial modernists.” 
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and which Elliott has equated with the term “country” (283) — although one should be aware 

that the Jindies’ conception of country does not compare to the complex totemic and 

ontological associations the term carries for Aboriginal people. Starting from the assumption 

that Australia had not yet forged an independent conception of itself as a nation, the Jindies 

argued that Anglo-Australians were nothing but “colonials” who worshipped “all alien 

things” (Mudie 79), and hence remained “strangers in a strange land” (Ingamells, Conditional 

Culture 5). For the Jindies it was paramount to find and articulate a deeper connection 

between Anglo-Australian culture and its environment. Hence their prime objective was to 

develop an aesthetic that was grounded in the country itself, so as to reorient Australian 

culture towards itself. Since the Jindies held that “Pseudo-Europeanism[s]” were responsible 

for “clog[ging] the minds of most Australians” and “preventing a free appreciation of nature,” 

they specifically demanded the repudiation of Australia’s colonial legacy: “A fundamental 

break,” Ingamells declared, “with the spirit of English culture, is the prerequisite for the 

development of an Australian culture” (Conditional Culture 6). They sternly believed that 

Australia should not be approached with the colonial’s “green-fed English eyes” (Mudie 77), 

but instead with a new “thought-idiom” (Ingamells, Conditional Culture 5) that, being 

innately attuned to the Australian bush, was able to appreciate and express the country’s 

distinctive character.  

 

In their quest for such a direct, more environmentally grounded idiom, the Jindyworobaks 

finally turned to Australia’s indigenous culture. They were convinced that the missing 

definition of Anglo-Australia was to be found in Aboriginal tradition, arguing that “the only 

true and sincere Australian culture” (Kennedy 232) was the Aboriginal one, since it derives, 

unlike the exported and colonially imposed European culture, from what Ingamells called 

“direct thought-contact” (Conditional Culture 5) with the Australian environment. Ingamells 

appealed to Anglo-Australian artists to become “hard-working students of Aboriginal 

culture” (Conditional Culture 17), because only indigenous tradition could furnish an 

aesthetic properly grounded in the country itself. A key concept in this endeavour was 

“Alcheringa,” a term taken from the central Australian Arrernte language for the 

mythological Dreamtime that forms a leitmotif throughout Aboriginal cosmology. As a 

symbol for the closer, more harmonious relationship with country for which the Jindies were 

yearning, Alcheringa is invoked by Ingamells as the spirit that should guide the nation: 

Alcheringa is this Land’s very soul, 

its bold and subtle essences imbue 

Australian scenes forever, constitute 

a bright allure and stern hypnotic power; 

it is the breath of sacred Yesterday, 

with import for Today and all Tomorrow, 

proof of primaeval first discovery, 

by nomad people, of the Great South Land, 

and how to live with it, in harmony 

of arduous enterprise, the life of good. 

(Ingamells, Great South Land 50) 

In many ways, Alcheringa signifies the Jindyworobak utopia: as an emblem and affirmation 

of Aboriginal culture, it symbolises a deeper and more meaningful connection with the 

Australian environment based on appreciation and a willingness to learn from its indigenous 

traditions. 
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As the example of Alcheringa suggests, the Jindyworobak utopia has an equally strong 

environmental and social component. This is more clearly reflected in the tribute to the 

movement paid by Les Murray, the Australian poet who only half-jokingly referred to 

himself as “the last of the Jindyworobaks” (qtd. in Elliott 283). Describing it as the 

Jindyworobaks’ achievement that they attempted to “make assimilation a two-way street,” 

Murray saw a “spiritual change” anticipated in their vision, consisting of a mutually 

respectful “convergence between black and white:” “the Jindyworobak poets were on the 

right track, in a way; their concept of environmental value, of the slow moulding of all people 

within a continent or region towards the natural human form which that continent or region 

demands, that is a real process” (Murray 569). From the viewpoint of the twenty-first century 

the question immediately poses itself whether this “two-way street” is not rather a cul-de-sac, 

in which mimicry of Aboriginal language effectively silences a history of colonial violence. 

In any case, with Alcheringa as their ensign the Jindies had found their own Dreamtime, in 

which they saw a form of release for the country’s social and ecological tensions. 

 

But the Jindyworobak utopia also broadens into a critique of much wider scope. Its focus on 

what the Jindies’ call Australia’s “primaeval” history has to be understood as a trenchant 

criticism of twentieth-century society. It is a response to the nexus of problems that 

characterises modernity, foremost the emotional impoverishment and deep-rooted alienation 

that accompanies the rise of capitalism (Kirkpatrick, “New Words” 219). While the vision of 

the Jindies has all the trappings of a primitivist utopia, it is important to emphasise that their 

view was, in fact, much more nuanced. Their own Victor Kennedy, for instance, underscored 

that the Jindyworobak utopia was not atavistic: “There is no question of becoming 

Aboriginal, or eating goannas or living a primitive existence in a gunyah” (Kennedy 233). 

Ingamells’ insistence, therefore, that Alcheringa’s “breath of sacred Yesterday” has “import 

for Today and all Tomorrow” still rings true, for the Jindyworobak vision in all its socio-

environmental breadth is far from being realised, and still bears importance for Australia 

today. 

 

The Ideological Underbelly 

The vision of the Jindyworobaks, and particularly their recognition of Australia’s millennia-

old indigenous culture, was, if not radical, certainly progressive at the time. But what needs 

to be insisted on now is that a strong ideological function, too, is apparent behind the 

movement’s call for a sympathetic study of Aboriginal culture. To a certain extent this is 

betrayed in the very name itself: the term “Jindyworobak” means “to annex, to join.” And as 

indicated before, the use of Aboriginal language and imagery by Jindy poets represented in 

many cases a self-serving annexation of indigenous culture. In the first place, as Lawrence 

Bourke (732) has commented, the Jindies’ treatment of Aboriginal tradition could be highly 

insensitive, as they often stripped Aboriginal expressions and symbols of their complex 

metaphysics, effectively reducing them to mere placeholders of indigeneity. Moreover, since 

their use of Aboriginal mythology was intended to challenge the hegemonic vision of “green-

fed English eyes” (in other words: of British imperialism), the Jindyworobak utopia 

represented more a nationalist foil to imperial ideology than a genuine celebration of 

Aboriginal culture.  

 

In this opposition against British imperialism (specifically in its cultural form), Jindy poetry 

instantiates utopia’s oppositional stance. This critical function of utopia was first theorised by 

the Austro-Hungarian sociologist Karl Mannheim. Mannheim grouped utopia and ideology 

together as “reality-transcending ideas” (Turner, “Mannheim’s Utopia” 33-4), but 

differentiated utopia from ideology on the basis of the former’s transformative potential: 
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“Utopias,” Mannheim spells out, “are not ideologies in the measure and in so far as they 

succeed through counteractivity in transforming the existing historical reality into one more 

in accord with their own conceptions” (Mannheim 176). But as much as the Jindyworobak 

utopia opposes British imperialism in terms of socio-political, economic and aesthetic values, 

it rechannels its utopian energy primarily towards a conception of Australian identity that is 

nationalistic in nature, and hence no less ideological. The Jindies’ main purpose for 

appropriating Aboriginal culture was to ground Anglo-Australian nationalism in the 

continent’s ancient traditions, so that they could bestow new cultural depth to Anglo-

Australian identity, and offset it against the externally-imposed colonial one. With some of its 

members being part of the right-wing and fiercely xenophobic Australia First Movement, the 

decidedly nationalist bent of the Jindies is well-known, and it is unsurprising, therefore, that 

the Jindyworobak utopia ultimately played into the hands of the Anglo-Australian 

nationalism of the mid-twentieth century. 

 

Indigenous culture interested the Jindies primarily as a means to redefine white Australia. In 

spite of their sympathetic view of Aboriginal culture, the Jindies ultimately did not let the 

Aboriginal subaltern speak, but spoke on their behalf, and therefore perpetuated the very 

power structures they seemingly tried to oppose. Peter Kirkpatrick rightly criticises this 

“ersatz ‘Aboriginality’ of Jindyworobakism” as a form of “cultural blackface” (Kirkpatrick, 

“‘Fearful Affinity’” 127). Such “Aboriginalisation” of Anglo-Australian identity, Ian 

McLean (82) observes, was paralleled by the repressive assimilation policies of the 

Australian government at the time. Under the political calculus that, as Minister for 

Territories Paul Hasluck phrased it in 1951, “all persons of Aboriginal blood or mixed blood 

in Australia will live like white Australians do,” (16) institutional and policy arrangements 

increasingly forced Aboriginal assimilation into Anglo-Australian society whilst eroding the 

communal foundations of Aboriginal life. The most tragic consequence of these assimilation 

policies was the forced removal of Aboriginal children from their parents, generally known as 

the Stolen Generation. Now while it could hardly be argued that the Jindyworobak movement 

was directly or causally implicated in these political processes, the fact nevertheless remains 

that concurrent with these developments, the Jindies projected their vision of a harmonious 

convergence of Aboriginals, Anglo-Australians and the environment into the public sphere. It 

is probably for this reason that Philip Mead declared the movement complicit in the 

“culturecide it sought both to retrieve and to transcend” (413). Ultimately, the Jindyworobak 

utopia formed part of the façade that curtained and buttressed the ideological structure of the 

assimilation era. 

 

Interplay of Utopia and Ideology 

The underlying mechanism here vividly exemplifies the interplay of utopia and ideology. As 

mentioned earlier, utopia, as the disruptive force of subversion, opposes ideology, the 

legitimising force of conservation. But what becomes apparent now is that in the 

Jindyworobak movement, progressive utopianism and oppressive nationalism interlock 

inseparably. While the Jindyworobak utopia of a more intimate, connate relationship with the 

country replaces British hegemony and imperialism, the vision of the Jindies ultimately turns 

out to be as oppressive as the ideology it seeks to replace. Anglo-Australian nationalism feeds 

on the Jindyworobak utopia to fulfil what Ricœur describes as ideology’s fundamental role, 

namely the formation and legitimation of a cohesive form of social identity (Ricœur, Lectures 

251-2) – but this national form of identity is just as exclusive and coercive as the preceding 

one. This leaves one with the paradox that utopia plays into the hands of its antagonist, 

ideology. The question, then, is how utopia can oppose and legitimate ideology at the same 

time? 
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Bloch’s work Traces provides a good answer to this. Central to Traces, which is not a 

philosophical text in the traditional sense but a collection of aphorisms and anecdotes, is, as 

Jack Zipes puts it, “the designation and detection of traces in everyday events and cultural 

artefacts of the past and present that are harbingers of a better future” (xix). Traces contains a 

story called “Greeting and Appearance,” which can readily be read as an allegoric 

representation of the interplay that is at issue here. In fact, Bloch’s allegory allows to map out 

the dialectics of utopia and ideology in considerable detail. Let me quote the relevant passage 

in full: 

one arrives toward evening in the little old town, one has a glass of wine, and all 

around, the market square, formed of colorful and gabled houses: then one hears 

the wellsprings of happiness surge from balconies and bay windows that glow 

from within like dreams, the peace that the houses breathe out. “But in that house 

over there,” says the barkeeper, “sits a woman with four children, and the 

husband ran off the day before yesterday. In the corner house – all the way to the 

right, the one with the green shutters – lived Wilhelm the tailor; he was known to 

all the town as a drunk, and one night when he didn’t come home his wife ran to 

every single tavern, and to the police station; he wasn’t there either. Home again, 

she hangs her coat in the closet; there hung her husband among the coats, dead 

since the afternoon. See the house with the bay window in back? There’s still a 

butcher shop there, but the butcher Wilker hasn’t lived there in a long time; he 

lent all his money to his brother-in-law, that crook. Even now I can’t get my wife 

to buy meat there. When she was still a girl, she was sent there one morning; a 

trickle of blood ran down the steps, and behind the counter lay the butcher on his 

block; he’d cut his own throat.” So spoke the barkeeper, but the bright windows 

seemed no less warm. The old square was indeed rent by all these horror stories, 

truer than the square itself, about poor folks and their hard luck; yet the beauty 

remained, even the idyll. […] Small-town façade and small town reality were 

different worlds, which could not be superimposed, even photographically, on 

this “dreamy” square. (Bloch, Traces 137-8) 

The inside and outside of the small town here illustrate remarkably well the interplay of 

utopia and ideology. It is utopia, or at least a version of it, that presents itself on the small 

town’s façade, in an appearance of peace, tranquillity and happiness, while the horror inside 

the houses, the domestic and personal tragedies of a small town, can be interpreted as the 

oppression and terror of ideology. The façade’s evocation of a small-town idyll is clearly, as 

Bloch points out, “ahead of us with its friendly greeting,” for the “houses ensure a happiness 

(apart from their beauty) that they do not in fact have” (Traces 138). It needs to be 

emphasised, however, that this disparity between appearance and reality does not mean that 

the façade’s vision of idyllic town life is simply superficial or empty pretence. This is, first of 

all, confirmed by the fact that the awareness of the misery behind closed doors cannot wipe 

away the semblance of utopia on the façade. As Bloch explains: “there is a first vision of 

happiness that is not our vision at all, but instead seems to come from the apparent thing 

itself. And persists […] even long after it’s been corrected. The belief in an idyll remains 

much longer, above all much higher; its disenchantment doesn’t even affect it” (Traces 138). 

That is to say, the concrete image of a better life that appears on the small-town façade, this 

unsatisfied hope-content it presents, seems to have more significance and substance than 

reality, for the latter remains, in effect, hidden behind it. 
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The utopian dimension of the “dreamy square,” which Bloch would describe as its “utopian 

surplus,” derives from the façade’s evocation, more specifically its anticipation, of a small-

town idyll which does not, at least not yet, exist. In fact, the dreamy idyll is diametrically 

opposed to the town’s actual state of affairs. This illustrates the appropriation of the utopian 

surplus by ideology: in spite of the fact that the dreamy square is rent by “horror stories,” its 

“dreaminess” is maintained by the semblance of small-town idyll on its façade. In other 

words, it is precisely by virtue of its outward appearance as something that the town is not 

that it preserves its social cohesion. In this way, the town’s social structure, together with all 

its power relations, finds legitimation in its utopian surplus. The same mechanism underlies 

the appropriation of the Jindyworobak utopia by Anglo-Australian nationalism: the Jindies’ 

idyllic vision of a harmonious union of Aboriginal culture and Anglo-Australian society 

stands in stark contrast to the realities of the assimilation era, but at the same time offers the 

kind of dreaminess that promotes social cohesion.  

 

One can only speculate what would happen if the town’s façade were to be turned inside out 

– yet to a certain extent, this is what the recognition of the façade’s utopian nature does, 

because the ideological underbelly of the façade is revealed precisely in relation to its utopian 

appearance, to the small-town idyll that then becomes a counter-image to the town’s social 

reality. It is, consequently, through the prism of the utopian façade that the small town’s 

reality is refracted in such a way that its actual state of affairs becomes apparent. This, in 

turn, illustrates the critical potential of utopia, as the no-place that is incongruous with reality, 

but whose very incongruity allows for the critical distance necessary to escape the grip of 

ideology. As Ricœur describes it, it is from this no-place that an “exterior glance is cast on 

our reality, which suddenly looks strange, nothing more being taken for granted. […] The 

fantasy of an alternative society and its topographical figuration ‘nowhere’ works as the most 

formidable contestation of what is” (“Ideology” 25). As such, the utopian surplus of the 

façade enables both legitimation and critique of the small town’s social reality. 

 

However, while Bloch’s allegory of the small-town façade conveniently diagrams the 

interplay of utopia and ideology, it does so, so to say, under lab conditions. What it does not 

account for is the ideological mechanisms that prevent the gap between utopia and reality 

from being registered. In a way, then, Bloch’s story reaches its critical point when the 

barkeeper begins to expose the domestic tragedies that characterise the “dreamy square.” 

Bloch unfortunately does not expand on this, yet it is worthwhile to explore how ideology 

closes the gaps that necessarily arise when it maps utopia onto social reality. At this point, 

Slavoj Žižek’s Lacanian theorization of ideology provides crucial conceptual insights. Žižek 

distinguishes between two fundamental types of fantasy: the first one, which he calls 

“symbolic fiction,” essentially corresponds to utopia because it represents a “dream of a state 

without disturbances” that symbolically structures social reality, or what Žižek calls in 

Lacanian terminology “the real” (Žižek 61). Since social reality always falls short of this 

utopian symbolization (in Bloch’s allegory: the utopia of the small-town façade does not 

correspond to small-town reality), a second fantasy is required to service this unsettled 

“symbolic debt” (Žižek 59). It is the second fantasy, then, which Žižek calls the “spectral 

apparition,” that fills the gap between the actual state of reality and what is experienced as 

such, but which is, in fact, already symbolically structured by utopia. As an illustration Žižek 

refers to the example of the Nazi utopia of Volksgemeinschaft (fantasy1), which relies on the 

paranoid construction of “the Jew” (fantasy2) to account for the former’s consistent failure to 

come fully into existence. 

 

As I would like to argue, Žižek’s fantasy2 directly relates back to Bloch’s utopian surplus, 
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but before this connection can become clear, one more conceptual shift is needed. It is 

necessary to translate Žižek’s Lacanian language into Ricœur’s theorisation of ideology: in 

his discussion of ideology, which is based on Max Weber’s motivational framework, Ricœur 

identifies it as the first objective of ideology to close what he calls the “credibility gap” in the 

legitimacy of a given system of authority (Ricœur, “Ideology” 22). He explains that since 

“[e]very system of leadership summons not only our physical submission but also our 

consent and cooperation,” ideology has to “bridge the tension that characterizes the 

legitimation process, a tension between the claim to legitimacy made by the authority and the 

belief in this legitimacy offered by the citizenry. The tension occurs because while the 

citizenry’s belief and the authority’s claim should correspond at the same level, the 

equivalence of belief with claim is never totally actual but rather always more or less a 

cultural fabrication” (Lectures 13). In the end, the cultural fabrication which bridges this 

“credibility gap” coincides according to Ricœur with a “surplus” that is “common to all 

structures of power” (Lectures 14). 

 

The conceptual link I am aiming at becomes apparent once it is realised that Ricœur’s tension 

between claim and belief is homologous to the incongruity between Bloch’s small-town 

façade and social reality, or Žižek’s fantasy1 and the real. It follows from this that the surplus 

Ricœur refers to corresponds to Bloch’s utopian surplus. At the same time, however, the 

cultural fabrication Ricœur sees responsible for bridging the “credibility gap” is nothing other 

than Žižek’s fantasy2. The somewhat surprising conclusion to be drawn here, then, is that 

fantasy2 is in fact identical with utopia, in the sense that it forms the ideological reverse of 

the utopian surplus, because while the utopian surplus “gilds” reality and thus effects a 

“premature harmonization of social contradictions” (Bloch, Principle 156), it inevitably 

results in a deficit with reality that creates fantasy2. In other words, fantasy2 figurates the 

ideological debt to reality that constitutes the utopian surplus. 

 

The Ideological Fantasy of the “Dying Race” 

As suggested before, the Jindyworobak utopia does not explicitly endorse assimilation 

ideology. Instead one could say that the ideology of the assimilation era takes place, to evoke 

again Bloch’s story of the small-town façade, behind closed doors, because it plays out on 

extra-textual levels rather than on the textual level itself. There are, however, moments when 

ideology bears down heavily on the Jindyworobak utopia. This is when what Žižek calls 

fantasy2, and what was identified above as the ideological flip-side of utopia, begins to 

surface in the poetry of the Jindies. Take for example the following stanza from a poem by 

Rex Ingamells: 

Sun and rock, relay me power … 

nebulae, instruct my seeing … 

bird and beast and tree and flower, 

grant me your brotherhood of being … 

I am to you ambassador 

to keep the faith of vanished men. 

(Ingamells, “Gangrened People” 31) 

The stanza clearly expresses the environmental vision of the Jindies. It voices their utopian 

credo that through Aboriginal spirituality one can become (re)united with the environment in 

a “brotherhood of being.” However, a first ideological moment occurs here when the lyrical 

persona, calling upon living and inanimate nature to teach and promote coexistence, fashions 

itself as the representative of Aboriginal spirituality and thus denies subaltern agency by 
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arrogating the right or authority to speak on behalf of an Aboriginal Other. 

 

This criticism, however, concerns only extra-textual aspects because it relies on notions of 

authorship. The phrase “vanished men” poses a much more serious problem, because it 

echoes within the text itself an ideologeme of nineteenth-century frontier rhetorics, positing 

that Australia’s first people will inevitably die out. In the middle of the twentieth century it 

was still common belief that Aboriginals, perceived by anthropologists as anachronistic 

“Stone Age people,” were doomed to extinction. Jindyworobak contemporary Sir Frank Fox, 

for example, thought it “possible to calculate with almost certainty a date on which ‘the last 

post’ will be sounded over the Australian, as it has been over the Tasmanian, aboriginal race” 

(qtd. in McLean 68). Needless to say, both Tasmanian and mainland Aboriginals have 

survived colonisation, and continue to do so in spite of ongoing institutional discrimination. 

The phrase “vanished men,” then, implicates Ingamells’ poem as an example of what Bob 

Hodge and Vijay Mishra have termed “premature elegy”: assuming the “desired end to the 

‘Aboriginal problem,’” the poem expresses a “regret that absolve[s] the feeling person from 

complicity or responsibility” (Hodge and Mishra 127; Kirkpatrick, “Fearful Affinity” 127). 

Since this fascination with “ghosts of tribal men” (Ingamells) and “long-dead tribes” (Mudie) 

recurs throughout Jindy writing, the topos of the “vanished people” seems all-pervasive. 

Ingamells, whom A. D. Hope called the “troop-leader” of Jindyworobaks, appears 

particularly obsessed with it: 

After the white man came, the black man lost 

 [… …] 

This hill is just as rugged now as when 

No white man’s eye had seen it; these gaunt gums 

And rooted rocks look seaward now as then; 

And still the magpie’s ringing beauty comes. 

Yet spirits of lost laughter and distress 

Seem here to change even this spot of the ranges, 

Lending trees, rocks, and song a wistfulness 

For vanished folk; but nothing else here changes. 

(Ingamells, “Forgotten People” 12-4) 

The lyrical persona in this poem, just like in the stanza quoted before, engages in a dialogue 

with the Australian landscape and its nature, and, trying to trace its indigenous history, seeks 

a deeper connection with it. But while doing so, it represents the destruction of Aboriginal 

society as a fait accompli, instead of an ongoing struggle. Moreover, the persona’s 

“wistfulness / For vanished folk” seems to numb any form of resistance, and thus effectively 

forestalls the conflict it presumes to already be over. By means of this repression of the very 

present struggle Aboriginal people were facing during the era of assimilation, the topos of the 

“vanished people” instates the Jindyworobak utopia as a “dream of a state without 

disturbances” (Žižek). Thinking along these lines we realise that the “tribal ghosts” that haunt 

the Jindyworobak utopia figurate nothing else but Žižek’s fantasy2, the “spectral apparition” 

that forms the shadow side of utopia.  

 

Finally, what this suggests is that the favourable treatment of Aboriginal culture that 

underpins the Jindyworobak utopia finds it ideological reflection in the assumption of the 

looming extinction of Australia’s first people. So for the Jindyworobak utopia to function 

ideologically (i.e. as a fictional “state without disturbances” that symbolically structures 

social reality) it is inevitable to repress antagonisms that would challenge it. This repression 
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represents nothing else but an ideological restructuring of reality’s debt to utopia. Hence the 

unsettled deficit between the Jindyworobak utopia and the concurrent social reality of the 

assimilation era is supplemented by the Aboriginal spectre, in which the repressed social 

antagonisms of the time find figuration. 

 

However, it is important to stress that these ideological appropriations do not affect the 

surplus-value of the Jindyworobak utopia. Quite the contrary, because as Bloch tirelessly 

underlines, a utopian surplus persists above and beyond ideology. Ideology’s 

misappropriation of the Jindies’ vision, therefore, does not diminish its concrete hope-content 

of a harmonious convergence of people(s) and country – the Jindies’ dream of a pan-

Australian Dreamtime continues to offer itself as a utopian solution to Australia’s post-

colonial predicament. In fact, once this utopian promise is recognised as the message of 

Jindyworobak, we realise that it actually turns the ideology behind it on its head, that it 

effectively rejects ideological appropriation. Paradoxically, it is precisely the incongruity of 

the Jindyworobak utopia with the social reality that surrounds it that brings the racialised and 

oppressive policies of the assimilation era into sharp relief. And it is through noticing this 

incongruity that the Jindyworobak utopia ceases to play the beatific part of Žižek’s reality-

constructing fantasy1, and instead assumes the utopic position “nowhere” implied by the 

Greek word utopia, from whence it can enfold its critical potential as an alternative to reality. 

In the end, what remains to be hoped for is that the Jindyworobak utopia succeeds in shaking 

off the ideological ghosts that haunt it. As Ingamells says:  

It is a ghost that walks before birth. 

As a faithful promise it comes. 

To have known it is to yearn with heart and eyes 

for the long hush, 

for the long, long hush 

under starlight in the desert with the winds, 

waiting the sun’s rise. 

(Ingamells, “Desert Dawn” 19) 
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