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In the post history wars landscape of present Australian literature there are few 

examples of nonfictional accounts of the experience of navigating the complexities of 

society and history of regional towns in South Eastern Australia. Patti Miller’s 

autobiographical account of the intricacies of identity politics in rural south eastern 

Australia shows that the legacies of this “theft” of personal identity is an experience 

shared by many Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people alike.   

 

This is a timely book since issues of Aboriginal identity are alive and well in 

Australia. In the year before this book was published, identity politics in the 

Aboriginal community became mainstream Australian media events. Firstly, nine 

Aboriginal people won a case of defamation against a self-confessed rightwing 

commentator. Subsequently, through social media circles one of the defendants in the 

case criticized a Central Australian Aboriginal community leader over her comments 

supporting the “intervention” in remote Aboriginal communities. Debates that have 
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followed these events are couched in terms of identity, authenticity and thus who has 

the right to speak on Aboriginal issues. 

 

The reporting of these differences of opinion ranged across the spectrum: from the 

knowledgeable and considered to the ideologically driven and deliberately ignorant.  

And while the media focused on the divisions of old versus young, remote versus 

urban, fair skin versus dark skin dichotomies, it did not speak of the cause or the 

effects of these divisions within the Aboriginal community, or indeed within 

Aboriginal families, in any intelligent manner.  

  

Most modern media representations fail in finding sensitive ways of acknowledging 

the inter-relationship between white and Black Australia. This is where Patti Miller’s 

publication fills an important gap in representing the contemporary experiences of 

both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in understanding our shared histories–

especially the histories of regional New South Wales and the process that modern 

Australia has used to redress the dispossession of Aboriginal people in towns and 

cities across the state. 

 

At the centre of Miller’s narrative is a chance encounter with an Aboriginal 

community elder in the town of Wellington in central western NSW where she grew 

up. This elder nonchalantly recognises her family name and tells an alternate family 

history to the one Miller grew up with. She identifies Miller as being a descendant of 

an Aboriginal family in the local area who are a part of the largest Aboriginal 

language group in New South Wales–the Wiradjuri. Miller describes her discovery of 

her Aboriginal heritage with pride but also depicts the sadness associated with the 

hiding of this identity, that many in her extended family felt necessary, with humor 

and sensitivity. The book also documents Miller’s approach to the issues of 

Aboriginal community politics through a process of the questioning and interrogation 

of her pre-existing perceptions of her own heritage and identity and at the same time 

re-evaluating a diverse range of historical source material relating to the town that she 

grew up in. 

 

For over 150 years the documentation relating to the Wiradjuri peoples has ranged 

from overzealous missionary experiences and Gold Rush propaganda to nationalistic 

representation of pastoral industries that was promoted through numerous government 

interventions. The most significant of these for the Aboriginal community in 

Wellington, however, was the implementation of the Native Title Act 1993. The 

community response over successive generations to the implementation of the Native 

Title Act throws into relief the real issues of who has an authority to represent a 

community. This is the basis of numerous unresolved tensions that exist among 

Aboriginal community members.  

  

These issues of community authority and cultural legitimacy are not at all specific to 

the Wiradjuri; in New South Wales there are over 120 Aboriginal land councils, all 

with varying degrees of assets and resources. Some run far more smoothly than 

others, but on the whole there are no more or no less governance and management 

issues than you would find in any other similar sized community centre, public 

service or government department. 
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However, having local Aboriginal Land Council authority by no means guarantees 

community authority over issues such as identity and this is explored in the later 

chapters. Miller portrays the complex nature of Aboriginal identity in South Eastern 

Australia within the context of an inter-generational divide and a perceived disregard 

of the authority of community elders by successive younger generations. She 

identifies this as a major factor in the lack of cohesion that the Aboriginal Land 

Council as a representative body has in the eyes of its members. 

 

Miller’s approach to negotiating a complex local history of the town of Wellington in 

central New South Wales is journalistic in that she tracks down the facts, collating 

what can be known, and what can’t be known. This is not as easy as it sounds, 

especially when delving into small town politics of rural communities. The process 

requires determination as legacies of past deceptions by non-Indigenous peoples, 

especially in relation to land, form the long-held and hard to overcome suspicions that 

many Aboriginal community members have of the processes of allocating shared 

property through legal processes. 

 

It is hardly surprising that Miller herself is a teacher of writing autobiographical 

works as the book sets an excellent example in this genre. It demonstrates the 

importance of respectfully and empathetically characterizing people who often have 

vastly divergent viewpoints on the same subject. This is crucial when in some cases 

people’s identities are anchored to a local history that is in a process of rapid change. 

 

What the book describes best is the impact of the NSW Land Rights Act and how 

nearly 25 years after its implementation this legislation is showing profound structural 

issues. These issues of cultural authority and who has the right to speak on behalf of 

the community are often the cause of divisions within Aboriginal communities rather 

than in any way becoming a process that assists in unifying them. Miller produces a 

clear analysis of the community politics that seem to prevent any easy solutions in 

regards to Aboriginal community land ownership in South Eastern Australia and aptly 

depicts the way that the problems are in all likelihood embodied in the systems that 

are supposedly being used to effect the change. 

 

Miller’s book is a new opportunity for many in both the Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal community to step outside the battles of recent generations and look to 

new ways of understanding the relationship of dominant settler culture and its history 

of repressing Aboriginal connection to land. It also presents a thoughtful account of 

the personal toll on relationships among friends and family that journeys of discovery 

such as Patti Miller’s entails.  

 

The Mind of a Thief is an excellent starting point for anyone who has begun the 

journey of researching family history in southeastern Australia, and for those with an 

interest in the politics of governance in relation to Local Aboriginal Land Councils. 

This is a relevant introduction for those whose experiences put them in contact with 

the process and experiences of Aboriginal community engagement whether local 

councils, community centers or government departments. 
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